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Preface





‘I’ll answer that!’
 Phantasm called to his brother and walked across their living room to
open the door.


‘Morning!’  Mistral
announced breathlessly, erupting into the room like a force of nature.  ‘I’m
after a favour!’


‘Ah, of course you are. 
Good morning Mistral and good morning Delphine.’


‘Good morning Phantasm!’ 
Delphine chimed brightly.


‘Is that my princess?’ 
Phantom exclaimed, running lightly down the stairs to sweep a giggling Delphine
into his arms.  ‘Come and see what your favourite godfather has bought for
you today!’


Mistral shook her head at
Phantom’s besotted expression while he carried her laughing daughter into the
kitchen, ‘He spoils her too much.’  


‘Delphine is easy to love.’  Phantasm
said, smiling indulgently.


Mistral rolled her eyes, ‘Blue
eyes and blonde ringlets, how did Fabian and I manage that?’


‘Des –’


‘Don’t say that word!’


‘Mummy!  Look what Phantom’s
given me!’  Delphine trilled, running to her mother with a pink satin
dress in her arms.  ‘Can I wear it to school today?’


‘It’ll get ruined –’


‘So I’ll buy her another.’
 Phantom shrugged, strolling into the room behind Delphine.  


Mistral sighed wearily; there was
no reasoning with the twins when it came to their godchildren, ‘Look, I’m in a
rush Delphine, so if you want to wear it you’ll have to get changed at school.’
 She looked at Phantom hopefully.  ‘Can you take her?  Cassius
is in training today and Fabian’s taking them all on a knucker hunt, so we’re
leaving early and I really need to see Cain before I go.’


Phantom grinned and held his hand
out to Delphine, ‘Of course I can!  We can stop at the bakers on the way
and buy a honey cake!’


‘Oh please!’


‘Bye then!’  Mistral said
with a fixed smile on her face and rushed to the sink to be sick the moment the
door closed.  ‘Oh, why’d he mention honey?’  She groaned, resting her
forehead on her arms.


‘Here.’  Phantasm passed her
a cup of water.  


‘Thanks –’ she looked up to see
him grinning at her.


‘Well?’  He demanded.


‘You’re not going to believe
this,’ she sighed. 


His grin widened in
anticipation.  


‘It’s twins.’


 


‘Tempus edax rerum’


(Time, the devourer of all
things)


Ovid


 


‘Which one’s that?’  Xerxes
asked, idly watching the dark-haired boy climbing up onto the roof of the
tavern to retrieve an arrow.


Brutus paused with two empty
tankards in his hands and narrowed his eyes against the bright sunlight,
‘Fabian,’ he said confidently then sighed and shook his head, ‘or Samson, I
can’t tell them apart.’


‘Do you think Mistral will be
angry that we’ve bought them both longbows?’ 


‘Come on, this is Mistral we’re
talking about!’  Brutus laughed and placed the two tankards onto a
tray.  ‘She’d be surprised if we hadn’t!’ 


‘They’ve got Gleacher and Clovis
as godfathers, then there’s always the twins to add a bit of balance – I
suppose a couple of reprobates like us as uncles isn’t going to hurt.’


‘Needed with that lot I’d say.’
 Brutus picked up the tray and walked towards the open door of the tavern,
pausing beneath the sign to glance up and read with pride the name painted in
bold red letters, “The Fallen Warrior”.


‘Get Marietta to bring me out
another drink will you?’  Xerxes asked, yawning and swinging his feet up
onto the bench opposite. 


‘Sorry brother, she’s still not
talking to me since I let slip about the incident with you and the two nymphs.’


‘Damn.’  Xerxes muttered
then called out hopefully.  ‘D’you think Mistral will bring me one out?’


‘I’m sure she’ll be delighted to,
once she’s finished throwing up.’  Brutus called over his shoulder and
vanished into their tavern.


‘Oh, not again!’  Xerxes
groaned then grinned as one of her sons fitted the arrow he’d collected to his
longbow and neatly shot a spriggan out of the tree opposite.











A Tide of Unwashed Warriors 





‘Has Mage De Winter banned
Mistral from teaching until her next baby is born?’


‘Not yet, why?’  Phantasm
looked up from the long report he was reading with a frown.  


‘Ah, that’ll be why there’s a
queue of first year apprentices outside the Infirmary.’  Phantom turned
away from the window of their tower room with a sigh. 


 ‘Oh that’s nothing to do
with Mistral; Delphine is covering for Serenity in the Infirmary today.’ 
Phantasm smiled and returned his attention to the Council report in his hands.


‘Ah, of course,’ his brother
frowned.  ‘That’ll explain the sudden outbreak of minor ailments
then.  In fact, I feel a headache coming on myself.  I might just pop
down and get some willow bark.’


‘Hmm, you mean you want to make
sure our goddaughter is bearing up under the tide of unwashed warriors
demanding a bed for the night.’


Phantom shuddered theatrically,
‘Don’t!  I dread the day she tells me that she’s fallen in love with one
of those wretched first years that pester her all the time!’


‘Oh I doubt it will be any from
this year’s lot.  Even Mistral described them as being blessed with
limited brainpower and dangerous enthusiasm – hardly the type of person who
would appeal to Delphine.’   


‘Good.’  Phantom sniffed
primly.  ‘Delphine is more suited marrying someone from the Council. 
She’s far too refined to be a warrior’s wife, in fact I was thinking –’


‘She will marry whom so ever she
pleases brother, don’t you start matchmaking!’  Phantasm said sharply. 


‘Does she have to marry at
all?’  Phantom asked unhappily.  ‘Can’t she just get a dog or
something?’


‘Well, whether she marries or not
is entirely up to her.’  Finally giving up on the Council report, Phantasm
rose to his feet and strolled over to the window to look down at the restless
line of apprentices and warriors hanging around outside the Infirmary. 
‘Although I’m fairly certain she will be asked rather a lot.’


In the Infirmary Cain heaved a
deep sigh and looked sadly at Gemma, ‘I’m so sorry.’


The softly spoken words hurt more
than any insult ever could.  Silent tears fell from Gemma’s eyes and
coursed down her cheeks to drip onto the crisp white bedsheet.  


‘Another boy?’  She asked in
a broken whisper.


‘Yes.’  Cain confirmed
quietly.  Rising to his feet he bundled up the blood-soaked cloths to
carry them away.


‘Why?’  Gemma cried,
reaching out to grab his wrist.  ‘Why can’t I carry them?’


Cain stared at her helplessly but
Delphine reached for her hand, unclasping it from Cain’s wrist to take in her
hold.


‘I don’t know Gemma, no-one
knows.  But some women can’t carry male babies – it’s just one of those
horrid, unchangeable facts of life.’


‘So – so until I have a daughter
I will always lose them?’


Delphine nodded slowly, ‘I think
so Gemma.  This is the third male baby you’ve lost, each time through no
fault of your own.’


Gemma turned to look at Samson, a
brooding statue staring out of the Infirmary window, ‘He wanted a son … we were
going to call him Samson –’


‘He wants you, and you can call
your daughter Samantha.’  Delphine said firmly.   


Gemma choked back a sob,
‘Samantha … well, I hope she’s better looking than her father.’


‘I heard that.’  Samson
growled and turned from the window, the grief on his face at the loss of
another baby marring his features more than any of the livid scars he
bore.  ‘And she’ll be called Samsara, not Samantha.’


‘Samsara then.’  Gemma smiled
weakly at the man she refused to marry but loved with all her heart.  


Leaving Samson and Gemma alone
together, Delphine walked across the brightly lit Infirmary to join Cain at the
sink.  They scrubbed their hands together in silence, watching the red
water wash away until it ran clear. 


‘She desperately wants to have a
child with Samson before she grows too old to bear children.’  Delphine
sighed.  ‘I really feel for her that she can’t carry them.’


‘I know you do.  That’s what
makes you such a good healer.’  Cain murmured.  ‘Compassion is as
important as being good with a needle and thread.’


She stole a glance at him while
she finished washing her hands.  Her mischievous, happy-go-lucky uncle …
all a front to hide the deeply caring side he only revealed through his
work.  Delphine knew how it grieved him to tell Gemma that she had
miscarried another child and the sorrow he felt for the tiny foetus whose life
had ended before it had even begun. 


‘Well, I suppose we’d better let
the hordes in.’ Cain sighed and finished drying his hands.


Delphine glanced at the closed
Infirmary doors and pulled a face at the sound of impatiently shuffling feet.


‘It’s amazing how many of them
have mysterious illnesses that can only be cured by you.’  Cain continued
drily.  ‘In fact, so mysterious that I often can’t for the life of me
identify the cause.’


‘I’m just a novelty, that’s
all.’  Delphine shrugged.  ‘Once they realise that it hurts just as
much to have me stitching up their wounds as it does you or Serenity, they’ll
soon revert to drinking themselves back to health in The Cloak and Dagger again
instead of coming up here.’


Cain laughed, ‘Yes, that used to
be the standard cure for me, back in the day.’


‘What do you mean “back in the
day”?’  Delphine exclaimed.  ‘You’re not old!  You just retired
early!’


‘Hmm, I retired from being a
warrior before being a warrior retired me.’  Cain smiled sadly.  ‘I
miss it though.’


‘Running an apothecary shop not
quite as exciting?’


‘Not quite, but it nearly is when
your mother’s working there.’  Cain mused with a frown.  ‘She can be
a bit confrontational with the customers.’


‘Really?  That doesn’t sound
like her.’


Cain laughed and folded the towel
back over its rail, ‘I sometimes can’t believe that you are her daughter.’


‘Oh, I don’t know, she’s a good
healer.  She’s stitched my father up a few times now and it’s always a
really neat scar.’


‘Yes, but I bet she probably
caused the wound in the first place.’


Delphine smiled fondly, ‘She
shouts a bit every now and then, but it never comes to much.  Phantasm
thinks that she’s mellowing.’


‘She’s having her fifth child
Delphine!  I sincerely hope she’s either mellowing or wearing out!’


‘I doubt it … come on, let’s
treat the outbreak of broken finger nails and hair strain.’


Leaving Cain laughing by the
sink, Delphine strode across the Infirmary and threw the doors open with a
dramatic flourish, ‘Good morning gentlemen!  Today I will be prescribing
enemas for headaches and purges for stomach ache!  If there are any of you
that still feel you simply must be cured, then please come in.’


Cain hid a smile as the sheepish
looking warriors filed past Delphine.  She looked over at him and raised
an eyebrow, her blue eyes twinkling with amusement.  He grinned back and
watched her walk across the room, a slender figure dressed in a simple blue
dress and starched white apron.  Finding himself suddenly absorbed in the
way the sunlight shone on her blonde ringlets Cain gave himself a mental
shake.  Delphine was Mistral’s daughter.  More to the point, she was
Mage De Winter’s daughter … and the goddaughter of both the Divinus and Mage
Grapple.  In fact, the formidable family Delphine came from was without
doubt the only reason she hadn’t been inundated with marriage proposals the
moment she’d reached maturity.  So far her suitors had limited themselves
to depositing bunches of wilting flowers outside the Infirmary doors during the
dead of night with scribbled notes professing undying love.  Cain
constantly marvelled at how Delphine was the complete opposite to her
mother.  Her calm and compassionate nature was as far removed from
Mistral’s fiery temperament as it was possible to be.  Her blonde hair and
blue eyes made her look more like Leo’s daughter rather than the dark-haired
Mage De Winter; not that there was a soul alive on the Isle who would dare to
make such a suggestion and expect to be still breathing afterwards.  Cain
smiled and drew himself from his reverie to see that Delphine was already
treating her first patient.  It was time to get to work.


While Delphine daubed iodine on
some superficial cuts that looked suspiciously like the type of scratches
caused by walking through brambles with deliberately bare arms, Cain set about
dealing with two sorry looking apprentices with sword cuts.  Worn down by
Cain’s relentless questioning they finally confessed to deciding to practise
duelling after a drinking session in The Cloak the night before only to wake up
with sore heads and the more pressing matter of several cuts that needed stitches.



‘Er, no offense Cain, but can’t
Delphine stitch them?’  One of the apprentices muttered unhappily as Cain
held a needle up to the light to thread it.


Cain sighed and lowered the
needle to give the apprentice a frank look, ‘It would still hurt if she did it. 
I promise to make it neat.’


‘I know, but it’s just that she’s
a bit nicer to look at than you are.’


‘Thanks, I suppose I should take
that as a compliment.’  Cain laughed.  ‘Now keep still, or this scar
will be as crooked as one of Samson’s.’


The apprentice shot a worried
look over to where his heavily scarred Training Lieutenant was stood beside
Gemma’s bed and promptly sat with statue-like stillness until Cain had
finished.


‘There, all done.  You can
breathe again now.’  Cain said, hiding a smile when the almost blue-faced
apprentice drew in a ragged gasp of air.


‘And just what have you two done
now?’  Delphine’s normally gentle voice had taken on a sharp edge that
made Cain and the rest of the patients in the Infirmary immediately glance
over, all looking away again almost as quickly with smiles when they saw the
reason for Delphine’s exasperation.  She was stood with hands on hips
glaring at her twin brothers, Samson and Fabian; their insolent expressions
reminding Cain of a look he’d seen on Mistral’s face countless times. 
Mistral’s twin sons were the double-image of her and had inherited her innate
recklessness, but thankfully not her temper.  Although they were both
still of an age to be at school, they were more often in the Training Arena
than the classroom and were already fearsome opponents to train with. 


‘And just how did you do
this?’  Delphine demanded, examining a gash on Fabian’s arm with a
frown.  


‘Can’t you just stitch it and
save the recriminations for later Del?’  Fabian muttered, looking
uncomfortable at the sudden attention her raised voice was attracting.


‘No.  Not until you and your
brother tell me what stupid antics you’ve been up to this time!  Or do you
want to have more scars than Uncle Samson before you’ve even Qualified?’


‘Will everybody please stop using
me as some kind of measure of beauty?’  Samson growled from the other side
of the Infirmary.


‘See?’  Delphine said
briskly to Fabian while she splashed liberal amounts of a stinging ointment
onto his wounds.  ‘Even your Training Lieutenant thinks you’re ruining
your good looks!’


‘I never said they were
good-looking!’  Samson retorted sharply.  


Delphine laughed at the mortified
expressions on her twin brothers’ faces and made a start on stitching the first
stab wound, ‘So, want to tell me how you got these injuries?  Or shall I
wait until mother asks later and enjoy the show?’


‘Oh leave it Del –’


‘– it was just a bit of
fun.’  


Samson had left Gemma’s bed and
strolled over to study the wounds on his namesake’s arms, ‘Hmm, those are
wounds made by a throwing knife.’  He narrowed his eyes
suspiciously.  ‘Are you two by any chance responsible for the spriggans
running lose on the third floor?’


The twins shared a furtive
look.  


‘Don’t know what you’re talking
about Uncle Samson, sorry.’  Samson muttered unconvincingly.


Samson regarded them both with an
amused expression, ‘You two look just like Mistral when you try to lie. 
Now, unless you want me to haul you both before the Divinus to explain why he
was woken this morning by a pair of spriggans trashing his tower room, I think
you’d better tell your sister and I what happened.’


‘Well, we got the idea off mother
actually.’  Samson began with obvious reluctance.  ‘It was a training
drill she tried out a few years ago –’


Delphine paused in stitching
Fabian’s wound and looked up sharply, ‘Phantom told me about that!  It was
some disastrous idea she had about releasing a sack of spriggans in the
Training Arena and letting the apprentices loose on them armed with throwing
knives!  He said they hit each other more than the spriggans!’


‘Which is precisely why we
decided to perfect the idea.’  Fabian started to explain then stopped with
a wince when Delphine resumed her work and tugged sharply on the thread. 


‘We released them in the Training
Room on the third floor,’ his brother continued.  ‘That way they couldn’t
escape, you see –’


‘Not really.’  Samson cut in
with a scowl.  ‘What I see is you two covered in wounds and the third
floor overrun with the wretched things!’  


‘Er, well a couple of the
apprentices found out what we were up to and came up to join in, only they were
a bit drunk and left the Training Room door open and the spriggans
escaped.  They did hang around to help us with the damage limitation, but
as you can see, their aim was a bit off.’


‘So, these drunken apprentices
... I take it they weren’t content using you two for target practise and went
on to have a go at each other, did they?’  Delphine asked, shooting an
angry look at the two apprentices who had come in with duelling wounds.  


‘Don’t know what you’re talking
about Del, sorry.’  Fabian replied cagily. 


‘Oh really.  Well, let me
summarise for you.’  Delphine said icily.  ‘You two sneaked into the
Training Room after hours and released a sack of spriggans for throwing knife
practice, then let them run riot all over the third floor before skulking off
to bed with wounds that needing treating!  And to cap it all, you left two
drunken apprentices having an unsupervised duelling session!  Just how
many irresponsible acts is it possible to pack into one night’s work?’  


‘It sounds pretty bad when you
put it like that – but it wasn’t like that at the time Del, I promise.’
 Fabian muttered uncomfortably.


‘Oh really?  So how was it
then?’


‘What were we meant to do when
Eldon and Griffin decided to have a bit of a practice session?  Tell them
not to?’


‘I suppose we could’ve stayed on
to score for them,’ his brother offered helpfully.


‘Don’t be facetious
Samson!’  Delphine snapped.  ‘You should have told father!  He
is their Training Captain after all!’


‘Yeah right.  Course we
should have Del.’ Samson said, rolling his eyes at his brother in a “girls,
they know nothing” kind of way.


Delphine finished treating her
brothers in stony silence, the rigid set of her features radiating a
disapproval that discouraged any further smart comments from either of them.


By mid-morning all of the real,
imagined and more pathetically self-inflicted injuries had been treated,
leaving only Gemma asleep in the bed by the window.  Samson took some
persuading to leave her, only agreeing to go when Delphine promised to fetch
him the moment she awoke.


 ‘Has he gone?’  Gemma
whispered after the door was safely closed behind him.


‘Yes.’  Delphine whispered
back with a smile.  Samson and her father were both guilty of being
over-protective, and just like it did Mistral, Delphine could tell it was
starting to drive Gemma to distraction.


‘At last!’  Gemma sat up,
shifting the pillows up behind her to make herself more comfortable.  


Delphine walked over to help her,
‘I’m going for lunch now, but Noah’s starting his shift and he’ll bring you
something to eat.  I’ll hold Samson off until later on this afternoon and
give you some peace.’


Gemma offered her a grateful
smile and sank back against the pillows, closing her eyes with a weary sigh. 


‘Come on Cain, I’m buying you
lunch to thank you for your help.’  Delphine announced while she untied
her apron and dropped it into the laundry basket.


‘Serenity does pay me when I
cover shifts, you know Delphine.’  Cain replied, then grinned.  ‘But
when have you known me to turn down a free meal?’


They walked down to The Cloak and
Dagger, talking and laughing with the relaxed ease of two people completely
comfortable in each other’s company.  When Cain pushed open the door to
the tavern and stepped aside to let Delphine enter first, he couldn’t resist
the resulting glow of pride when she walked in then waited for him, continuing
their conversation while they walked to the bar.  Every pair of male eyes
in the room turned to watch her and, as usual, she was completely oblivious to
their stares.  Cain knew it was just the fragile male ego that made him
walk a little taller when Delphine was by his side, but he still couldn’t help
it.  Everyone stared when she entered a room, and today she was entering
the room with him.  There was no two ways about it, he liked it.  On
reflection, maybe a little too much. 


Out of habit Cain took the table
at the back of the tavern where he, Xerxes, Brutus, Grendel, the twins and
Mistral had passed many hazy evenings drinking, playing cards and
talking.  The wistful sigh that escaped him when he sat down on the
familiar rickety wooden chair had little to do with finally having a rest after
a busy morning.


‘You miss Xerxes and Brutus don’t
you?’  


‘You sure you don’t have the
Sight?’  Cain asked, raising an eyebrow at her over the top of his
tankard.


‘Quite sure.’  Delphine
laughed. 


Cain took a long drink from his
tankard and placed it down with another sigh, ‘I suppose I do.  We had a lot
of fun as warriors together – even your mother could be a laugh when she’d had
enough beer to take the edge off her temper.  But that’s all in the past
now.  Saul’s dead.  I’m a shopkeeper.  Xerxes and Brutus run a
tavern.  The twins are high and mighty Magnate members and your mother’s
busy being Lady De Winter, the Isle’s Seer, the Ri’s Training Lieutenant and
not least of all, on a personal quest to repopulate the Isle with Mage De
Winter’s children.’


‘There’s only four of us!’ 
Delphine laughed.


‘Soon to be five.’  Cain
corrected with a smile.  ‘And I’m fairly sure they won’t stop there.’


‘Probably not.’  Delphine
agreed then added.  ‘But there’s still Grendel.  He hasn’t
changed.’  


‘No, but he’s married to
Liliana.  And whether he likes it or not, there’s a thumb-print on that
massive forehead of his now.’


Delphine smiled at the image of
the huge half-troll being under the thumb of his wife, a willowy nymph roughly
a quarter of his size, ‘Why have you never married Cain?’  She
suddenly asked.


‘A confirmed bachelor like
me?  No chance!’  Cain flashed his familiar grin and raised his
tankard.  ‘Besides, who would want a cheating hob for a husband?’


Delphine merely smiled and lifted
her own goblet of wine.


‘Did I hear someone say there was
a cheating hob in the tavern?’


Cain and Delphine looked round to
see the grinning faces of Xerxes and Brutus making their way towards them.


‘What’re you two doing in the
Valley?’  Cain asked while Delphine greeted her uncles warmly with kisses
on each cheek, eliciting frankly jealous looks from several nearby warriors –
none of which were lost on the broadly smirking Xerxes.


‘Bit of business brother.’
 Brutus whispered, tapping the side of his nose conspiratorially. 
‘With Floris actually ... he’s got a load of barrels of wine from an
unspecified source that he wants to shift sharpish –’


‘And we are both shifty and
sharp!’  Xerxes cut in with a grin.  


Cain looked intrigued, ‘What
could possibly be so suspect about some barrels of wine?  Floris has
bottles of liquor behind that bar with an ingredient list that reads like a
banned substance manual at the Council!’


‘Don’t know, don’t care!’ 
Xerxes responded airily.  ‘I’ve found that ignorance is the best course of
action since having a Seer for a nephew.’


‘Oh Cassius wouldn’t care about
stuff like that!  He can drink with the best of them.  He is
Mistral’s son after all!’  Cain laughed. 


‘Hmm, never says too much
though.  Like his father.’


‘Doesn’t need to say much though,
does he?  Not only can he See your thoughts but he can let you hear his,
so spoken conversation tends to fall by the wayside when you’re talking with
him.’


Their conversation was
interrupted by the arrival of lunch; bowls of pork and vegetable casserole and
a basket of bread.  Delphine ate her meal, listening to the lively banter
of her three uncles and enjoying seeing Cain smiling and laughing freely again
after his brief melancholic spell.  When she was finished she quickly made
her excuses and left, leaving Cain to a rare afternoon in the company of his
friends.


‘So, no boyfriend on the scene
for Delphine yet then?’  Xerxes asked, absent-mindedly cracking his
knuckles.


‘No.’  


Brutus laughed, ‘It would take a
brave man to ask Delphine out.  She’s got one hell of a family to contend
with!’


‘I’d have a few words to say to
any would-be suitor too.’  Xerxes added in a menacing growl.


‘Come off it Xerxes!’  Cain
snorted.  ‘You’re hardly one to talk with your past!’  


‘Precisely!  I know exactly
what those damned apprentices are thinking every time they watch my niece walk
by!’


‘Kind of makes you glad not to
have the Sight, doesn’t it?’  Brutus said, shaking his head at Cain.


‘Definitely as far as your
brother is concerned,’ agreed Cain.  ‘I pity poor Marietta.’


‘Why?  We’re not
married!  If she’s unhappy with me then she’s free to go!’  


‘I think that’s why she’s still
hanging around actually Xerxes.’  Brutus sighed.  


‘Well she’ll be waiting a damned
long time then!  I am most definitely not the marrying kind!’  


‘Yes you are brother. 
You’re just not the faithful marrying kind.’  Brutus reminded him.


‘Oh yes, I’d forgotten about my
weddings – if they could really be called that.’  Xerxes smiled happily to
himself, momentarily lost in his memories of brides he had known.


‘I thought you’d have been
married by now Cain.’  Brutus leaned back in his chair to regard Cain
thoughtfully.


‘You’re the second person to say
that to me today!  What the blazes makes you think I should be married?’


‘You’re a good catch for one of
the village girls.’


Cain laughed uproariously, ‘How’d
you work that one out Brutus?’


Brutus shrugged, ‘Well, for
starters you’ve got a thriving business.  Limbs all present and
correct.  Full head of hair.  Most of your teeth ... and you’re not
too scarred-up.’


‘When you put it like that, I’m
surprised I’m not beating them off with a stick!  Sorry to disappoint you
brother, but there’s no woman in my life.’


‘Ah, here comes Grendel! 
Now we can have a game.’  Xerxes began rummaging in his saddlebag for a
pack of cards whilst Grendel stomped over to the table and dropped down onto a
chair with a force that made the table shake.


‘Steady brother!’  Brutus
exclaimed, wiping up the beer that had slopped over the side of his tankard
with his shirt sleeve.  ‘What’s got you in such a bad mood?’


Grendel scowled, ‘Liliana’s
sisters are staying.’ 


Xerxes promptly leaned across the
table with a leer on his face, ‘Tell me brother, what’s it like living in a
house full of nymphs?’


‘Noisy.’


Cain laughed, ‘Another
round?’  He asked, rising to his feet with his empty tankard in his hand.


‘You’ve known me this long and
you still need to ask?  Just get them in brother, and I’ll deal.’


Once Cain had moved out of
earshot Xerxes leaned over to whisper to his brother, ‘Well that explains it!’


‘What?  You think it’s one
of Liliana’s sisters that’s made him all moody?  They’re hardly the type
of women to pine over, are they?  They charge by the half hour!’


‘Ah, yes.  They do.’
 Xerxes said knowingly.  ‘But what if he’s fallen in love with one of
them?’


‘Oh come off it!’  Brutus
scoffed.  ‘Cain?  In love?  He only loves money!’


Xerxes shook his head adamantly,
‘No, I’m certain it’s a woman that’s bothering him.  I recognised the
symptoms when he turned up at our tavern last week looking like he’d lost a
gold coin and found a used handkerchief ... Grendel?  Has Cain been
hanging around your place since Liliana’s sisters came to stay?’


‘Don’t know.’  Grendel
grunted.  ‘Been sleeping here.’


Xerxes stared at him in disgust,
‘Brother!  You need your head testing!  A house full of nymphs and
you’re staying at The Cloak?’


‘Like I said.  It gets
noisy.’


‘Beyond help.’  Xerxes
muttered then stood up.  ‘Right, lie for me brother.  I’m off to
Bragg and Napier.  I’ve heard a rumour about a gem of a Contract they’re
meant to have and old Eliza Bragg owes me a coin or two, so I’m going to pull
in a few favours!’


‘Er, hang on!  What about
this dodgy wine we’re meant to be buying?’  Brutus whispered quickly.


‘There isn’t any brother! 
Just a ruse to cover up the real reason we’re in the Valley!’


‘Which is?’  Brutus asked,
looking confused.


‘A mission of mercy to save our
lovesick hob!’  Xerxes said cheerfully and strode out of the tavern.











Hunter’s Moon





‘Are they asleep?’  The
moonlight spilling through the landing window cast an eerie silver glow over
Samson’s pale face.  He stared intently at his twin brother, waiting for a
response.  When none was forthcoming he began to fidget impatiently. 
‘Well?’


Fabian turned to give him a sharp
look and made a shushing gesture with his hand before placing his ear back
against his parent’s bedroom door.  


Samson fell silent for a few
moments before growing bored and creeping over to kneel beside him and press
his ear against the dark wood.


‘I think they are.’  Fabian
finally muttered and backed quietly away. 


Samson frowned and listened
carefully at the door for a moment longer before lifting his head away and
shaking it in frustration, ‘Damn!  I wish they snored or something! 
It’d make sneaking out a whole lot easier!’ 


‘I wish Cassius was here. 
He’d be able to tell us if they were asleep.’  Fabian whispered back.


‘I don’t, or have you forgotten
the last time he told us what they were dreaming about?’


‘Ugh, you’re right!’  Fabian
gave a disgusted shudder.  ‘Come on, let’s risk it –’


They crept bare-footed down the
stairs and sat before the dying embers of the fire to quietly pull on their
socks and boots, pausing frequently to cast anxious glances at the ceiling with
every half-heard sound.  


‘Shall we take Prosp?’ 
Fabian whispered, eyeing the huge dog asleep on the sofa.  ‘He’d love it.’


Samson shook his head, ‘It’ll be
too dangerous for him ... mother would kill us if he got hurt.’


Fabian nodded in agreement and
concentrated on tightening the buckle on a belt of lethal looking throwing
knives.  He quickly added a long hunting dagger and a sword before finally
slinging a crossbow across his back.  ‘Ready?’  He asked, turning to
look at his brother.


‘Definitely!’  His brother
grinned back at him; his eyes gleaming with excitement.  ‘This is going to
be great!’


Samson tiptoed over to the front
door and unlatched it as quietly as possibly.  They both froze when the
hinges squeaked, straining their ears for any sounds of wakefulness coming from
upstairs. 


‘Damn it!  Let’s just
go!’  Fabian finally muttered and slipped out of the door into the mild
September night, leaving his brother to close the door behind them. 


Once they had reached the end of
their street unchallenged, they relaxed slightly and began a whispered
conversation.


‘Perfect night for it!’ 
Samson remarked, tilting his head to look up at the full moon, resplendent in a
cloudless night sky.  ‘It’s a hunter’s moon tonight!’ 


Fabian followed his gaze, ‘Hmm,
it could have done with being a bit colder though.  It would’ve helped
tone down our scent.’


‘Huh, if what Clovis and Sawyer
were saying is right, then that thing’ll smell us the moment we leave the
valley!’  


‘I hope so!  A chase across
the meadows will give me the chance to try out my new crossbow!’  Fabian
grinned, patting the crossbow slung over his back. 


They fell silent when they
reached the village square, looking cautiously left and right before they
hurried across the open expanse of moonlit cobbles.  Fabian headed
straight for the water trough to retrieve the saddles and bridles they’d hidden
earlier while Samson walked over to the paddock gate and unlatched it.


‘Which ones shall we take this
time?’  He whispered, casting an appraising eye over the Ri herd, grazing
quietly in the paddock. 


Fabian dropped their saddles onto
the fence then looked the horses over with a practised eye, ‘I vote for a
couple of steady ones tonight.  We’re going to need to focus on the hunt
... best get something dark coloured too ... less conspicuous.’


‘I’m going for the dark bay over
there then.’  Samson lifted his chin to indicate which horse he meant then
pushed the gate open and made his way through the herd towards the horse he
intended to borrow for the evening.


Fabian stayed on lookout duty
until his brother had caught the bay then quickly made his choice, slipping
like a shadow between the horses to catch a solid-looking liver chestnut. 
Leading the two horses over to the gate, the brothers quietly set about
saddling them.  Thanks to the bright moonlight they were able to work
quickly and were soon leading both horses, fully tacked, from the paddock.
 Moving with a silent swiftness that spoke of having done this many times
before, Fabian led his horse out first then took Samson’s from him while he
shut the gate behind them.  They immediately mounted and walked their
horses across the square, heading for the path leading to the North Gate. 
The ringing sound of iron shod hooves on the cobbles made both boys nervous but
they dared not hurry – that would draw even more attention to them.  The
night was too warm for cloaks and they were too cumbersome to hunt in anyway,
but both suddenly wished they’d worn theirs just to be able to pull up the
hoods and hide from any prying eyes.


The moment they reached the hard
pressed dirt of the path they immediately urged their horses into a trot, both
half-expecting to hear at any moment Clovis’ angry shout demanding to know
where the hell they thought they were going in the middle of the night on a
couple of horses that weren’t theirs.  No shouted demand came and they
rode unchallenged through the North Gate, keeping their heads bowed to avoid
the watchful gaze of the guard on lookout high above them, but he paid them
little attention.  It was perfectly usual for warriors to come and go from
the Valley at all hours of the day and night and, although it was obvious that
neither boys were old enough to be Qualified yet and were blatantly up to no
good, the guard was employed to alert the Valley of any incoming danger, not to
warn sleeping parents that two of their offspring were heading out on a
midnight hunt. 


They broke into a light canter
across the meadows with sighs of relief; they were safely out of the Valley.


‘That’s better.’  Fabian
declared with a grin.  ‘Now we can start having some fun.’


‘Don’t know about that brother.’
 Samson frowned and pulled his horse to a halt to survey the open expanse
of meadows.  ‘It’s a bit quiet.  Maybe we didn’t overhear Clovis and
Sawyer right.’


Samson reined in beside him and
studied the landscape.  Beneath the moon’s cold glow the meadows appeared
flat and lifeless, the forests bleached of their rich autumn colours to muted
hues of lavender and grey.  It was utterly still.  Without even a
light breeze to disturb the trees the twins should have been able to hear all
the usual nocturnal sounds, but the night was strangely devoid of all signs of
life.


Samson smiled slowly, ‘No. 
We heard right.  It’s quiet alright.  Too quiet.’


Samson nodded slowly while his
eyes raked the shadowed treeline, ‘You’re right.  There’s no foxes
barking, no owls ... nothing – it’s like all the animals are hiding from
something ... Damn!  I hope it is what Clovis reckoned!  There
haven’t been any Blackheart Wolverines round here for years!’ 


‘Don’t see how it could be
anything else!  We both heard Sawyer telling Clovis that a bunch of
goblins had been to his kennels trying to sell him one to breed into his next
batch of hunting dogs.’


Samson looked dubious, ‘Yeah, but
when he demanded to see the goods before parting with any cash the cage was
mysteriously empty ... I wouldn’t be surprised if it was all a scam. 
Sawyer’s well-known for breeding illegal wolf hybrids; it’s where Prospero came
from after all.  Those goblins probably didn’t even have a wolf to sell in
the first place, never mind a Blackheart!’


‘Why bother with the farce of an
empty cage then?’  Fabian reasoned.  ‘Sawyer said the door had been
ripped off its hinges, like whatever was inside had forced its way out. 
He said the cage was made of goblin-forged steel too, not some flimsy wooden
thing.  Only a Blackheart Wolverine would have the strength to do that!’


‘But –’  


Their whispered debate was cut
short by a blood-curdling howl coming from somewhere in The Velvet Forests.


‘I think that just proves my
point, don’t you?’  Fabian said softly and lifted an eyebrow at his
brother.


Samson merely shrugged and
reached for his crossbow, ‘Come on then ... know-it-all –’


They kicked their horses on,
crossing the meadows at a canter then slowing to a halt when they reached the
dark edge of the forests.


‘Standard plan?’  Fabian
muttered, staring keenly into the heavy gloom of the forests.  


Samson narrowed his eyes
thoughtfully, ‘No, let’s take a couple of turns up and down the treeline. 
Blackhearts like to hunt in the open.’


‘And since when were you an expert
on how Blackhearts like to hunt?’  


‘I did manage to pick some useful
bits out of all those wretched stories Xerxes likes to tell about his
apprenticeship.’  Samson replied.  ‘Their Qualification hunt was for
Blackhearts.’ 


‘Oh yes, so it was.  I’ve
usually fallen asleep by the time he gets that far.’


‘Not tonight brother! 
Right!  Let’s see if we can draw it out then blast it with bolts!’  


The twins hauled their horses
around and began a slow trot along the treeline, both keeping their eyes glued
on the almost impenetrable gloom beneath the trees.  Another long drawn
out howl shattered the still night.  Samson and Fabian’s heads immediately
snapped around to stare at the source.


‘That was definitely close!’
 Fabian hissed excitedly.  ‘It’s coming!’ 


‘Here we go!’  Samson pulled
his horse round to face the treeline and raised his crossbow, his eyes gleaming
with anticipation.


They waited in tense silence,
crossbows poised ready to fire, staring into the blackness until their eyes
ached from the strain of not blinking.  Gradually the seconds lengthened
into minutes and the adrenaline began to fade.


‘It’s not coming.’  Fabian
eventually revised with a disappointed sigh.  ‘Let’s take another couple
of turns up and down the treeline again, see if the horses lure it out.’


Samson shook his head
impatiently, ‘No.  I think it’s time for some more direct action. 
Let’s go in and flush it out.’


‘Oh, now you’re talking!’ 
Fabian grinned suddenly.  ‘After you brother!’  He waved his crossbow
solicitously, inviting his twin to enter the forests before him.


‘Why thank you.’  Samson
inclined his head in polite acceptance then grinned and kicked his reluctant
horse into the darkness of the forests. 


All traces of humour were
instantly dispelled the moment they entered the trees, leaving their faces set
in expressions of intense concentration.  They rode forwards at a slow
walk, giving their eyes time to adjust to the gloom.  Another howl rang
out.  They both immediately halted and turned towards the sound, hands
clenched ready on the stocks of their crossbows.  The howl rose in pitch
then fell away, fading to leave in its wake a deep and unnatural silence; the
sound of fear.  Wordlessly Fabian signalled to where the howl had
originated from.  Samson nodded in agreement, tugging on his horse’s reins
to follow his brother and head west, towards the sound of the Blackheart
Wolverine’s howls. 


The crunch of fallen leaves
beneath their horses’ hooves was the only sound to break the heavy
stillness.  Fabian’s observation about the forests being too quiet swiftly
became an understatement.  It wasn’t just quiet, it was utterly
silent.  There were no sounds of tiny feet scurrying from their path, no
chattering of spriggans.  Even the leaves in the trees were still, almost
as though the forest was holding its breath.  Samson and Fabian didn’t
follow one of the forest paths but headed due west, steering their horses round
thick brambles and pushing through clumps of feathery bracken, the gentle swish
of the fronds sounding louder than a whip crack in the deathly quiet. 
They travelled slowly, pausing often to listen intently for any sounds, but
other than their own breathing, there were none.   


After another half an hour of
silence, Fabian abruptly pulled his horse to a halt and looked around
cautiously, ‘You feel that?’  He whispered to his brother. 


Samson nodded once, his eyes not
leaving the forests around them.  Fabian wasn’t talking about a change in
temperature, but in the atmosphere.  The heavy silence shrouding the
forests had altered subtly.  There was still no sound, but the very air
around them now seemed charged with a tangible sense of terror.


‘We’re closing in on it!’ 
Samson breathed. 


Fabian felt a thrill of
anticipation run down his spine and jerked his chin impatiently to indicate
that they should move on again.  They were nearing the lower slopes of the
western range of mountains.  The ground began to rise beneath their
horses’ hooves and the trees thinned slightly, revealing the moon hanging low
in the sky ahead of them, already dropping towards its setting point in the
west.  The gnarled trunks of oak trees soon began to give way to clusters
of slender pines, towering broodingly over them like foreboding sentinels.


Fabian broke the unearthly
silence in a terse whisper, ‘This is starting to get creepy.’  


‘I agree.’  Samson muttered
back.  ‘Where is the damned thing?’


‘Or any damned thing.’
 Fabian gazed around at the strangely deserted forests.  ‘Look! 
There!’


His quiet exclamation made Samson
swing round in his saddle, levelling his crossbow at where Fabian was pointing,
only to lower it in disappointment when he realised that his brother wasn’t
pointing at a Blackheart Wolverine but something large and unmoving sticking
out of the bushes ahead of them. 


‘Cover me.’  Samson slid
down from his saddle and dropped low to the ground, crawling towards the dark
mass half-hidden by a large clump of bracken.  


Fabian studied the object he was
aiming at; it was big and looked suspiciously like it was made of wood. 
He sighed and lowered his crossbow slightly.  Whatever it was it looked
completely non-dangerous and very possibly not even interesting.


Samson crawled cautiously through
the long shadows cast by the tall pine trees until he had inched close enough to
recognise the object for what it was.  ‘It’s a cart!’  He mouthed to
his brother. 


‘Want me to shoot it before it
attacks?’  Fabian whispered back sarcastically.


Samson rolled his eyes and turned
back to examine the cart.  It was lying on its side in the bracken. 
Only two of the wheels were visible, the rest hidden by shrubbery.


He turned back to his brother
again, ‘I’m going to take a closer look,’ he whispered.


‘Not without me you’re not,’ his
brother muttered and promptly swung himself from his saddle and walked quietly
over to where his brother was kneeling by one of the wheels with a frown on his
face. 


‘None of the wheels are damaged.’


‘So why’d it flip over?’


‘Don’t know brother, unless
something turned it over –’


Fabian’s eyes widened and he
immediately became more alert again, ‘A troll?’


Samson shook his head
fractionally, ‘Don’t think so.  Can’t smell one.’


Fabian sniffed the air
experimentally.  His brother was right, there was no tell-tale reek of
troll, but there was a faint lingering smell that was completely out of place
with the forest scents of earth and pine.  


‘I can smell blood.’


They shared a look and wordlessly
slung their crossbows over their backs to draw their long hunting daggers from
their belts.  Meeting his brother’s eyes again, Fabian signalled left,
then right, indicating that they should split up and circle around the cart.
 Crouching low to the ground, they took a side each, pushing stealthily
through the dry bracken, their booted steps making barely any sound on the thick
carpet of fallen pine needles.  Samson reached the top end of the cart
before his brother and waited for him in watchful silence.


‘Nothing,’ he muttered when
Fabian stole silently up beside him. 


‘I’ve found something.’ 
Fabian said quietly.  ‘Come and see.’


Samson followed his brother back
along the other side of the cart and stopped when Fabian indicated to several
deep scratches in the wooden side.  Samson knelt and ran his fingers over
the marks.  They were evenly spaced and smooth.  Whatever had gouged
them out had been strong enough to rip cleanly through the seasoned wood
without snagging.


‘They’re claw marks!’  


‘I think so too, and look here.’
 Fabian pointed to a long dark brown stain below the marks.  ‘Dried
blood.’


Samson rocked back on his heels and
regarded the cart thoughtfully.  Without speaking he abruptly stood up and
strode into the bracken, beating it aside with the flat of his dagger. 
The clang of metal striking against metal was quickly followed by Samson
calling urgently for his brother.  Abandoning any attempts at keeping
quiet, Fabian hastily shoved his way through the undergrowth to reach his
brother’s side with his dagger raised ready.


‘Oh!’  He exclaimed and
lowered his dagger while he stared at the mangled remains of a steel
cage.  ‘Looks like those goblins weren’t lying after all!’


‘No.’ Samson murmured.  ‘And
I think that was the cart they were using to transport the cage ... and the
Blackheart.’


Fabian looked around with a
puzzled expression, ‘So where are they then?  I can’t imagine goblins
willingly leaving a functional cart just lying in the bracken and continuing
their journey on foot!’


‘I don’t think they went anywhere
brother.’  Samson said quietly.  ‘There’s no footprints, other than
ours – and no hoof marks.  Whatever was in this cage got out then attacked
them when they were travelling back from Sawyer’s village.’


‘Attacked them?  I don’t see
any signs of a fight, do you?’


‘No, the Blackheart seems to have
left no evidence whatsoever – and I can’t see any drag marks to show that it
hauled the carcasses away.’


‘You think it stayed here and ate
the lot?’  Fabian asked in an astonished whisper.  ‘The goblins ...
all their clothes ... the horse ... even its iron horseshoes?’


‘Well, there could be some
remains in the undergrowth, but I can’t smell any rotting meat.  But
what’s worrying me more is the fact that it seems to have deliberately sought
out its captors.  We’re in The Velvet Forests!  It’s practically heaving
with creatures that’d make a good meal ... deer, boar, bears ... even a few
manticores if it went into the Western Range, but it seems to have lain in wait
here, specifically for the goblins.’


Fabian’s eyes gleamed, ‘A
vindictive Blackheart with good teeth, now you’re talking!’


‘I –’ 


Whatever comment Samson was about
to make was cut off by a low growl rumbling out from the trees beyond the
cart.  Both boys immediately dropped into a crouch and froze, hardly
daring to breath.


‘It’s here!’  Fabian whispered
beneath the sound of the horses snorting with fear.


Samson nodded and reached over
his shoulder for his crossbow; keeping his hunting dagger close to hand while
he swiftly loaded a bolt.  Both horses were unsettled by the growl and
began to circle nervously, the stamping of their hooves sounding louder than a
drumroll in the deafening silence.  One of the horses squealed in terror,
the shrill sound abruptly ending in an odd gurgling noise.  Then there was
silence.


Samson and Fabian stared at each
other with wide-eyes while they listened to the tearing sounds of flesh being
ripped apart.  Fabian mouthed a silent swear word to his brother when the
unmistakable noise of crunching bones carried clearly to their hiding place;
their horses were being eaten.


‘Let’s attack now, while it’s
preoccupied!’  Fabian’s lips formed the words soundlessly.  They were
so used to communicating in this way that Samson had no trouble understanding
and mouthed a similarly noiseless reply. 


‘We could ... but where’s the
challenge in that?’  


Fabian nodded approvingly, ‘Let’s
wait till it’s finished then.’


The crunching continued,
interspersed with occasional low growls of pleasure, reminding both boys of
Prospero with a bone.  He would trap it between his paws and gnaw it
ceaselessly until every last fragment had been devoured.  Samson and
Fabian shared a grimace, knowing that this was precisely what was happening to
their borrowed horses.  A brief silence fell, followed by a series of wet
noises.  The Blackheart was washing itself after its meal.  A longer
silence fell and the twins tensed, preparing to move forwards when a totally
unexpected sound made them look at each other again.


‘Was that a burp?’  Fabian
mouthed incredulously.


Samson lifted an eyebrow then
indicated with his head that they should attack.  Moving in a crouching
walk, they crept stealthily through the bracken, staring eagerly in the
direction that the eating noises had come from.  They halted at the edge
of the tall brackens concealing the cage.  Wordlessly, Samson reached out
with one hand to part the fronds, keeping a firm grip on his crossbow with the
other.  Fabian waited beside him, his breath held and his crossbow
primed.  Levelling it slowly as the bracken fronds parted, he prepared to
fire. 


 


‘Wake up!  Wake up!’


‘Good morning Delphine.’
 Fabian sighed.  Without opening his eyes he reached across and drew
the sheet back over Mistral where it had slipped away during the night. 
‘Aren’t you a bit old to be running into our room at the crack of dawn?’ 


‘It’s Samson and Fabian! 
They’re not here and their beds haven’t been slept in!’


‘I know.’  Mistral murmured
sleepily from where she was curled in the crook of Fabian’s arm.  ‘They
stayed the night, well the morning really, at our mountain house.’


‘What?  Why are they there?’


Mistral tucked the sheet around
her and sat up yawning, ‘Because they went out on a hunt in the middle of the
night, only whatever they were hunting ate their horses and left them stranded
on the lower slopes of the Western Range.’


‘Ate their horses?  What on
earth were they hunting?’


‘Interesting question.’
 Fabian finally opened one eye to regard Mistral curiously.  ‘What
were they hunting?’


Mistral frowned and gazed out of
the window, seeing not the gentle tinge of pink creeping across the dawn sky
but the minds of her twin sons, ‘They think it was an escaped Blackheart some
goblins had been trying to sell, but I’m not so sure ... anyway ... whatever it
was ate their horses, bones, hooves, tack and all.’


‘Are Samson and Fabian
hurt?’  Delphine gasped, sinking down onto the edge of their bed with a
horrified look on her face.


‘No, they’re both fine, well a
bit disappointed.’  Mistral yawned again.  ‘They waited until it’d
finished feeding on the horses to give it a sporting chance, but it’d gone by
the time they’d made their move.  They couldn’t find any tracks and
suddenly realised that they were horseless and about a five hour walk from the
Valley, so they walked to our mountain house and slept in the hayloft.’


‘Oh those poor horses!  I was
fond of Ginger and Pepper!’  Delphine exclaimed tearfully, not at all
bothered about the uncomfortable night her brothers had spent in the hayloft. 


‘No it wasn’t their own horses,
they haven’t ridden them for ages – not challenging enough apparently.  It
was a couple of the Ri herd.’  Mistral sighed and turned to Fabian. 
‘Clovis isn’t going to be very happy.’


Delphine snorted disdainfully,
‘Once Clovis knows it was his godsons who took the horses he’ll probably say
they were about ready for the knacker’s yard anyway and convince himself that
they’ve actually done him a favour!’


'Probably.’  Mistral smiled
at her daughter then turned back to Fabian again.  ‘You think it was a
manticore, don’t you?’


Fabian regarded her thoughtfully,
idly twirling a strand of her hair through his fingers, ‘They have been known
to come down from the mountains and hunt in the forests, but mainly during the
winter months when the sheep have been driven down to the lower pastures and
suitable prey is harder to come by.  It would be unusual for a manticore
to come down this early, but not unfeasible.’


A slow smile lit Mistral’s face
at the prospect of a manticore practically waiting on her doorstep to be
hunted.  


‘Absolutely not Mistral!’ 
Fabian abruptly stopped twirling the strand of hair and frowned sharply at
her.  ‘Or have you forgotten how drawn they are to your scent?’  


Mistral’s glowing look abruptly
became mutinous, making Fabian smile.  He rolled over and propped himself
up on one elbow, gently laying a hand over the sheet covering her, ‘And you
have our latest son to consider.’


They both laughed when the baby
kicked out against Fabian’s touch.  


‘Is he kicking again?’ 
Delphine asked excitedly and leaned over to place her hand next to her
father’s.  ‘He is!’  She laughed delightedly at her brother’s first
movements.  ‘It feels strange that there’s only one set of feet
kicking!  I was used to the twins both kicking at the same time!’


‘Don’t remind me.’  Mistral
grimaced.  ‘It felt like there was a sack of clog-wearing spriggans in
there!’


‘Talking of our troublesome
twins, are we going to let them walk home or shall we take some horses out to
them this morning?’  Fabian asked, sitting up fully and putting an arm
around Mistral.


Mistral sighed and laid her head
against his shoulder, ‘Well, considering that they have been thinking the words
“please bring us a ride home” repeatedly since about five o’clock this morning,
I suppose it would be cruel not to.’


‘Cruel?’  Delphine
cried.  ‘Fair punishment more like!  They crept out in the middle of
the night, stole two horses from the Ri herd, then got them eaten whilst trying
to hunt a highly dangerous creature!  You should ground them for a month
for this, not ride out there with a couple more horses for them to use as bait! 
This would never have happened if Cassius was here!  He would’ve Seen what
they were up to and stopped them!’


Mistral and Fabian shared an
amused look.  They both knew that if Cassius had been here he would have
gone with them.


‘A month’s grounding?’ 
Fabian gazed speculatively at Delphine.  ‘I think that would be more of a
punishment to your mother and I, plus it would be utterly unenforceable. 
Something more apt is needed here.’


‘Oh, they’re going to hate
it!’  Mistral laughed softly at the thought she heard in his mind.


‘What?’  Delphine cried, her
eyes shining at the thought of her brothers actually being disciplined for
once. 


‘Tell me Delphine, who has lost
out in this minor fiasco?’  Fabian asked, smiling at his daughter’s eager
expression.


Delphine frowned, ‘Well, you two
obviously, for having your trust betrayed and for keeping mother up half the
night with worry.’


‘Our trust has not been
betrayed.  We have never told them not to go out hunting in the middle of
the night.’  Fabian said fairly.  


‘And I wasn’t worried.’
 Mistral shrugged unconcernedly.  ‘I Saw them the whole time.’


‘But they caused you a sleepless
night!  And you need your sleep with another baby on the way!’ 
Delphine cried indignantly.


Mistral sighed and plucked at the
sheet covering her, ‘Couldn’t sleep actually, mainly due to the other baby on
the way.  I think he was playing leapfrog in there last night from the way
it felt!’


Delphine frowned, ‘Well, if you
will insist on being such liberal minded parents and don’t feel the slightest
bit aggrieved by what those two have done this time, then it’s only Clovis
who’s lost out, or rather lost two horses.’


‘Quite.’  Fabian
agreed.  ‘And since the boys are not earning yet and cannot pay for the
horses they lost, they will have to work off their debt.’


Delphine suddenly smiled, ‘Oh
yes!  Mucking out detail!  It’s just a shame it’s not high
summer!  How long for?’  She asked quickly. 


‘Well, the going rate for a Ri
horse is fifty gold coins, more if they have firebrand blood –’ Fabian paused
to glance enquiringly at Mistral.


Mistral shook her head, ‘No, they
wanted something biddable to leave them free to focus on the hunt.  They
were a couple of two year olds that hadn’t sold yet.  Nothing special,
probably only worth about forty apiece.’


Fabian nodded and continued in a
thoughtful tone, ‘And the hourly rate for a stablehand is five silver coins a
day, which equates to roughly two and half months of stable duties.’


‘Oh dear.’  Delphine sighed,
the sympathetic words completely at odds with the look of glee on her
face.  ‘That’s an awful lot of mucking out!’


‘And cleaning tack.’
 Mistral added.  ‘Which reminds me, I think mine could do with a good
polish.’


‘Hmm, mine too.’  Fabian
agreed.


‘Oh mine definitely could, in
fact, I think I’m going to buy a load with this month’s wages just so they have
some more to clean ... I’ve always fancied learning side-saddle.’
 Delphine grinned and leapt to her feet.  ‘I’m going to see Phantom
and Phantasm!  They’re very particular about the state of their
tack!  I’m sure they’d like theirs having an extra polish too.  Then
I’m going to see Cain, his is always a bit grubby!’


Fabian and Mistral watched in
amusement while their daughter skipped across the bedroom and flung open the
door, stepping quickly aside to allow Prospero to barge through before she
carried on towards the bathroom for her morning bath, which could last anything
from half an hour to two hours, depending on whether she was washing her hair
or not.  Prospero bounded into the room and took a flying leap onto the
bed, collapsing at their feet with a contented groan. 


‘Morning Prosp.’  Mistral
smiled at her huge dog and reached down to stroke his velvety ears.  ‘I’m
glad they didn’t take you with them.’


‘Were they going to?’ 
Fabian asked, his smile swiftly changing to a frown. 


‘Fabian thought about it.’
 Mistral said, still smiling fondly at her dog.  ‘But Samson said
it’d be too dangerous.’


Fabian’s expression hardened,
‘Then they have betrayed our trust this time!  Risking your dog on a
reckless hunt is overstepping the mark!’  


‘Not really.  Fabian was
thinking of Prospero.  He thought he’d love the chance to hunt a
Blackheart.  And he would have too.  He wasn’t around when we hunted
the pack before, was he?  Or I’m sure he’d have made my Qualification hunt
a whole lot easier!’


‘Yes he would.’  Fabian
agreed, smiling at the bittersweet memory of the year he and Mistral had
met.  ‘However,’ he murmured, trailing a finger down her neck to trace the
hollow of her throat in a way that instantly made her lose the ability to think
rationally, or think at all.  ‘The past is a mere memory and the future a
series of wishful thoughts, but right here and now our sons are not in the
house and our daughter has vanished to the bathroom, possibly never to be seen
again.  I think that we should take full advantage of such fortuitous
circumstances, don’t you?’











Retirement Pains





Cain looked up when the bell over
his shop door rang; its cheerful tinkle completely at odds with the doleful
expression on his face.


‘I sincerely hope that’s not how
you greet all your customers brother, or you’ll be back in Scrimshaw’s begging
for Contracts soon!’  Xerxes exclaimed cheerfully as he swaggered into the
shop, bringing with him a blast of crisp October air. 


‘What can I do for you
Xerxes?’  Cain sighed wearily and returned his attention to the arrowroot
he was chopping. 


‘Actually, it’s more of a case of
what I can do for you ... well that and the fact that I need some willow bark
compound.’


‘For you or Marietta?’


‘Both really, since it’s Marietta
that’s given me a headache.’


Unusually, Cain didn’t laugh but
walked over to one of the drawers lining the wall on the far side of the shop,
‘You’ve ridden all the way into the Valley for some willow bark?’  He
asked suspiciously while he rummaged in one of the drawers for a packet of the
compound.


‘Nope.’  Xerxes
grinned.  ‘Need a bit of a holiday.  Brutus and I have signed up on
the Rochforte Contract Bragg and Napier have got.’


‘Oh?’  Cain looked up, a
brief flicker of interest lighting his dour expression.


‘Yes, and on the way in I popped
into the Training Arena to ask Mage De Winter if he would be happy for his wife
to reprise her role as your shop assistant a bit earlier than usual.’


‘Why’d you do that?’  Cain
frowned.


‘Because you look miserable as
sin, not that sin has ever made me miserable, but you get what I’m driving at
... and as your brothers, Brutus and I feel it’s our solemn duty to cheer you
up!’


‘I don’t need cheering up!’ 
Cain snapped and tossed the willow bark compound to Xerxes then stomped
bad-temperedly back behind the counter.


‘Really?’  Xerxes laughed.


Cain stared broodingly out of the
window while he drummed his fingers on the counter, ‘I don’t know brother,
maybe I retired too early,’ he sighed and looked at Xerxes.  ‘Remember
when we were newly Qualified?’


‘Oh yes!’  Xerxes
grinned.  ‘I was magnificent!  Still am, actually.’


Cain didn’t laugh but frowned,
‘It was all just a laugh in those days, another Contract, another scar,
drinking away any aches in The Cloak.  I had no fear, no sense of the time
passing ... but now time’s crept up on me and suddenly I’m stood behind a
counter selling lavender balm to the village widows, watching warriors walking
past my window and fighting the urge to run out into the street and tell them
that I used to be one too.’


‘Damn brother!  You’ve got a
bad case of retirement pains!  We Qualified a few years ago, not a
lifetime ago!  You’re beginning to sound like one of those whinging old
biddies you flog greasy ointments to!’


Cain gave a bitter laugh, ‘I
know.’ 


‘Well, that settles it
then.  You need a holiday, and this Rochforte Contract has all the
essential elements of being a mighty fine time; getting paid to annihilate some
pompous over-bearing Mages whilst enjoying good company, wine and maybe a few
card games.  What’d you say?  In fact, forget I even asked. 
Just get packing; Mistral will be here in an hour to take over.’


‘She’s agreed to give up teaching
and work in the shop already?’  Cain asked dubiously.  ‘She doesn’t
usually give in until the final month of her pregnancy.’


Xerxes shrugged, ‘I’ve got no
idea what she’s said about it, but Mage De Winter agreed on the spot – and as
far as I’m concerned, that means she’ll be here!  He actually looked
pretty relieved to tell you the truth; I think she’s been taking her pregnancy
hormones out on the apprentices.’


‘Well, just as long as she
doesn’t take them out on my customers –’    


‘Quit worrying and go pack! 
I’ll watch the shop.’


The moment the door to the stairs
leading up to his flat had shut, Xerxes hurried over to the shop door and
opened it, poking his head out with a triumphant grin, ‘All sorted!’  


‘No need for the press gang
then?’  Brutus enquired, striding into the shop with Grendel lumbering in
behind him.


‘No, although I have to say it’s
not a moment too soon ... he looked more like a drow than a hob when I came
in!’


‘Really?’  Brutus looked
worried.  ‘Do you think you could be wrong brother?  Maybe he really
is sickening for something.’


‘Huh, credit me with some
experience in the kind of sickness that he’s suffering from.  Believe you
me, it’s not a malady that can be treated with a potion.’  Xerxes said
loftily.  ‘However, a few flasks of wine, some gambling and a damned good
scrap will soon restore Cain back to his usual irritating hob self!’


By the time Cain returned from
his flat with a hastily packed saddlebag Mistral had arrived, her mutinous
expression making it plain that she was only there under duress.


‘Right, I’ve got my sword,
crossbow, longbow, medical kit oh, and I thought a flask or two of my famous
brews with their secret ingredients wouldn’t go amiss –’


‘Leave me some will you?  It
might make this less boring.’


‘No Mistral I will not.’
 Cain shot her a reproving look.  ‘Unless you’ve forgotten, you’re
pregnant!’


Mistral made a grumpy noise and
watched jealously while Cain loaded his saddlebag up with items from the
shelves.


‘Bloodwort ... definitely going
to be some bleeding ... hmm, white poppy compound?  What the hell, it’s
good for pain relief – and not bad for boredom relief too if Xerxes starts
reminiscing –’


‘How long are you going to be
away?’  Mistral demanded abruptly.  


‘Oh don’t worry Mistral.’
 Cain sighed.  ‘I promise you I’ll be back in time to deliver the
latest De Winter ... heaven forbid you should let Serenity do what she’s
trained for!’


‘You’d better!’  Mistral
warned.  ‘But can’t one of you give me some idea of how long I’m going to
be stuck behind this counter for?’


‘Can’t say for sure.’
 Xerxes said breezily.  ‘It’s a Contract to track down and execute
the last remaining members of the Rochforte tribe.’  


‘I think Mage Grapple’s made it
his personal mission to rid the world of their existence, because this is the
third Contract that’s gone out on them.’  Brutus added, carefully testing
the blade of his sword against his thumb.   


‘I know, I voted for it at the
last Council meeting.’  Mistral grumbled.  ‘But at the time I thought
I’d be going on the damned thing, not stood behind a counter watching you lot
going off to have a good time without me!’


‘Hmm, well that’s being pregnant
for you.’  Cain murmured, perusing a selection of poisons before choosing
a couple of bottles and stowing them carefully in his saddlebag.  


‘Shame really.’  Brutus
added thoughtlessly.  ‘It would’ve been just like old times.’


Mistral suddenly brightened, ‘It
could be!  I’m not due for three months yet!  I could come with
you!  Purely in an advisory role, of course –’


‘Not a chance in hell
Mistral!’  Cain said flatly.  


‘But –’


‘NO!’


The resounding chorus of denials
was instantly followed by Mistral trying every line of argument to try and
persuade them to take her along. 


‘You need me, I can speak
French!’


Xerxes shook his head, ‘Cassius
is coming, he speaks French.’


‘And he’s a Seer too,’ said Cain.


‘And he can control the
elements.’  Brutus added and smiled.  ‘Plus he’s fairly handy with a
sword.’


Mistral silently cursed her
exceptionally gifted son and quickly tried again, ‘But ... but ... aha! 
He can only See one person at a time, I could See the whole tribe for you!’


‘Not really necessary Mistral,
there aren’t that many Rochfortes left.’


‘I’m a good healer!’  She
cried wildly. 


‘Got Cain.’  Brutus said shortly.


‘I can speak French!’


‘You’re repeating yourself now
Mistral.  Give it up, you’re just starting to look desperate.’  Cain
said firmly. 


‘Oh come on Cain!  Get
Delphine to cover the shop!’


‘Absolutely not Mistral!’  


Cain’s sharp rebuttal took Mistral
back.  She glared at him with a suddenly icy expression, ‘Why?  Is my
daughter not good enough to run your shop?’  


‘Too good.  She’s needed in
the Infirmary, not wasting her talents standing behind a counter so that her
pregnant mother can go gallivanting on a Contract!’  Cain yanked the
straps on his saddlebag tight and flung it over his shoulder.  ‘Now if
you’ve quite finished, I think we should be going.’  Shoving open the door
to his shop, Cain strode out, leaving it swinging on its hinges.


‘I hope he sorts that bad mood
out before we board the ship tonight or I’m going to lob him overboard!’ 
Brutus muttered under his breath to his brother before they followed him
out.  


‘Better than him lobbing himself
overboard, which is what he looked about ready to do earlier!’  Xerxes
muttered back.


The queue of warriors outside
Bragg and Napier spoke clearly of the popularity of the Contract.  The
opportunity to legitimately engage in conflict with Mages was rare and to be
paid handsomely for the privilege even rarer. 


Ignoring the protests of the
warriors he elbowed past, Xerxes began to shove his way to the front of the
queue, ‘Sorry but we’ve pre-booked our places on this one ... ’scuse me ...
coming through ... ah, Fabian and Samson, what a surprise to see my nephews
here!  Does your mother know?  Stupid question, she’s a Seer, of
course she knows –’


‘Keep it down Xerxes!’ 
Samson hissed, shooting an anxious glance over his shoulder.


‘Why?  Doesn’t your father
know?’


‘Of course he knows!  How
d’you think we got out of that wretched mucking out punishment he made Clovis
put us on!’  Fabian muttered then looked around nervously.  ‘It’s Del
I’m worried about!’


‘Delphine?  Why?’ 
Xerxes looked astounded.  ‘She’s an angel!’


‘Oh you may be fooled by all that
blonde hair and blue-eyed butter-wouldn’t-melt act, but let me tell you she’s
got an evil slap on her!’


‘I don’t believe you.’
 Xerxes snorted and forced past them, calling over his shoulder. 
‘And I don’t know why you’re even bothering to queue up!  There’s no way
you’ll get on this one, you’re not Qualified.’


Samson and Fabian shrugged
unconcernedly and shuffled forward half a pace with the rest of the queue.


Brutus let his brother forge
through the queue ahead of him and stayed to talk with his nephews, ‘Did you
ever get that Blackheart?’  He enquired conversationally.  


Samson scowled, ‘Not had time,
what with the whole damned Valley’s tack to clean every day.’


‘Not to mention the mountain of
manure to shovel every morning!’  Fabian complained.  ‘It’s been the
longest, smelliest month of my life!’  


Brutus laughed, ‘Which isn’t
saying a lot really, since you’re what?  Two?’


Samson and Fabian turned to offer
him black glares inherited from their father.


‘Only in your years, elf!’ 
Samson growled. 


‘Oh, so I’m an elf now am I?’
 Brutus raised his eyebrows in amusement at the implied insult. 
‘Well let this half-elf remind you that yes, your centaur blood does
make you grow fast, but that doesn’t mean you mature any faster.  Anyway,
even by your reckoning, you must both be only about thirteen now.’


Samson’s extremely impolite reply
was cut short by the door to Bragg and Napier opening.  The queue of
waiting warriors fell silent when the stern features of Gleacher Shacklock
appeared in the doorway with a scroll of parchment in his hand.


‘This Contract is for ten
warriors only and has now been filled.  I want the following warriors to
prepare for immediate departure:  Cassius De Winter, Xerxes, Brutus, Cain,
Samson De Winter, Fabian De Winter, Grendel, Chester, Darius and Grey.  We
set sail with the evening tide; full battle armour and weapons will be
required.’


Ignorant to the low groan of
disappointment that ran through the queue of warriors, Gleacher abruptly turned
on his heel and strode back into the agency. 


‘Oh now it’s all suddenly clear!’
 Brutus laughed, shaking his head at the smug expressions on Samson and
Fabian’s faces.  ‘I suppose that having the Ri’s Contracts Officer as a
godfather must have some advantages!’


The queue of warriors quickly
dispersed, the majority heading straight to The Cloak and Dagger to commiserate
on a golden Mage-annihilating opportunity being missed out on, others making
their way to Scrimshaw and Scuttle on the off chance of an interesting Contract
being available.  The ten successful warriors began to make their way
towards the stables to prepare their horses, all in high spirits.


‘Ah Cassius, have I ever told you
that you’re my favourite nephew?’


‘No Xerxes.’


‘Well you are!’  Xerxes
continued with a lavish grin.


‘No.  I meant no to your
request.’


‘But I haven’t made one
yet!’  Xerxes said, looking offended.


Cassius sighed and strode on a
little quicker.


‘I’ll cut you in?’  He
offered hopefully.  


‘No.’


‘You’re not trying to get him to
let you in on his gift so that you can cheat at cards again are you
brother?’  Brutus sighed wearily.


‘No of course not!’  Xerxes
lied. 


‘You’d better not Xerxes!’
 Darius spoke up sharply.  ‘I’ve heard all about you and your brother
using Elven Song!’


‘Such lies!’  Xerxes cried
in a wounded voice.


‘Are you calling me a
liar?’  Darius demanded angrily.


The argument that ensued lasted
until they were riding out of the Valley towards the secluded port on the west
side of the Isle where the Ri’s two ships were moored.  Cain was silent
for most of the journey, his downcast expression earning him several curious
looks from the other warriors who knew him as the talkative half-hob, famous
for cheating at cards and brewing highly potent liquors.  They reached the
port before sundown, swiftly loading the horses into the hold of the smaller of
the Ri’s two ships and heading up to the living quarters for a night of
gambling, drink and storytelling.  Cain followed the others into the
cabin, the familiar smells of wood, pitch, straw and stale sweat filling him
with a sense of poignancy.


‘Ah, now this brings back
memories!’  Xerxes sighed and turned in a slow circle to look around the
cabin that would be their home for the next two days.  Throwing his saddlebag
down into a bank of straw to claim it as his bed for the night, he sat down on
the wooden floor and immediately drew out a pack of cards.  ‘Game?’


Under the influence of liberal
amounts of rough red wine, the atmosphere below decks soon became lively. 
By direct contrast to the increasing rowdiness, Cain grew steadily more
reserved until he was sat in total silence while the laughter and talk flowed
around him.


‘Cain?’


Cain glanced up to see Cassius
looking at him.  The light cast by the swinging hurricane lamp threw
shadows across his eldest nephew’s face, hiding his expression from view. 


‘I feel your pain.’


Cain stared at Cassius in shocked
silence.  He had rigidly disciplined himself not to think of how he felt
whenever he was around Mistral, but the combination of wine and being away from
the Valley had lowered his defences, and now he had been caught thinking about
Delphine by her brother.


Cassius did not speak again but
shifted his position slightly, resting his arms over his bent knees so that his
forearm brushed against Cain’s wrist, allowing them to converse silently
through the power of his Gift.


Do you love Delphine?


It was the first time that Cain
had experienced the disorientating sensation of a disembodied voice speaking
inside his mind, and for a moment he was too thrown to respond.


Er ... is that you in my
head?  He finally thought, feeling stupid. 


Yes Cain.


Cain felt rather than heard the
amusement in Cassius’ response and smiled despite the fact that his darkest
secret had been discovered.


It’s very strange!


So I’m told.  Now, back
to my question.  Do you love Delphine?


She’s my niece!  Of
course I love her Cassius!


Nice try, but I sincerely hope
you don’t feel the same love towards your nephews.


Of course I don’t!


Good.  Now we’ve
established that the cause for your recent dark mood is because you’re
helplessly in love with Delphine, let’s discuss what you’re going to do about
it.


What?


Well, I’m not going to pry,
but I assume you have actually dated women before and understand the principles
of asking them out?


Of course I have!  


So, what exactly is the
problem?


What’s the problem?  Only
that she’s Delphine De Winter!


Ah, now I understand. 
You consider yourself unworthy.


You could say that!


Cassius laughed, not out loud but
in his mind.  


The sound of his ridicule angered
Cain, Yes, laugh at me!  Just as she would if I ever told her that I’d
joined the fawning ranks of lovesick morons who hover outside the Infirmary
every morning to have their non-existent injuries tended!


Ah Cain, I apologise.  I
am not laughing at you, more at the situation.


I don’t need your laughter to
tell me how pathetic it is!


No Cain, please listen to
me.  I am laughing because she feels the same way you do, but thinks that
you wouldn’t look twice at her.


What?


Yes.


What!


Yes.


No!  Mistral would kill
me if I even thought about Delphine in that way!  Never mind what Mage De
Winter, Mage Grapple and the Lord Leo would do to me!  


She loves you Cain, and you
love her.  What could be simpler?


There is nothing simple here
Cassius!  Delphine is destined to marry some high-ranking Mage who can
give her the life she deserves!


Doesn’t she deserve to marry
the person she loves?


A retired half-breed
warrior?  I don’t think so somehow!


Look Cain, you and Delphine
can keep on trying to conceal your feelings, but you will fail and Mistral will
hear one of you sooner or later. 


Mistral doesn’t suspect does
she?


No.  Delphine is careful
with her thoughts.  I know how she feels because she told me.


Cain had nothing to say, or
think, in response to that and merely raised his eyebrows to acknowledge
Cassius’ thought.


This Contract ... it’s you
running away isn’t it?  Cassius continued.  


I suppose so ... oh, I don’t
know, maybe ... all I really know is that every second I stayed in the Valley
felt like a death sentence.


Only because you were
sentencing yourself to death.  Live Cain, live the life you both want to.


Come off it Cassius!  I’m
all for living, but some things are just a dream.  She’ll forget me soon
enough!  Some handsome young warrior will come in and sweep her off her
feet and it’ll be all hearts and flowers. 


It already is all hearts and
flowers for her.


No.  She deserves far
more than I can ever offer her – 


‘Cain!’  Xerxes’ exuberant
shout snapped Cain out of his trance-like state.  ‘It’s time to get that
damnable liquor of yours out!  I feel a verse of my favourite song coming
on!’


With the help of some of Cain’s
more questionable liquors the warriors swiftly grew too drunk to play cards and
passed the night in a haze of rambling storytelling.  Dawn found them all
snoring loudly in the straw banks around the side of the narrow cabin where
they stayed for most of the day, only rousing when Gleacher Shacklock appeared
to inform them in brisk tones that they would be docking at their destination
in the morning and to have and early night in preparation.


‘Early night?’  Xerxes
mumbled, rubbing his head and yawning.  ‘I’ve only just woken up!’


‘What the hell was in that liquor
last night?’  Brutus complained, reaching for his waterskin with a grumpy
expression on his face.  ‘My head feels like there’s a dwarf playing the
drums in it!’


‘What colour was it?’  Cain
asked distractedly while he massaged his own aching temples. 


‘Red.’  Darius said,
frowning heavily and scratching his unshaven chin.  ‘Or purple –’


‘Oh.’


‘Oh?’  Samson and Fabian
echoed faintly, both looking pale-faced and wan.


‘Hmm, well let’s just say that in
our current states the full ingredient list should probably remain
unspecified.’


‘No I don’t think it should,
actually.’  Brutus grumbled.  ‘My liver needs to know why it suddenly
feels like Grendel’s been using it as a punch bag for the night!’


‘Well, there were blackberries in
there.’  Cain began.


‘How lovely.  And?’


‘Erm, distilled alcohol –’


‘Yes, obviously, but what
else?’  Xerxes prompted grumpily.


‘Bestra mucus.’


‘What?’  Xerxes howled while
Samson and Fabian immediately rolled over and retched into the straw. 


‘It’s used in potion brewing a
lot, so I thought it might make a good ingredient in liquor.’  Cain said
defensively.  


‘Oh, brother, I’m so going to get
my revenge on you one day.’  Brutus groaned.


The early night Gleacher had
ordered found them all snoring again, lulled to sleep by the persistent rocking
motion of the ship and a flask or two of wine supplied by Xerxes, with
reassurances that it contained absolutely no mucus of any kind.  Leaving
his fellow warriors snoring in the straw, Cain climbed quietly up to the deck
and sat with his back pressed against the base of the mast.  He stared out
at the black sea and let his thoughts return to the bizarre conversation he’d
shared with Cassius the night before.  Cassius had been absent when they’d
awoken; no doubt to have the power of his gift called into service by
Gleacher.  Cain was relieved that there hadn’t been an opportunity to
continue their conversation as he had little more to say on the subject; he was
still reeling from the revelation that Delphine De Winter supposedly loved him.



Delphine loved him.


Delphine loved him?  


The words had rocketed around in
his aching head for most of the night.  His initial shock and disbelief
had slowly given way to a more rational explanation.  Delphine was a
deeply compassionate person; it was what made her into such a good
healer.  In fact, Cain had often suspected that she had the gift of
Empathy.  While Empaths fell a long way short of being Seers, or even
capable of reading auras, they could instinctively sense the emotions of people
around them.  It was not inconceivable for Delphine to possess such a
gift, since she was the daughter of a Seer and a powerful Mage.  The more
he thought about it, the more it made sense; if Delphine was an Empath and
unaware of her gift, it would explain her sudden declaration of love to
Cassius.  She was merely picking up on Cain’s feelings and involuntarily
reflecting them out as her own.  The best thing he could do now would be
to stay away from her and allow time for her false emotions to fade naturally. 
He could even rent out the shop and leave the Valley, start afresh somewhere
new.  Perhaps it was time for a change ... take a few Contracts, or maybe
just travel ... he wouldn’t have to work if he sold the shop rather than just
renting it out.  Cain smiled and let his mind rove aimlessly through the
possibilities of what he could do with all that gold, his musings occupying him
until the cold night air finally forced him to make his way below decks to try
and sleep.


Gleacher summoned them all to the
Galley at dawn.  They sat around the long table, eating a breakfast of day
old bread and dried fish, washed down with water.  There was no
conversation; all eyes were fixed on Cassius.  He was sat at the end of
the table in a deep trance, his dark eyes staring unseeingly at the copper pots
and pans hanging from the low ceiling.  He remained in a trance long after
the quiet sounds of chewing and swallowing ceased, leaving only the gentle
thudding of waves against the wooden hull of the ship to break the expectant silence. 
Eventually he heaved a deep sigh and reached out to take a long drink from his
cup of water before looking at Gleacher and nodding.


‘Yes.  There is one still
alive.’


‘What?  Only one
Rochforte?’  Xerxes exclaimed, looking crestfallen.  


‘No Xerxes.’  Gleacher
replied sharply.  ‘Mistral showed Cassius her memory of the night the
Rochfortes tried to seize power of the Council six years ago.  Cassius has
been systematically working through each Rochforte that was present to See if
any remained alive so that we could track them.’


‘It’s been a lengthy process.’
 Cassius sighed wearily and took another drink of water.  ‘There were
fifteen there that night in the Council and it’s taken me nearly a month to
work through them all.  To complicate matters it wasn’t my memory,
requiring me to constantly read mother to refresh their faces in my mind and
allow me to read them remotely.’


‘Why didn’t Mistral just read
them for you and save time?’  Xerxes asked with a frown. 


‘Mage De Winter refused to allow
Mistral to read any Rochfortes since so many of them have fallen.  It
would not be advisable for her to risk entering into a Death Trance so late on
in her pregnancy.’  Gleacher explained tersely then turned back to
Cassius.  ‘Which Rochforte have you read?’  


‘Marcel.’


‘I do not know his name.’
 Gleacher frowned.


‘No ... he is young now and can
barely have been of an age to have begun using the Craft when he travelled to
the Council before.  It was a favour to his mother by Christophe
Rochforte; she was a favourite cousin of his.  She died in the purges
ordered by the Council and now Marcel is dreaming of revenge.’


‘How many are there?’ 
Gleacher demanded quickly.


Cassius’ face became vague once
more and his eyes roved over the warriors sat around the table, as though counting
them, ‘I See ... seventeen, but three are just boys –’


A murmur of discontent met his
words; warriors were notoriously uncomfortable about Contract involving
children.


‘Then we revise the Contract
specifications.’  Gleacher said abruptly.  ‘We track, capture and
return the remaining members of the Rochforte tribe – alive – to the
Council.  Mage Grapple can decide what to do with them himself this time.’


‘And do some of his own damned
dirty work for a change!’  Brutus added under his breath. 


The low mutters of agreement were
hidden by the rustling sounds of Gleacher unfolding a large map on the table,
‘Tell me what you See of their surrounding terrain Cassius.’


They all leaned forward to study
the map as Cassius began speaking in a toneless voice once again, reciting what
little of the scenery he could glimpse through Marcel’s eyes.


‘Trees –’


‘Pine?’  Gleacher asked
quickly.  The Rochfortes’ chateau was situated in a remote region of
pine-forested mountains.  It was well protected both in design and by the
surrounding mountains; if they were hiding out there, the warriors were facing
a tough Contract. 


‘No, the leaves are falling ... I
can smell ... apples ... but they’re not fruit trees –’


‘Good!  I’ve gone right off
fruit, especially blackberries!’  Xerxes muttered under his breath to
Brutus who laughed quietly. 


‘And fish –’


‘Fish and apples?  I’m glad
not to be eating there!’  


‘Please be quiet Xerxes!’ 
Gleacher snapped then turned to Cassius again.  ‘What can you hear?’ 



Cassius tilted his head, as
though listening to someone whispering in his ear and frowned, ‘One of the boys
is speaking ... he is telling Marcel that he has been playing with another boy
from the village.  Marcel is displeased, he is trying to maintain a low
profile ... but he does not reprimand the boy ... he feels guilty for trying to
force them to stay hidden when they are too young to understand why .... 
the boy ... he is excited ... he has been fishing in the nearby lake with his
new friend... the fish will be sold on the family’s market stall –’


‘A market town near a lake!’
 Gleacher said quickly, and bent over the map, scanning it carefully.


‘Wait!’  Cassius held a hand
up, his vague expression shifting to reveal a smile of almost child-like
delight.  ‘I See the boy ... ah!  The lake!  There are mountains
reflected in the surface of the lake!’


‘Is there snow on them?’ 
Gleacher’s finger moved across the map to locate the mountainous areas.


‘No, it was warm on the lake ...
the sun was behind him when he was fishing –’


While Cassius recited his
observations to Gleacher to help narrow down the possible locations, the
warriors began a murmured discussion on how best to fulfil the Contract.


‘Cain?  Have you got
anything in your saddlebag that’ll knock them out?  Other than that filth
we were drinking the night before last –’


‘I don’t recall forcing it down
your neck Jareth.’  Cain replied evenly.  ‘But yes, I do have a
rather fine mixture of valerian and white poppy that would probably knock an
elephant out ... if I can just find it, ha!’  He pulled a small glass
bottle filled with milky fluid out of his saddlebag and held it aloft.  


‘Is that the same one you used to
knock out our Training Lieutenants?’  Brutus asked suspiciously.


‘The very same!’  Cain
grinned.  ‘Well, not the very same mixture, obviously – but the recipe is
basically the same ... I have toned it down a touch though ... I think I was a
bit heavy-handed with the poppy resin back then.’


‘I’ll say!’  Brutus
snorted.  ‘They pretty much slept for three days straight, and when they
finally woke they were next to useless!’


‘It sounds perfect.’  Jareth
concluded.  ‘Now, if we are going to try and take them alive, we’ll have
to go with lightweight bolts and aim for the legs, the pain of being shot in
the thigh will slow them down until the drug takes effect.’


‘What about them casting on
us?’  Samson asked.


‘You’ve got gorgon skin armour
haven’t you?’  Xerxes asked.


The twins nodded.


‘Then let’s just hope that’ll be
enough to protect you, because I don’t particularly want to be the one to tell
Mistral that her boys got wiped out by some fancy wand-waving French Mage.’


‘They don’t have wands Xerxes.’
 Samson said scornfully.  


‘I was joking Samson, honestly,
you’re too like your father –’


It was still early when the Ri
ship docked at a small fishing port.  They waited until darkness had
fallen before unloading their horses onto the quiet quayside and beginning
their journey.  Gleacher had narrowed down the Rochfortes’ location to two
possibilities, the first was at least a three day ride away, and the second a
further day on from there. 


They rode through the night with
Gleacher at their head and Cassius riding silently by his side, only speaking
to relay the thoughts he Saw in Marcel’s mind.  It was nearly dawn when
Gleacher called a halt.  They ate in weary silence then rolled themselves
up in their cloaks to snatch a couple of hours sleep before moving on
again.  


For Cain the days spent
travelling and the nights of quiet talk planning the Contract offered a long
missed simplicity.  It was also a relief to allow his thoughts to be free;
if Mistral were to read any of their party it would surely be either her twin
boys or Cassius.  Surprisingly, he found that his thoughts were not full
of Delphine but the forthcoming Contract and the more practical daily matters
of hunting food and finding fresh water for the horses.  The business of
survival was proving to be the perfect antidote to the anathema of
retirement.  


They trekked deeper into the
mountains, the October days warm and sun-filled but the nights crisp with the
first touches of frost coating their cloaks in the mornings.  By
mid-morning on the third day they reached the first village and concealed
themselves in a copse of sycamore trees on the outskirts.


‘What do you See Cassius?’ 
Gleacher asked quietly while the warriors checked their armour and weapons in
preparation for action.


‘Nothing is familiar.’
 Cassius shook his head, frowning vaguely.  ‘I am certain it is not
this village ... I cannot hear a church clock chiming in Marcel’s thoughts yet
the one in this village has just struck the hour.’


‘I want a scouting party to go
into the village and spend some time in the tavern to find out if there’s been
any strangers here recently.’  Gleacher said.  He turned to study the
collection of warriors.  ‘Cain and Xerxes,’ he said decisively. 
‘Cain, you are the cover story, a travelling healer ... Xerxes is a wayward
gambler you met on the road and fell to riding with for company. 
Cain?  Establish your cover by trying to sell some goods in the market
first then make your way to the tavern and get the locals talking.  I know
neither of you have a lot of French but it doesn’t matter, Cassius will be
listening.’


Cain and Xerxes nodded and
immediately began to remove anything that would identify them as Ri warriors;
armour and weaponry were left behind, but both were careful to conceal daggers
in their boots before mounting their horses and riding into the village.


‘If we’re not back by sunset then
Cain’ll be dead in a tavern brawl for cheating and I’ll be in bed with the
barmaid!’  Xerxes called back with a wink to his brother.


Brutus laughed but once Xerxes’
back was turned again he leaned across to mutter to Cassius, ‘You’ll be
watching him, won’t you?’


Xerxes and Cain rode into the village,
making no effort to disguise their entrance but talking and laughing
loudly.  They paused at the market to allow Cain to spend a fruitless hour
trying to sell ointments from his saddlebag before cheerfully giving up and
asking one of the stallholders to direct them to the nearest tavern.


The tavern that was pointed out
to them was a dilapidated looking building.  The walls had been painted at
some point in the past but not maintained; large patches had flaked away to
reveal the crumbling stonework beneath.  The squat wooden door was propped
open, whether to allow the overpowering smell of fish stalls in or the fetid
air of the tavern out, Cain couldn’t tell, since both smelled equally as
bad.  They made their way through a fog of pipe smoke to the bar, their
boots sticking slightly to the heavily stained wooden floor; all the while
meeting the openly hostile stares of the locals with cheerful grins and waves,
playing their parts of happy-go-lucky travellers to the full. 


‘Ah, a fine drinking establishment!’ 
Xerxes smiled broadly and banged both hands down on the bar, calling for the
barman’s attention in badly pronounced French. ‘J'ai besoin d'un verre!’


The locals were initially
suspicious of the two strangers and left them alone, but when Xerxes produced a
pack of cards and began a game of two-handed jacks with Cain, the lure of
taking an easy coin or two off what were obviously strangers in a foreign land
became irresistible.  Before long every seat at the table was taken and a
lively game of cards underway.  Both Cain and Xerxes were careful to
ensure that their new friends’ goblets were always full, although neither had
taken so much as a sip themselves since entering the tavern.  With the
help of the strong wine the locals soon thawed and conversation flowed between
them in French, mixed with a lot of enthusiastic hand-waving and face-pulling.


They passed the afternoon playing
cards for bronze coins and then for drinks.  Cain and Xerxes made sure
they lost almost every game, giving them repeated opportunities to return to
the bar and let Cassius listen through their ears to the other conversations
going on around them.  Cain and Xerxes were careful never to check the
time to avoid arousing suspicion; for what would two travelling wastrels care
of the hour?  But when the soft light of the setting sun filled the grimy
windows and turned the haze of smoke in the tavern to a rose tinted veil they
knew they should go.  Remaining virtually unarmed after nightfall in a
village where Rochfortes were possibly hiding was probably not advisable. 
Cain was about to rise to his feet and bid the table goodnight when a pretty
barmaid arrived to start her evening shift.


‘No need to go just yet.’
 Xerxes muttered, sitting up a little straighter and winking alluringly at
her.


She giggled at Xerxes but quickly
caught Cain’s eye and gave him a flirtatious smile.  He smiled back, for
once pleased to be able to return the smile of a pretty girl without feeling
the same stab of panic whenever he smiled at Delphine, terrified that his face
would betray his true feelings.


The barmaid tied a white pinafore
around her waist and collected an empty tray from the bar.  Swaying over
towards them with it balanced in one hand, she began to remove the empty
tankards and goblets littering their table.  Up close, Cain could see that
she was no girl but much older and wearing a lot of powder and rouge to try and
disguise her age.  She winked at him when she leaned across to collect his
half-full goblet, her heavily made-up face no more than a cheap imitation of
Delphine’s natural beauty. 


‘Oh, thanks, but I was still
drinking that.’  Cain said, quickly reaching out to take hold of the
goblet in her hand.


‘Oh!  You are not from round
‘ere?’  She exclaimed in heavily accented tones.


‘No, just travelling through,
selling my wares.’  Cain grinned and patted his saddlebag by way of
explanation.  ‘Like to see some?’


‘Yes please,’ she purred and
promptly sank down onto the stool next to Cain and cupped her chin in her hand,
batting her eyelashes at him while he produced a couple of bottles of poison
and lied magnificently about their contents, secretly hoping that she didn’t
want to buy them or there would be a dead barmaid on the floor and not one with
an enhanced shine to her hair and nails.


‘You ‘ave a wife?’  She
whispered huskily while Cain packed the bottles away.


Cain’s smile faltered, ‘No.’ 


The barmaid pouted in a moue of
sympathy, ‘Ah, did someone break your ‘eart?’


Cain’s smile became bitter, ‘No,
much worse than that.  She found it.’


They returned to the waiting
warriors shortly after to find them already mounted and ready for travel.


‘Understood more than we did, I
take it?’  Xerxes enquired lightly and quickly pulled himself up onto his
horse.


Gleacher nodded tersely, ‘The
tavern’s occupants were almost in shock at having two sets of strangers come
through in nearly as many weeks.’


‘We must make haste.’
 Cassius broke in, his gaze snapping back into focus to look intently at
Gleacher.  ‘Marcel is growing anxious.  He wants to move at first
light.’


‘Tell us of his plans while we
ride.’  Gleacher kicked his horse into a canter.


‘Marcel ... he is angry and
embittered by what he perceives as the persecution of the Rochforte name ... he
wishes to leave France and find a safe haven abroad to let the tribe gather in
strength again then seek his revenge on the Isle.  But he fears he may be
trapped, he suspects that Mage Grapple will have ordered a watch on all the
ports.’


‘Rats fight hardest when they’re
trapped.’  Xerxes muttered darkly.


‘Yes.’  Cassius agreed,
reaching down to rest a hand on the hilt of his sword.  ‘I don’t think
we’ll be able to take them without a fight.’


‘Get that armour on brother.’
 Brutus said quickly to Xerxes.  ‘This sounds like it could get
messy.’











Missing 





The Ri’s ship appeared thought
the drifting veil of mist, the sails hanging lifelessly in the still morning
air.  Delphine watched with bated breath as it was rowed slowly into the
small harbour, hugging her fur-lined cloak closer more in response to a sudden
chill of anticipation than the biting cold.


‘Did you really have to come and
greet them?’  Phantom grumbled, shivering in his own cloak.


‘Yes I did,’ she replied, giving
him a reproving look.  ‘Four of my uncles and all my brothers went on that
wretched Contract!  Samson and Fabian should never have been allowed to
go!  They’re far too young!  Gleacher lets them get away with
murder!’


‘You have no idea.’  Phantom
murmured from the depths of his hood, his words drowned out by the splash of
the anchor being dropped and the loud rattle of the chain running out after it.



The creaking of oars ceased and
the ship drifted with ghostly silence into the harbour, thudding gently against
the stone wall of the quay.  Two figures immediately leapt down from the
stern with coils of ropes in their hands, looping them swiftly through iron
rings set into the stone quayside then pulling them tight to secure the
ship.  Mere moments later the wooden ramp was lowered and more figures
began to materialise from the shadowy hold, leading their horses out into the
cold November dawn.  


Delphine recognised Grendel’s
distinctive bulk and let out a gasp of pleasure, ‘It is them!  They’re
back!’


‘Yes Delphine, exactly as Mistral
said.’  Phantom sighed wearily. 


Delphine’s eyes travelled over
the line of cloaked and hooded warriors, only able to recognise each from their
horses.  She felt a sudden stab of panic; she couldn’t see Cain’s light
mare amongst them.  Before she could turn to Phantom and question him, her
eye was caught by the pitiful sight of a bedraggled group staggering awkwardly
out into the grey light; their chain-bound legs making it difficult for them to
negotiate the ramp.  


‘Are they the Rochfortes?’ 
Delphine whispered, staring at them curiously.


‘Yes.’  


‘What will happen to them?’ 
She asked, her gaze falling on the three shivering boys glancing nervously at
their surroundings.


Phantom shrugged, ‘Mistral said
Gleacher is escorting them to the Council to let Mage Grapple deal with them as
he sees fit.’


Delphine stared at him in horror,
‘He won’t execute them, will he?’  


‘What Mage Grapple chooses to do
with them is not our concern Delphine.’  


‘But –’


‘Ah Delphine!  Come to greet
your favourite uncle have you?  Cassius said you were waiting!’


‘Xerxes.’  Delphine smiled
warmly at the grinning face of her uncle and looked over his shoulder while he
hugged her.  There were no more figures leaving the hold and she still
hadn’t seen Cain.


‘He thinks he’s your favourite,
but we all know it’s me.’  Brutus whispered while he gave her a hug.


Delphine’s laughter died swiftly
when she saw her twin brothers skulking behind Cassius.


‘Stop trying to hide behind
Cassius!  I know you’re there!’  She snapped and strode over to grab
Samson by the back of his cloak, yanking him out from behind Cassius to glare
furiously at him.  ‘Do you have any idea how worried I’ve been about you?’


‘Hi Del.’  Samson gave her a
hopeful smile.  ‘Missed us?’


Delphine breathed in sharply then
abruptly smiled, ‘Loads!  It’s been so quiet!’  Hugging them both she
turned to Cassius and reached out to take his hand, her eyes meeting his with a
desperate urgency.


I hardly dare think this,
never mind say it out loud!  But ... where is he Cassius?  Where’s
Cain?  He’s missing!  Is he ...


Relax Delphine, Cain isn’t
dead.  He just decided to stay on in France for a while.


What?  Why?  Was he
too injured to travel?  Oh!  Oh!  Has he met a woman?  


No, no, just slow down!
 It’s none of those things.  I just think he needs some time.  


Oh.  You mean time away
from me, don’t you?


Cassius shrugged.


He is going to come back isn’t
he?  Delphine’s agonised question made Cassius wince, Sight giving him
access to more than just the words that formed in her mind. 


Well, apart from the fact that
he promised mother he’d be there to deliver her baby, I’m sure he’ll come back
once he’s grown bored of not knowing the names of the people he’s playing cards
with.


Or the name of the barmaid
flirting with him!  Delphine added miserably then suddenly tightened
her grip on his hand.  Promise me you’ll read him for me every day ...
I don’t care what you hear ... I just want to know that he’s alright! 


Sorry Delphine, but I’m
leaving for the Council straight away.  


Oh.


Silently heartbroken, Delphine forced
a smile onto her face and mounted her horse to ride back to the Valley, nodding
and laughing at the appropriate moments while her twin brothers relayed their
adventures to her.


‘Then Cain shot Marcel – he’s the
mardy looking one with blonde hair.’  Samson nodded towards one of the
Rochfortes trudging along behind them.  ‘He got him right in the leg with
a doped bolt and honestly Del, I’ve never heard anything like it!  He
screamed like a girl!’


‘For about ten seconds then he
fell face down on the floor and started snoring!  He only woke up a couple
of hours ago!’  Fabian finished, laughing with his brother. 


‘There wasn’t much fighting after
that really.’


‘Sadly.’


‘Still, the odd opportunity might
present itself if we get to herd them up to the Council with Cassius.’


‘Escort, not “herd”, and the
answer is no.’ Gleacher cut in firmly.  ‘The Divinus, Cassius, Mage
De Winter and myself will be undertaking the duty.  Skilled as you both
may be, you are as yet still unQualified and it would be highly irregular to
have you involved any more than you already have been.’


The twins fell silent, the rarely
heard note of praise in Gleacher’s voice when he described them as “skilled”
salving their obvious disappointment and making Delphine roll her eyes at
Phantom in a “see what I mean?” kind of way.


It took longer than usual to
reach the Valley with the Rochfortes on foot and in leg irons.  Delphine
found herself continually glancing round at them with a mixture of pity,
curiosity and fear. 


‘What’s stopping them from
casting on us?’  She asked Phantom in an anxious whisper.


‘Hmm?  Oh!’  Phantom
looked up, suddenly intrigued.  ‘Good point Delphine, I don’t know!’


‘A rather neat trick of
Gleacher’s actually.’  Fabian leaned across to whisper furtively. 
‘Well more of an idea, because it’s the first time he’s tried it, but it seems
to work a treat!’  


‘The leg irons are fitted with a
sheaf of gorgon skin.’  Samson continued, turning to give Delphine a
condescending look.  ‘Gorgon skin is impervious to sorcery, you see Del.’


‘I know that Samson!’ 
Delphine snapped indignantly.


‘Oh, do you?’  Samson looked
insultingly surprised.


‘Honestly!  Those two! 
They think I don’t know anything!’  Delphine muttered to Phantom and
pulled her horse over to ride closer to her favourite godfather, engaging him
in conversation to block out her annoying brothers and try to ignore the
stabbing pain of Cain’s rejection. 


November limped by in a series of
mist-shrouded mornings and days that barely grew light before the sun conceded
defeat and sank behind the Western Range, giving way to long, cold nights
filled with sleeplessness for Delphine.  She would only permit herself to
think about Cain when she knew her mother was asleep.  Her midnight
speculations would send her pacing back and forth across her bedroom with her
fingers curled into tight fists of desperation.  Cassius had remained at
the Council after the others had returned, and his absence chafed
Delphine.  She even began to believe that he was deliberately staying away
to avoid the request she’d made of him, leading her imagination to run riot and
make increasingly wild assumptions ... that he knew what Cain was doing and was
afraid of telling her because he knew it was something that would hurt
her.  Tormented by images of Cain mortally wounded or in the arms of
another woman, Delphine would rarely be able to go back to sleep and dawn often
found her already at the Infirmary, submersing herself in work until the
evening came and Serenity would quietly, but firmly, order her home.  


On a drab Monday morning exactly
three weeks to the day that Cain had left, Delphine entered the Infirmary to
find Serenity and Noah run off their feet dealing with an influx of
patients.  


‘When did they all come
in?’  She asked Serenity while she quickly tied on a clean apron and
scrubbed her hands.  


‘Last night.’  Serenity
replied briskly.  ‘There’s a werewolf loose in the forests and it savaged
a small elven settlement.  The few survivors brought the wounded here to
be treated.  Now, I want you to assist Noah – but be careful Delphine,
some of them may be infected.’


Delphine nodded and reached for a
large bottle of tincture of hellebore, the only known cure for black lupus, a
sickness carried in the saliva of werewolves that slowly drove whoever they bit
insane.  Infected victims became convinced that they had actually
transformed into a wolf and would try to live wild in the forests, usually
dying of exposure during the winter or falling foul of one of the many fierce
creatures that lived there.    


‘How could this happen?’ 
Delphine whispered to Noah while she helped him stitch the bites on one of the
unconscious victims.  ‘I thought there weren’t any werewolves left on the
Isle!’


Noah sighed, ‘No doubt some overenthusiastic
idiot has tried to introduce a werewolf to the Isle again.  They never
learn.  It’s been years since we had an outbreak of black lupus, and I
really don’t want to see another one!’


‘I’ve only read about black
lupus, I’ve never actually seen a case before.’  Delphine said, casting a
pitying glance at the pale face of the elf they were
treating.     


‘No, and you should be thankful
for that.  Mage Grapple issued a permanent open Contract on all werewolves
with good reason.  They’re horrible creatures!  You might be fooled
into thinking that they look like a Blackheart Wolverine, by day that is ...
 but they’re nocturnal and you’d better pray that you never meet one at
night!’


‘Why?’  Delphine
frowned.  


‘The true extent of their violent
natures is only revealed at night, worse during a full moon.  Werewolves
are creatures that for some reason nature saw fit to design as the perfect
killers, and as if that wasn’t enough, they’re virtually indestructible.’


‘So they don’t change shape
then?’


Noah gave a short laugh, ‘No,
that’s a child’s tale.  A werewolf cannot create another by biting
either.  Like any other species of wolf they must breed with their own
kind to create more.  What they do have is an uncontrollable bloodlust and
a tendency to carry the black lupus sickness, which is what I’m sorry to say
most of the poor souls in here have been infected with.’


Delphine nodded sadly and pressed
a cool cloth to the sweating brow of the elf they were treating.  He
growled and bared his teeth, but was held back from attacking her by the tight
restraints holding him to the bed. 


Together, Delphine, Noah, and
Serenity worked tirelessly to save the wounded, but despite their combined
efforts by midday not one of the elves that had been brought to the Infirmary
remained alive. 


‘Consider it a blessing that they
died from their wounds and not the black lupus.’  Serenity sighed wearily
then turned to Delphine.  ‘Take the afternoon off Delphine, there’s
nothing more you can do here’  


Delphine nodded mutely, somehow
managing to untie her apron and scrub her hands clean again before stumbling
from the Infirmary, only giving way to her tears when the double doors had
swung shut behind her.  Her steadfast refusal to think of Cain was
gone.  Suddenly the need to tell him how she felt was unbearable. 
Life was short ... too short ... and she refused to live hers in denial. 
She immediately decided to confess everything to her mother and beg her to read
Cain.  Perhaps missing him would hurt a little less if she could hear his
thoughts, no matter what they were.  She ran down to the village,
breathless with the urgent need to reach her mother before her weakened resolve
recovered.  Turning onto the street where Cain’s shop was, she skidded to
a halt, nearly falling on the icy cobbles while she took in the astonishing
scene before her.  


Mistral was not in the shop but
stood in the street, white-faced with fury and screaming at Eudora; oblivious
to the villagers that scurried past them with their heads bowed.  After
listening for a few moments Delphine quickly established the cause of Mistral’s
rage.  It appeared that the predatory dress-maker had propositioned her
twin boys while they were buying new winter jerkins, only to have her amorous
suggestions overheard in their horrified thoughts by Mistral.


Any desperate notions Delphine
harboured of asking for Mistral’s help swiftly faded as she watched her
daunting mother swearing dire retribution on Eudora if she so much as looked at
any of her sons ever again.  Her father jokingly called her his tigress,
but Delphine knew it was less of a joke and more of an apt description. 
There was no way her mother would ever understand about Cain.  


Heaving a sigh, Delphine decided
that she’d seen enough death for one day and walked over to gently take hold of
one of Mistral’s clenched fists, ‘Mother?  I’ll take over the shop
now.  You go and calm down, or beat up a first year or something.’


‘I’d rather beat up that tiny
tart!’  Mistral snapped, glowering at Eudora who stared insolently back,
utterly unabashed by what she’d been caught suggesting. 


‘Well it would hardly be very
fair would it?’  Delphine said reasonably.  ‘Since she is both tiny
and unarmed.’


‘Still a tart!’  Mistral
fumed.  Throwing Eudora a blistering look, she turned on her heel and
stormed off towards the Training Arena, no doubt to take her bad mood out on
the apprentices.  


Delphine watched her striding
away until she’d vanished from sight then turned and pushed open the door to
Cain’s shop.  Stepping into its warmth she paused briefly to savour the
familiar aromas of herbs and spices before walking over to collect a fresh
apron from the store room.  Tying the strings behind her back as she
walked out, Delphine was surprised to see that Eudora had followed her into the
shop and was stood in front the counter, tapping her foot impatiently.


‘Something I can help you with
Eudora?’  Delphine asked, offering her a polite smile.


‘Cain’s laundry.’  Eudora
sniffed, lifting the folded bundle of shirts and trousers in her hands.  ‘I’ve
been waiting to give to him personally when he returned, but the new
apprentices will be starting next month and I need the space in my shop for
extra stock now.  I’ll just take it up shall I?  No need to show me,
I know my way.’  


Giving an impetuous toss of her
head, Eudora made her way towards the door to Cain’s flat with a familiarity
that instantly made Delphine’s blood boil.


‘I’ll do that, thank you very
much!’  Delphine strode over to block Eudora’s path and snatched the
clothes from her hands.  ‘Cain’s very particular about who goes into his
flat!’


‘Oh, I know!’  Eudora
smirked and promptly flounced out of the shop, her departing tinkle of laughter
setting Delphine’s teeth on edge and leaving her wishing she’d let her mother
carry out some of the threats she’d been making.  She gripped the bundle
in her hands tightly, imagining it was Eudora’s neck she was crushing and not
fabric.  Drawing in a deep breath to dispel her anger, Delphine inhaled
the pleasant scent of the freshly laundered clothes in her hands.  Cain’s
clothes ... that needing taking up to his flat.


Suddenly hesitant, Delphine
opened the door and gazed at the narrow flight of wooden stairs leading up to
Cain’s flat.  She’d never been up there before and suddenly felt like she
was prying.  She placed one foot onto the lowest step and paused, thinking
that maybe she should just leave the clothes behind the counter.  She was
about to retract her foot and turn around when the sudden overwhelming need to
see where Cain lived overrode her uncertainty.  


Leaving the door at the bottom of
stairs open so that she would hear any customers coming into the shop, Delphine
ran lightly up the stairs and pushed open the door to the living room of Cain’s
flat.  The first thing she noticed was that the air smelt stale and she
immediately walked across to open one of the small windows.  Latching the
window open wide to let in the cold air, Delphine turned and looked around
curiously.  The dark wooden floor was bare, the walls painted white. 
It was simply furnished with a small table and two chairs set near the stove
and sink that served as a kitchen area.  A shabby sofa and two mismatched
armchairs were set around the fireplace.  Ash from the full grate had
spilled out onto a dusty looking rug.  Two other doors were set in the far
wall to the right of the fireplace.  Delphine assumed that one must be a
bedroom and the other a bathroom.  


Delphine’s eyes roved over the
small flat, the gently sloping eaves and beamed ceiling gave it a cosy feel;
but apart from a set of shelves crammed with books on potion brewing there was
little there to reflect the personality of the owner.  Most of the items
that identified Cain had gone with him when he’d left.  The worn saddle
bag crammed with his belongings and potions, all his weapons, his familiar
faded leather jerkin, his boots, his cloak ... it was all missing, just like
him.  Sighing dejectedly Delphine walked over to place the laundry on the
kitchen table and paused when she saw that a thick layer of dust that had
settled across the surface.  Hefting the laundry into one arm, Delphine
ran a finger through it and held it aloft to inspect the grimy evidence. 
There was no way she could put a pile of clean laundry down onto such a dirty
table.  She would just have to leave them in his bedroom instead.


Feeling almost guilty, and
definitely a bit like an intruder, Delphine pushed open the door to Cain’s
bedroom and peered cautiously in.  


More dark floorboards and white
walls met her gaze.  A deep set window let light in over an unmade
bed.  The only other furniture in the room was a wardrobe and a chair by
the bed.  Stealing in softly she hesitated by the bed, biting her lip with
indecision.  Should she leave the clothes on it?  Or would that make
it blatantly obvious that someone had been in his bedroom and trespassed on his
privacy?  After a moment’s thought Delphine reasoned that Cain would
surely notice a pile of laundered clothes on his bed, but probably wouldn’t
notice if they were hung in his wardrobe.  In fact, she was willing to bet
that he wouldn’t even remember taking them down to Eudora’s to be laundered in
the first place.  Moving purposefully over to the wardrobe, Delphine
opened the doors and hung up the clothes; the process of performing such a
simple domestic task for him filling her with a happiness she hadn’t felt since
he'd left.  


After hanging up his clothes
Delphine cast a disapproving glance at the unmade bed and resisted the urge to
make it; that would definitely be overstepping the boundaries of what was
intrusive.  Closing the bedroom door behind her with a sigh she walked
slowly back across the living room, drawing out being in Cain’s flat for as
long as she could.  A few stray rays of bright winter sunlight had found
their way through the grey November skies and poured in through the two
windows, instantly illuminating the long streak Delphine had drawn in the dust
on the kitchen table.  She stopped and stared in horror at the damning
proof.  The finger mark couldn’t have made it more blatant that someone
had been up here than if she’d just gone the whole hog and traced out the
letters of her name in the dust.  Delphine forced her panicking mind to
think rationally; the unmade bed and the cold ashes in the fireplace showed
that Cain wasn’t particularly house-proud, so he probably wouldn’t notice if
there was a month’s accumulation of dust on the table or not – but what he
would definitely notice was a long finger mark running through it. 


Delphine sighed.  There was
nothing for it.  She was going to have to clean his flat.


Keeping the door at the top of
the stairs latched open to listen for any customers, Delphine threw herself
into the task.  First she opened all the windows and beat the rug and sofa
cushions out of them, sending clouds of dust into the grey winter sky. 
Then she swept, scrubbed and dusted until the living room was satisfyingly
clean.  Enjoying the feeling of being productive, she carried on, tackling
the small bathroom next until the white tiled room shone.  Launching
herself back into the bedroom she straightaway stripped off the tangle of
bedsheets and threw them into a pile on the living room floor to be laundered,
reasoning that if Eudora was as familiar with Cain’s bed as she’d insinuated
then she wouldn’t mind washing the sheets.  When she shoved the bed aside
to sweep underneath it, Delphine was more jealous than shocked to find an item
of women’s clothing in amongst the socks and screwed up shirts.  Sweeping
it up into her dustpan with a practised flick, she deposited it neatly into the
bin with the rest of the rubbish. 


Returning down to the shop at
closing time, Delphine realised with a start that she was humming to herself
and actually felt happy.  Being in Cain’s flat, surrounded by his personal
effects, seeing where he ate and slept, had made her feel closer to him. 
She could almost convince herself that he hadn’t run away from her to a foreign
land but was just out on a short errand and would be coming back soon. 
Then, like sand trickling between her fingers, her good mood fell away, leaving
in its wake the aching despair of his absence.  


December arrived.  The mists
gave way to hoar frosts and powdery falls of snow that turned the village into
a child’s fantasy of iced gingerbread houses.  Delphine usually loved
December.  After the Qualification Ceremony her family would gather for
the week long solstice break at their mountain house, usually visited by her
uncles and godfathers to enjoy long meals, talk and laugher... but knowing that
Cain’s impish smile would be missing from around the table left her feeling
unseasonably bleak.  


The lack of sleep and the strain
of not being able to talk, or even think, about how she felt finally began to
show.  Phantom started asking questions about the perpetual dark shadows
under eyes and the hollows in her cheeks where dimples of laughter had
previously been.  Delphine passed off her gaunt appearance as being down
to worrying over her twin brothers who were due to officially start training as
apprentices in the new year; which was in some part true.  Samson and
Fabian were proving to be even more uncontrollable than their namesakes had
been in their youth and had also inherited their mother’s impatient disregard
for rules.  Since the Rochforte Contract they had given up any pretence of
attending school and joined the apprentices every day in the Arena, and as
their father was the Ri’s Training Captain, nothing was said.  As
usual.  


Although they had both been
training with the apprentices since they could handle a sword, Delphine felt
that they should finish their schooling first.  A view they did not share,
giving rise to many heated arguments in the De Winter household which Mistral
and Fabian largely ignored.  The final insult for Delphine had been when the
twins somehow managed to persuade Clovis to give them a firebrand horse each
for the start of their apprenticeships, despite having cost him two healthy
animals barely three months previously.  Annoyed by the lack of support
from her parents, Delphine turned instead to their godfathers for help, with
mixed results.  Clovis refused point blank to become involved in what he
perceived to be a family matter ... Gleacher listened to her patiently then
told her quite firmly that Samson and Fabian were born to be warriors and
forcing them to stay in school any longer was pointless.  Phantom was
reluctant to interfere and Phantasm was typically furious with them for putting
Mistral under such stress so late on in her pregnancy.  However, once
Delphine had reassured him that Mistral didn’t actually appear to care that her
twin sons were about to leave school half-educated and certainly wasn’t about
to go into early labour over it; he calmed down and promptly came up with the
ideal solution, which he presented to them over dinner at Fabian and Mistral’s
house. 


The small house that Fabian had
rented when Mistral had fallen pregnant with Cassius had long since been
bought, along with the house next door.  The downstairs rooms had been
knocked through to create a large open-plan living area with a long dining
table set near the doorway to the kitchen and several shabby sofas placed
around a huge central fireplace.  It was an ideal space for family
gatherings ... and also the occasional row.  


The De Winter twins sat side by
side at the long table and listened to their godfather outline their revised
training schedule with sceptical expressions on their faces.  


‘So, let me get this
straight.  We train Monday to Friday, but spend the Saturday morning
session with you instead?’  Samson clarified with a frown.  ‘Er, no
offense but, why?’


‘To continue your studies.’


Samson and Fabian immediately
folded their arms and sat back in their chairs with belligerent expressions on
their faces.


‘Nothing doing.’


‘No chance.’


‘I mean, what can you teach us
that’d be useful?’  Samson continued in a scornful tone.  ‘Council
politics?  Because I think I’d rather stay on stable detail than learn
about that boring tripe!’


A silence fell while Phantasm
took a drink from his goblet of wine then looked over at Mistral, ‘Tell me
Mistral, has learning French been at all useful?’


‘What?’  Mistral looked up
from distractedly pushing her food around her plate.  ‘Um, oh, well ...
yes.  I suppose it has ... or I wouldn’t have been able to understand the
Rochfortes.’


‘And Mage Grapple would not have
had cause to issue Contracts on their lives.  The last one of which I
believe you two went on?’  Phantasm said, gazing at the twins with raised
eyebrows.


Samson shared a look with his
brother, ‘So maybe French would be handy,’ he conceded.  ‘But no
politics!’


‘No politics, I promise.’
 Phantasm agreed then shrugged apologetically.  ‘But that would mean
missing out on the ancient blood feud between the tribes of Rochforte and Noble
–’


‘Er, no, that one sounds quite
good actually.’  Fabian said quickly.  


‘Or the vanquishing of the
vampire tribe,’ Phantasm sighed regretfully, ‘since that was a political
decision too.’


‘Oh, maybe some politics would be
alright.’  Samson agreed reluctantly.


‘So, you agree to forego training
on a Saturday morning to allow me to undertake the continuation of your
schooling.’  Phantasm said and looked questioningly at Fabian and Mistral.
 ‘Are we all in agreement?’


Mistral sighed and nodded once
before returning her attention back to fiddling with her knife and fork. 
Fabian briefly tore his troubled gaze away from watching her to nod tersely.


Despite her apparent lack of
concern about her twin sons leaving school early, Mistral was in fact quietly
distraught with worry about them, which was not going unnoticed by
Fabian.  Now in the ninth month of her ten month pregnancy, Fabian had
banished her from the Training Arena and she was either pacing restlessly
behind the counter in Cain’s shop or staring vacantly into space while she
monitored the thoughts of her troublesome boys.  They had her stubborn
nature, their father’s fearlessness, and the perfect accomplices for their
reckless exploits in each other.  But the main cause for her concern was
the fact that the escaped Blackheart Wolverine terrorising the tribes in The
Velvet Forests had finally been correctly identified as a werewolf. 
Mistral had barely slept for fear that her boys would attempt another midnight
hunt for it.  The shadows beneath her eyes mimicked Delphine’s, only
Mistral’s anxieties were temporarily eased every morning by the sight of her
sons appearing from their bedroom, yawning and tousle-haired, while Delphine’s
misery remained with her every hour of the day and night. 


A sudden bright spot lit
Delphine’s grey world in the third week of December when Cassius finally
returned from a long stint at the Council.  He pushed open the door to
their house to be greeted with usual reserve by his brothers, a quiet nod from
his father and a satisfied smile from his mother, who had obviously known of
his imminent arrival but for some reason hadn’t seen fit to share it with
Delphine, who’d been desperate to see him since the moment he’d left but unable
to admit it or be forced to explain the reasons why.  


‘How are Xerxes and
Brutus?’  Mistral asked, bringing him a goblet of wine while he nudged a
reluctant Prospero from in front of the fire.  


Delphine shot him a furious look;
he had stopped at The Fallen Warrior on his return journey?  Why hadn’t he
ridden through the night and reached the Valley sooner?  Did he not
realise how frantic she’d been for him to come back? 


‘Good.’  Cassius replied,
taking a grateful swallow of wine and carefully avoiding Delphine’s piercing
glare.  ‘Well, I say good.  Marietta took it upon herself to restyle
the tavern while Xerxes and Brutus were away in France.  Let’s just say
that the new décor didn’t match Xerxes’ ideas of how a tavern should look.’


‘Oh dear.’  Mistral smiled
then laughed at the thought she saw in Cassius’ mind.  ‘Flowers not really
his thing then?’


‘No.’  Cassius agreed with a
smile and strolled over to join his father at the long table, letting Prospero
spread back out in front of the fire with a contented groan.  ‘Has mother
kept you updated on events at the Council?’


‘Some, however I would appreciate
your view on certain matters –’


Delphine felt her impatience
mounting to breaking point while Cassius and her father discussed subjects
possibly only rivalled in dullness by watching paint dry.  Feeling her
temper fraying, she grabbed the pitcher of wine from the dresser and strode
over the table, wrapping her fingers around Cassius’ wrist while she leaned
over him to refill his goblet, willing him to read her thoughts.


Tell me, damn it
Cassius!  Or you’ll be wearing this wretched goblet of wine!


‘Oh mother?’  Cassius looked
up casually to meet Mistral’s enquiring gaze.  ‘You’ll be pleased to know
that Cain will be back tomorrow, so you’ll be relieved of shop-sitting duties.’


Somehow, Delphine managed to eat
and talk her way through a meal with her family while her twin godfather
eagerly questioned Cassius on events at the Council.  He responded to them
with typical composure, only occasionally raising an eyebrow in her direction
when her thoughts escaped her control and veered off towards Cain.   


Delphine excused herself after
the washing up had been done and spent an hour wallowing in the bath, trying
not to think the one thought that consumed her every breathing moment.


Cain was coming back.


Should she ride to the port and
greet him?  Confront him even?  Demand to know where he’d been for
the last two months?  


Heaving a forlorn sigh, Delphine
realised that she could do none of those things ... for what right did she have
to demand anything of him?  


None.  


Cain was not her husband.  He
was Cain, answerable to no-one but himself.  A free spirit.  She was
kidding herself if she thought he would ever accept the kind of life she wanted
with him.  Didn’t the fact that he’d stayed in France once he’d found out
how she felt say it all?  


‘Delphine?’ 


The sound of Cassius’ voice drew
her from her thoughts with a surge of panic, had her mother heard them?  


‘Yes?’  She replied in a
tense whisper.


‘Phantom and Phantasm are going
now, but Phantom is refusing to leave until you’ve said goodnight to him
because you’re his ... oh, I really can’t believe I’m saying this out loud,
never mind to a closed bathroom door –’


Delphine cut him off with a
laugh, ‘You don’t have to say it.  I’ll be down in a minute!’


She may be a full grown woman but
to Phantom, her doting godfather, she would always be his “princess”.


When the front door had closed
behind Phantom and Phantasm, Mistral and Fabian instantly resumed the row that
had obviously been simmering between them whilst Delphine was in the bath.


‘Absolutely not Mistral.’ 


She lifted her chin defiantly,
‘I’m coming, and you can’t stop me!’      


‘No, I forbid it.’


‘What’s this one about?’ 
Delphine whispered to her twin brothers who were watching the escalating
argument between their parents with a mixture of awe and
amusement.    


‘Oh, uh, it’s Qualifying week and
mother wants to oversee the apprentices on tomorrow’s hunt.’


‘What’s the hunt for?’ 
Delphine asked, dodging instinctively when a plate smashed against the far
wall.


‘The werewolf that’s been terrorising
the tribes in The Velvet Forests.’


‘Oh, good.  Is it a day or a
night hunt?’


‘Day of course!  They’re
only apprentices Del!’


Delphine arched an eyebrow at
Samson, ‘Which is more than you are yet, little brother.’


‘Less of the little!  Damn that
was close!’  Samson hissed under his breath as another plate shot past
them to shatter in exactly the same spot as the previous one.


‘Got to give it to her, she’s a
pretty good shot!’  Fabian muttered in an impressed voice.


‘No she’s not!’  Samson snorted. 
‘She’s missed father both times!’


‘Only because he ducked!’


Delphine rolled her eyes and
tutted, ‘Mother’s not trying to hit him, she’s just letting off steam! 
Which I think she’s done quite enough of now, or we’ll have no plates left.’


Meeting Cassius’ calm gaze across
the room, Delphine offered him a silent prompt.  He sighed and nodded
fractionally before reaching out to take hold of Mistral’s arm, preventing her
from destroying any more crockery. 


‘May I suggest a
compromise?’  


Mistral turned to glare at him
suspiciously then spun back to face Fabian, ‘Is this your idea?’


‘No it’s mine actually.’
 Delphine said.  ‘But I thought you might actually listen if Cassius
said it.’


‘That’s not true!’  Mistral
bridled.  ‘I listen to you all!’


‘Of course you do mother.’
 Cassius said smoothly and gently prised the plate from her hands, smiling
briefly at the flash of gratitude in his father’s eyes.  ‘Delphine can
watch Cain’s shop until he returns tomorrow, leaving you free to accompany me
on a ride out into the meadows to oversee the start of the hunt.  After
which I will buy you a long lunch in The Cloak and Dagger before we ride back
out again to witness the culmination of the apprentices’ year of hard work,
hopefully in the form of a slain werewolf.  Then you and father can leave
the Valley and spend a quiet evening alone at the mountain house while Delphine
and I stay here to make sure that Samson and Fabian don’t get into too much
trouble during the Qualification celebrations.  Father only needs to come
back briefly on Saturday for the ceremony then he can ride straight back. 
We’ll leave you two alone for the rest of the weekend then join you on Monday
to start the holiday.  How does that sound?’


‘Damn he’s good!’  Samson
muttered to Fabian.


‘Huh!  Too much time spent
at the Council more like!  But d’you reckon he really will try and stop us
going to the Qualification celebrations?’  His brother whispered back
anxiously.


When Mistral sighed and smiled at
her eldest son then turned to give her husband an apologetic look, Delphine
felt her heart start to sing with a joy that had nothing to do with the fact
that peace had broken out in the De Winter household once more.  Convinced
she wouldn’t be able to settle, Delphine went up to bed and fell straight into
a deep, dreamless sleep.  She awoke with a start in the darkness. 
Dawn was hours away, but she knew she couldn’t sleep any more.  Even after
a bath, two changes of dresses and pinning her hair up four different ways
before being happy with the finished effect, she was still unlocking Cain’s
shop a full hour before opening time.  


The morning didn’t so much drag
as seem to go backwards.  Every time the bell over the door tinkled
Delphine’s heart would leap into her mouth, only to sink back down to its rightful
place somewhere near the toes of her boots when the person that entered wasn’t
Cain.  She tidied and re-arranged until almost everything in the shop had
been moved around then returned to its original place twice over.  Finally
exiling herself to the store cupboard to begin a stocktake, she had just
finished decanting a jar of powdered mandrake root from its cracked container
into a new one and was wondering if she should give Cain’s flat a quick once
over before he returned when the shop bell rang again.  She flew from the
cupboard and immediately halted, the jar of mandrake root dangling precariously
in her hands while she stared breathlessly at the figure walking through the
door. 


Cain stopped just inside the
doorway of his shop, his dismayed expression when he saw Delphine piercing her
like a knife.


‘I thought your mother was
working here.’


Delphine stared at him in silence
for a long moment before managing to force out a mumbled response, ‘Oh, yes ...
she was meant to be ... only I said I would cover, to let her oversee the
Qualification hunt.’ 


‘Right, I see.  Well … if
you don’t need me, I’ll go to The Cloak.’  Cain turned to walk out of the
shop.


‘No!  Wait!’  Delphine
cried impulsively. 


Cain paused, his back still
towards her and his hand on the latch of the door.


‘Can we talk?’  Delphine
asked in a quieter voice. 


When he failed to respond
Delphine quickly placed the jar of mandrake powder on the counter then ran
across the shop.  Reaching around him she pressed her hand against the
door to hold it shut and slid the bolt with her other hand, then flipped the
sign on the door to read “Closed”.


‘What do you want to talk about
Delphine?’  Cain asked quietly, keeping his back towards her.


‘This.’  Delphine slipped
between him and the closed door and kissed him. 


He froze, as unresponsive and
cold beneath her touch as ice, then, with an almost inaudible sigh of defeat,
he kissed her back.  


Taking his hand in hers, Delphine
led him across the shop and up the stairs to his flat.


 


‘They’re going to kill me!’ 



‘Who are going to kill
you?’  Delphine asked, rolling over to frown at him while he sat on the
edge of the bed with his head held in his hands.


‘Who?’  Cain exclaimed,
turning to look at her with a wild expression on his face.  ‘Where do I
start?  Your father … who has killed more people than I’ve had hot
dinners, your mother, who’s not far behind him … your uncles ... and then
there’s your godfather!  Two of which happen to be Mage Grapple and the
damned Divinus!’


Delphine sat up and slid her arms
around him, stroking the scars of Contracts past and revelling in the warm
touch of his skin, ‘A bunch of pussycats,’ she whispered.  


‘Pussycats?’  Cain cried,
turning to look at her in amazement.  ‘They’ll kill me for this!’


Delphine smiled, ‘Are you worried
about impropriety?’


‘Er, yes!’


‘So marry me,’ she
shrugged.  ‘I know I’m just a half-breed that can’t give you children –’


Cain’s expression abruptly became
agonised, ‘I would marry you tomorrow Delphine!  I love you!  But …
it can never be!’


‘Why not?’ 


‘Because ... what am I?  A
half-breed with a shop peddling ointments!’


‘And what am I but the same?’
 She demanded, opening her hands in a beseeching gesture.  ‘Except, I
don’t even have a shop.’


‘No, you are the daughter of Mage
and Mistral De Winter.’  Cain replied firmly.  ‘And far, far out of
my league.’


Delphine smiled and reached out
to stroke a white scar running down his forearm, ‘My mother stitched that,
didn’t she?’


‘Yes.’  Cain frowned, thrown
by the sudden change in subject. 


‘Long before she was Lady De
Winter, the Isle’s Seer, she was just your sister, another half-breed warrior,
wasn’t she?’


‘Well, she was always hard work,
but yes, she was just Mistral back in those days.’


‘She still is Cain.’
 Delphine said.  ‘And she, more than any of us, understands what it
means to find the one you want to spend the rest of your life with.’


Cain stared at her, ‘Are you
saying that you would marry me?’


‘Tomorrow.’  Delphine echoed
his words with a smile. 


‘But it’s wrong!’  Cain cried,
shaking his head.  ‘I delivered you!’


Delphine laughed, ‘If I can get
over the fact that you’ve seen my mother naked, then I think you should get
over the fact that you saw me as a newborn!’


Cain gave a shaky laugh and sank
back onto the pillows, wrapping his arms around her as she lay against him,
‘It’s not going to be an easy conversation,’ he murmured into her tousled
blonde hair.


‘What isn’t?’  


‘Asking your father for your hand
in marriage.’  Cain said apprehensively.  ‘He’s a bit scary.’


‘My father?’  Delphine
laughed lightly and tilted her head to look up at him.  ‘He’s as soft as
you please!’


‘Maybe to you.’  Cain
sighed.  ‘But believe me Delphine, he can be a bit intense.’


‘Only when it comes to my
mother.’  Delphine replied.


‘And his only daughter.’
 Cain added, looking worried.


 











A Solstice Surprise  





Cain and Delphine rode out to
Mistral and Fabian’s small mountain house the next day.  Leaving their
horses to roam the snowy paddock, Delphine took Cain’s hand and led him up the
stone steps to the door he had walked through so many times, but never with
such trepidation.  The smile that lit Fabian’s face when he saw his
daughter did nothing to dispel Cain’s churning anxieties.  He wondered how
much of a chance he stood of leaving alive once the reason for their visit was
made known.


‘Hello Delphine … Cain.’
 Fabian greeted his guests, smiling warmly. 


‘Hello father, hello mother, and
hello to you too Prospero.’  Delphine bent to greet the dog who licked her
hand lovingly then padded back to collapse in front of the fire.  


Delphine hung up her cloak and
walked across to sit down at the table, leaving Cain hovering nervously by the
door, unsure of whether he would actually be staying long enough to warrant
taking his cloak off.  Mistral was at the sink peeling potatoes.  She
turned to smile at her daughter then froze, her expression suddenly becoming
vacant.  With a low hiss of anger she dropped the knife she had been using
into the sink and glared murderously at Cain.


‘I’ve got one question you jumped
up half-hob!’  


Cain cringed, ‘Yes
Mistral?’     


‘Would you rather I killed you,
or Fabian?’


‘Um … you?’


‘Outside.  Now!’ 



Mistral stormed across the room
and flung the door open then stood there, glowering at Cain while he walked out
past her.  Giving Fabian a meaningful look Mistral swept after him,
slamming the door loudly behind her.


Fabian watched her go then turned
to Delphine, ‘And what has Cain done to upset your mother this time?’  He
asked mildly.


‘Asked me to marry him.’


Fabian nodded then picked up his
goblet of wine and took a long drink.  Lowering it slowly he gazed
thoughtfully at the ruby liquid before asking, ‘Do you love him Delphine?’


‘With all my heart.’ 


Fabian smiled, ‘Then I am pleased
for you.’


Delphine grinned and reached out
to slip her hand into his, ‘I knew you’d understand!’  She suddenly turned
and cast a worried look at the closed door.  ‘You don’t think mother will
really kill him, do you?’


Fabian shrugged, ‘Who knows with
your mother, though I have to say probably not as she is carrying our fifth
child and can’t abide the thought of having Serenity deliver one of them.’


In the courtyard Mistral glared
furiously at Cain until he could no longer stand the onslaught of her silent
anger.


‘I love her Mistral.’


‘Do you?  Do you
really?  Then you should have loved her enough to wait!’


Cain rubbed a hand shamefully
across his face, ‘I know, I’m sorry, she … I … we –’


‘I know!’  Mistral
howled.  ‘I’ve Seen all the gory details in both your minds!’


‘Oh.’


Mistral drew in a sharp breath
and turned away from him to begin pacing agitatedly back and forth across the
yard.  After the third turn she stopped and spun around to glare at him
with tears in her eyes.  ‘If you ever hurt her Cain –’


He rushed forwards, taking her
hands and forcing the tightly clenched fists to loosen and accept his touch
while he gazed at her with absolute sincerity, ‘I would rather die than ever
cause her a moment of pain.’


Mistral gripped his hands tightly
and stared into his eyes until she was absolutely certain that his words were
true, ‘Oh you will die if you ever cause her pain,’ she promised.  ‘The
only question is who would be first in the queue to kill you!’


‘I know.’


‘You’re going to have to face the
wrath of her godfathers and uncles when they find out!  They’re not going
to like this!’


Cain sighed, ‘I know that too.’


‘And you’re still delivering my
next baby, despite the fact that you’ll probably be my son-in-law by then!’


Cain smiled, knowing the worst
was over, ‘Of course I am Mistral.’  


He walked with Mistral back to
the house, relief mingling with the sudden surge of joy that flooded through
him when the door was opened by Delphine, now officially his fiancée.  She
smiled at him, his returning smile dimming slightly when he met the impassive
gaze of Mage De Winter over her shoulder. 


‘Is he going to attack me?’ 
He whispered quickly. 


Delphine laughed and shook her
head, ‘Quite the opposite.  He says that you’re here so much to deliver
his children that it’s probably time you officially became family!’


Cain let out the breath he’d been
holding and stepped back into the house, ‘Thank goodness for that!  I’ve
grown quite fond of all my arms and legs over the years!’


Mistral was uncharacteristically
tight-lipped during the rest of their brief stay and returned to the sink to
continue peeling potatoes, only speaking once to state flatly that Cain and
Delphine would not be living together until after their wedding.  Cain had
merely made a diplomatic response about needing to clean the flat up a bit
before Delphine moved in anyway and Delphine had laughed then quickly changed
the subject, not sure how Cain would take the news that she’d already done
that.  


Delphine and Cain left a short
while later to return to the Valley; Cain to his shop and Delphine to the
Infirmary where three of the apprentices were being treated as a precaution
against black lupus after receiving werewolf bites during their Qualification
hunt.  Once the door had closed behind them Fabian turned to look at
Mistral, silently savaging another potato at the sink.  He listened to
rapid slicing sounds and sighed, knowing that it was not a root vegetable she
was envisaging under the sharp blade, but Cain.  Rising from his seat, he
walked over and reached around to gently take the knife and mutilated remains
of potato from her hands before interlacing their fingers.  


‘Why don’t you ride back with me
for the Qualification Ceremony?’  


‘Thanks, but I’d rather peel
potatoes than sit through Leo’s Qualification Ceremony speech,’ she replied
dully.


Fabian smiled and bent his head
to kiss the tense line of her jaw, ‘I know, but maybe you should go see the
twins.  There have been no applications for a second year so they’re not
required to attend today’s ceremony.’


Mistral’s shoulders abruptly
drooped.  She turned in his arms to gaze at him unhappily, ‘Do I have to
Fabian?  I hate emotional scenes!  Phantom’s really not going to take
well to the idea of his cherished princess getting married –’ she paused and
pulled a face.  ‘Eugh, he might even cry –’


Fabian laughed and kissed
her.  Releasing her to gaze at her with eyes so soft and dark that for a
brief moment Mistral forgot why she was so angry.  ‘I am certain that
Phantom will not cry, but I do think it would be better if you broke the news
to them before they heard it in The Cloak and Dagger.  Delphine is very
special to both of them.  I think they would be deeply offended not to be
the first to know.’


‘Why can’t Cain tell them?’ 
Mistral pouted stubbornly.  


‘Because,’ Fabian smiled, lifting
a finger to trace the angry frown lines on her forehead, ‘our daughter deserves
to marry someone with all their limbs intact.’


Mistral gave him a look that
suggested that she would like to remove a few of Cain’s extremities herself
then sighed bad-temperedly, ‘Fine, I’ll be the bearer of bad news.  I
haven’t had time to buy them a gift for solstice yet, so this wonderful
surprise will just have to suffice, won’t it?’


‘That’s the seasonal spirit.’
 Fabian smiled then immediately frowned when a sharp look of pain crossed
her face.  ‘What is it?’


‘Your latest son.’  Mistral
gasped, pressing a hand to her belly.  ‘He kicks harder than Cassius did!’


Fabian placed both hands over her
bump, a smile of quiet joy lighting his face when he felt his son respond to
his touch.


‘Ow!’  Mistral cried and
shot him an angry look.  ‘Don’t encourage him!  I’ve got another
month of this yet!’


They rode slowly back to the
Valley, heavily cloaked against the cold winter’s day.  A fresh covering
of snow had settled across the meadows, turning the open ground to a sweep of
unblemished white, broken only by the recent tracks made by Delphine and Cain’s
horses and the occasional clump of grass, poking up through the powdery
surface.  


‘Can we still ride back after the
ceremony?’  Mistral asked, casting an anxious glance up at the heavy sky.


Fabian followed her gaze
thoughtfully, ‘I think we should, even if it means making the journey after
nightfall.  It looks like more bad is weather due and I have no wish to be
snowed in at the Valley during the Qualification celebrations.’


Mistral laughed ruefully, ‘No, it
does get a bit raucous.  Was it last year they tried to abseil down the
Main Building at one in the morning?’


‘No, that was the year
before.  Last year was the less memorable event of them all running naked
through the village singing a song about a goblin.’


‘Ah, yes, Xerxes’ goblin stuffing
song.’  Mistral smiled fondly.  ‘I can’t tell you how many times I
had to listen to him singing that when he’d staggered back to the dorms after a
long night in The Cloak!’


They laughed and rode on together
in silence for a few moments, listening to the rhythmical thud of hooves and
Prospero’s lighter tread.


‘It’s funny how time changes
you.’  Mistral suddenly said, looking at Fabian thoughtfully.  ‘I
couldn’t be bothered with all those stupid antics now.’


‘Hmm, I suppose that having four
children with a fifth one imminent may have forced you to curb your wild
behaviour a little.’  Fabian remarked drily. 


‘Possibly –’ Mistral smiled and
turned to gaze at the North Gate, her misty expression telling Fabian that she
wasn’t seeing the double stone pillars of the main entrance to the Valley,
but somewhere and someone else entirely.


‘They will be fine,’ he murmured
and reached over to take her gloved hand in his. 


She blinked and turned to meet
his calm gaze, ‘But they’re still so young Fabian!  And you know how wild
the Qualifying celebrations can get!’


Fabian sighed quietly.  Her
fears for their twin sons were understandable, but definitely
unnecessary.  Whatever mayhem the Qualifying apprentices had planned would
be nothing compared to the havoc Samson and Fabian had caused during their two short
years of life.  ‘Mistral,’ he began in a firm voice, ‘please do not upset
yourself by worrying about Samson and Fabian.  Cassius will be with them
and Gleacher has told me that he intends to spend the evening in The Cloak and
Dagger to ensure the celebrations don’t get out of hand this year.’


‘Has he?’  Mistral instantly
looked relieved.  ‘Oh good, they listen to him.’


Fabian lifted an eyebrow but
wisely didn’t contradict her.


They continued along the path
into the Valley talking about their plans for the solstice break until they
turned a bend in the path and reined to an abrupt halt when the Training Arena
came into to view.


‘What are they
doing?’  Mistral exclaimed in astonishment, watching the apprentices
running around the snow-filled Arena with their shirts off, bombarding each
other with snowballs.


‘Celebrating.’  Fabian said
with a weary sigh.  ‘And showing off for Delphine.  The Infirmary
windows overlook the Arena.’


‘Oh, yes, so they do.  I
remember that view only too well.’  Mistral glanced up at the long windows
she had stared out of so many times during her own apprenticeship.  


‘Looks like Ulysses, Eldon and
Griffon have been given the all-clear.’  Fabian said, nodding towards the
three apprentices that had been kept in the Infirmary after the werewolf hunt.


‘Huh!  I wouldn’t be so sure
about that.  Black lupus makes you insane doesn’t it?’  Mistral
remarked, watching Eldon send Griffon crashing to the ground with a flying
tackle then begin brawling in the snow.


Fabian and Mistral laughed then
kicked their horses on to continue their ride down into the village square.


‘Oh, I’ve sent the werewolf
carcass to the tannery.’  Fabian said as they passed the Arena full of
bare-chested apprentices without a second glance.  ‘I thought we could do
with a new rug in our village house, since Prospero ate the last one.’


Mistral smiled affectionately
down at her huge dog, padding obediently beside her, ‘Yes, it was a shame about
that.  Although I can’t really think why he did it, I had fed him ...
maybe it was in protest to being shut in while everyone went on the werewolf
hunt.’


‘I have to say it was one hunt he
was probably better off missing.  It took a full quiver of poisoned arrows
to bring that creature down.’


Mistral smiled indulgently, ‘I
know.  You shot beautifully.’  


They had reached the stableyard
and Fabian reached over to take her reins while she dismounted, ‘The
apprentices brought down the werewolf Mistral, not me,’ he said quietly. 


‘Of course they did Fabian.’
 Mistral agreed quickly and tried to control her smile, failing when she
caught the glint of amusement in his eyes.  ‘Oh, come off it!  We
both know you shot that werewolf while the apprentices were dithering around
trying to fit bolts to their crossbows!  But then, what’s a Qualification
hunt without a bit of healthy cheating?’


Fabian laughed swung himself down
from his saddle, ‘I’ve often thought that cheating should actually form part of
the Qualification requirements.  However, I think this particular piece of
deception should remain our little secret to save too many young egos being
dinted, or worse, forced into rash acts of bravery in attempts to prove their
worth.’


‘Oh, if you insist.’
 Mistral sighed.  


‘I do.’  Fabian smiled and
leaned over to kiss her.  ‘And I also insist that I walk you to the twins’
house.’


‘Have you got time?  Only I
was going to do a bit of shopping in the village first, because I really
haven’t got the twins anything for solstice yet.’


Fabian glanced over at the
stableyard clock and frowned, ‘Unfortunately not.  Wait here, I will ask
Clovis to walk with you.’


Mistral rolled her eyes, ‘I’ll be
fine Fabian!  It’s just a walk into the village!’


He gazed at her, his expression
suddenly troubled, ‘Well ... promise me that you will wait at the twins’ house
until I return.  I will come straight there after the ceremony has
finished.’


‘Of course I will,’ she smiled
and stepped forward to kiss him, relieved that he hadn’t insisted that she
attend the Qualification Ceremony just so that she wouldn’t be out of his sight.
 Fabian was naturally protective of her, but became unbearably so whenever
she was pregnant, which she had been rather a lot recent years.


She watched him lead both horses
away, smiling at the ease with which he controlled both her wilful firebrand
and his own highly strung mare.  They had been married for six years and
had four children, but the shine had never faded from her Mage, if anything it
had brightened, fed by the family and the memories they shared.  She
watched him until he vanished from her sight into the darkness of the
stableblock then heaved a sigh, reluctantly returning her attention to the
unpleasant tasks that lay ahead of her.  Shopping, followed by breaking
the news to the twins that their goddaughter had apparently willingly agreed to
marry a cheating hob with a past to rival Xerxes’.  


The village was busy with
everyone preparing for the week long holiday; shopkeepers were decorating store
windows with sprays of holly and yew, their doors propped open to entice the
passing throngs of customers in.  Mistral strolled through the cobbled
streets, perusing the window displays and enjoying the scents of spiced wine,
freshly baked bread and roasting suckling pig drifting out of the open doors
she passed.  She paused to study a display of silverware – buying gifts
for the twins now that they were well-paid Magnate members had become nearly
impossible.  She finally decided upon a set of long stemmed silver goblets
and haggled fiercely over the price with the shopkeeper, more out a desire to
engage in some sort of conflict than from any real need.  She left the
shop a short while later with the wrapped goblets tucked under one arm, having
paid half the original price.  Smiling happily, she continued to walk
towards the twins’ house until she reached Eudora’s shop and her smile rapidly
became a scowl.  Noting disgustedly that Eudora had hung a sprig of
mistletoe over the door, Mistral made an angry noise and walked on a little
quicker.  Sensing her sudden tension, Prospero’s hackles lifted and he gave
a low growl.  


Mistral glanced down at her dog
and smiled grimly, ‘You know what boy?  One day I might just let you eat
that tiny tart of a fairy.  I’m sure she’d taste better than the rug you
ate yesterday.’


She passed Cain’s shop next,
glancing in out of habit to see him serving a customer.  She paused and
watched him talking, smiling his familiar infectious smile while he took
payment for the bottle of potion on the counter and was abruptly overwhelmed
with the desire to rush in there and throttle him.  Cain was her Ri
brother.  They shared a bond that had held fast through their
apprenticeship and innumerable Contracts.  He had delivered all of her
children, including Delphine ... and now he was marrying her?  How
could he betray her trust so easily?  Then the realisation hit her like a
thunderbolt.  


Her daughter had grown up. 


A hundred images of Delphine as a
small girl filled her mind; riding her first pony, laughing delightedly at the
gifts Phantom bought her, sitting on Fabian’s knee and smiling at him like he
was her sun and moon ... and suddenly Mistral was crying.  Bowing her head
to hide her tears, she began to run, stumbling up the stone steps to the twins’
house and hammering on the door with both fists.  


‘Mistral!  What on earth is
the matter?’


‘It’s Delphine!’  Mistral
sobbed, staggering through the door and dropping onto their sofa, narrowly
avoiding squashing Eloise.  The cat shot from the sofa and stalked angrily
over to the fire to be comforted by a wash from Prospero.


‘What’s wrong with
Delphine?’  Phantom demanded, running down the stairs with a frantic
expression on his face.


‘And Cain!’  Mistral wailed.


‘What’s happened to them? 
Has there been an outbreak of black lupus at the Infirmary?’


‘No!  He’s – he’s –’


‘He’s what Mistral!’ 
Phantom shouted.  


‘He’s marrying her!’ 
Mistral howled and pressed both hands to her face.


The twins stared at her in
stunned silence while she sobbed into her shirt sleeves.


Phantom abruptly reached for his
cloak and strode towards the door, ‘I’ll kill him.’  


The door slammed behind him,
leaving Mistral alone with Phantasm.


‘Oh Mistral.’  Phantasm
sighed and sat down lightly next to her, putting his arms around her and
pulling her close.  ‘Is it really such a bad thing?’


‘Yes!’  Mistral wailed into
his chest.


‘Would you rather she married a
foolhardy young warrior?  Someone who would leave her alone for months on
end while he went off to try and die a glorious death on some foreign
battlefield, or worse, dragged her along with him?’


Mistral looked up at him and
shook her head.


‘No-one would ever be good enough
for Delphine in your eyes Mistral, but she’s obviously marrying for love
because I can’t think of another reason why she would wish to marry Cain ...
unless he’s finally cracked how to brew Enslavement Potions without using the
Craft.’


‘Don’t even joke about things
like that!’  Mistral snarled through her tears.


Phantasm smiled and pressed his
lips to her forehead in a gentle kiss, ‘Sorry.  You know I love you
Mistral, and you know how much I love Delphine.  Now, come on and stop
crying.  We’ve got a wedding to plan, and you’re going to be the second
most beautiful woman there.’


‘Oh great.’  Mistral groaned
and slumped back against him.  ‘I hate weddings.  I hope Phantom does
kill Cain.’


‘He won’t.’ 


‘Damn.  Oh damn!’


‘Come on Mistral, do you really
want your daughter to be a widow before she’s even married?’  Phantasm
frowned down at her but she had her face pressed into his shirt.  


‘Ah, damn … no –’ Mistral
gasped.  ‘Not that … the baby’s coming –’


‘What!  No!  He’s too
early!  Are you sure?’  


Mistral gave him a murderous look
while she panted for breath.  


Phantasm immediately leapt to his
feet, ‘I’ll get Cain!’   


‘Don’t leave me!’  Mistral
cried and grabbed his hand, clutching it in a vice-like grip as another
contraction wracked her.


Phantasm watched the mother of
his godchildren clenching her teeth to ride out the wave of pain and realised
that his twin was gone, rendering their Gemini gift useless.  It was just
him now.


‘Tell me what to do.’


Less than an hour later Mistral
was sitting up in Phantasm’s bed with her fifth child cradled contentedly in
her arms, but she was gazing in concern at Phantasm, sat in dumbfounded silence
beside her.


‘Are you alright?’


Phantasm managed a weak nod. 


‘You sure?’


‘That ... that was … amazing,’ he
finally managed in an astounded whisper and looked down at the baby in
Mistral’s arms.


Mistral smiled, ‘Fifth time
around it does lose its wonder slightly, unfortunately not the pain
though.  Now, would you like to hold him?  He is your latest godson
after all.’


‘Can I?’


‘You have just delivered him
Phantasm!’  Mistral laughed and passed over her son.


Phantasm looked down at the baby
in his hands.  A pair of blue eyes stared unblinkingly back from beneath a
thatch of trade-mark black De Winter hair.  Phantasm smiled, ‘He’s got
Delphine’s blue eyes.’


‘Hmm, I wonder if he’ll keep
them, sometimes they darken when they get older.’


Phantasm nodded vaguely and
continued to gaze in wonder at his new godson, ‘What name have you chosen?’ 


‘Marcus.  It means warrior.’
 Mistral responded promptly, adding.  ‘But Fabian and I haven’t
decided on a second name yet.  Since you were the first person he saw, I
think you should choose one for him.’


‘Oh!’  Phantasm looked at
her, genuinely at a loss for words.   


‘No rush brother – and I swear to
be happy with whatever you decide.’


‘No, I already know what his
second name should be.’  Phantasm smiled angelically down at Marcus. 



Mistral watched him and
smiled.  She didn’t care if he wanted to name her son after his horse, the
look of blissful happiness on his face would be worth it.


‘Leopold.’


Mistral’s smile faded to form a
silent ‘oh’.  Fabian’s father had been called Leopold.  Fabian hated
his father. 


‘It is time Mage De Winter
forgave Lord De Winter for his failings.’  Phantasm continued quietly.


‘I agree with you.’  Mistral
said carefully.  ‘But Fabian isn’t famous for his forgiving nature. 
May I propose a compromise?’


Phantasm lifted his gaze to meet
hers and raised an eyebrow, inviting her suggestion. 


‘Leo.’


‘Marcus Leo De Winter.’
 Phantasm murmured and stroked a finger across the sleeping baby’s
brow.  ‘Welcome to the Valley.’











Stampede





The weeks following Cain and
Delphine’s shock announcement and the arrival of Marcus passed in a blur of
wedding plans for Delphine and the all-consuming task of caring for a baby for
Mistral.  


The heavy snowfalls had come
early, forcing them all to remain in the Valley for both the Qualification
celebrations and the solstice break.  Despite Fabian and Mistral’s
concerns, the wild night the apprentices had planned to commemorate the end of
their long year of training didn’t go quite to plan since Gleacher and Leo
spent the entire evening in The Cloak and Dagger.  The brooding presence
of both the Ri’s Divinus and the stern-faced Contracts Officer was more than
enough to put a dampener on the apprentices’ high spirits and midnight found
them all heading back to their dorms reasonably sober.  The only display
of rebellion came from one disgruntled apprentice who daubed “grumpy Gleacher
lives here” on his office door, only to spend the next day scrubbing it off
again.


The whole De Winter family
gathered at solstice for a traditional meal, joined by Phantom, Phantasm, Cain
and Leo.  Fabian’s astonishment at returning from the Qualification
Ceremony to find that Phantasm had delivered Marcus quickly blossomed into
unreserved delight at having another healthy child.  Mistral watched him
take his usual place at the head of the table and smiled.  He said little
all evening, as ever, but the happiness that shone in his dark eyes while his
family laughed and talked around the long table spoke louder than any words
could. 


Cain sat next to Delphine and
kept a low profile throughout the meal.  Once the news of their intended
marriage had spread he’d received a few strained congratulations and plenty of
muttered threats about what would happen to him if he ever mistreated her.
 Her four godfathers had definitely fallen into the “muttered threats”
camp; Phantom had very nearly assaulted him in his own shop, Phantasm had
offered his good wishes with cool politeness, Leo had maintained an icy silence
that was far more unnerving that any shouted threat and Cain didn’t even want
to think how Mage Grapple would react when he next visited the Valley. 
The meal at Fabian and Mistral’s house was the first time they had all been
together since their engagement and Cain was being very careful not to do
anything to provoke another emotional outburst from Phantom, or anyone
else.  He behaved with impeccable decorum around Delphine, pulling out a
chair for her to sit, pouring her wine, and studiously avoiding physical
contact of any kind.  He ate his meal in nervous silence, only responding
when spoken to and keeping his gaze locked firmly on his plate of food. 
When Delphine casually rested her hand on his leg Cain nearly leapt out of his
seat and immediately looked around guiltily to see if anyone had noticed. 
He sat down with a sigh, feeling embarrassed.  Aside from Cassius laughing
quietly into his napkin, no-one appeared to have observed either her touch, or
his over-reaction.


‘Where’s Uncle Grendel?’ 
Samson asked, enthusiastically tackling a huge plateful of roast pork and
deftly flicking the two brussel sprouts Delphine had served him onto the floor
for Prospero to find.  


‘Being forced to endure a meal
with Liliana and her sisters.’  Mistral replied.  ‘And please don’t
feed Prospero your vegetables, he hates them.’


‘That makes two of us then
doesn’t it Prosp?’  Samson muttered to Prospero who stared hopefully back
and drooled onto his leg. 


 ‘All of her sisters?’ 
Phantasm echoed, looking up from feeding Marcus some potato from his
plate.  


‘Uh-huh.’  Mistral nodded
and smiled.  ‘All eight of them.’


‘Oh dear!’  Phantasm grinned
at her over the top of Marcus’ mop of black hair.  ‘I don’t envy him
that.’


‘No, you can bet he’ll appear in
The Cloak later with a headache that only several drinks can cure!’ 
Delphine laughed.


‘Huh!  I bet he’s there
already.’  Samson mumbled through a mouthful of food then swallowed hugely
to continue in a clearer voice.  ‘I know I will be after this!  I
hope Uncle Xerxes turns up there tonight, he’s promised to teach me how to
count cards.’


‘Sorry Samson, but Xerxes and
Brutus are snowed in, plus their tavern’s heaving with stranded travellers so
they couldn’t afford to take any time off anyway.’  Mistral’s voice was
light, but inside she was disappointed by her brothers’ absence.  She
would never admit it to anyone, but she missed Xerxes and Brutus ... and she
also had something quite important to ask them. 


‘Well, that’ll be a relief for
you two, won’t it?’  Delphine said archly to her twin brothers. 
‘It’ll save you the embarrassment of having to admit that you can’t count,
since you’ve decided to leave school early and miss out on half your
education!’


Fabian rolled his eyes at his
twin while Delphine launched into her well-worn moan about their escape from
education.


‘She’s starting to get really
annoying.’  Fabian muttered to Samson in passable French.  ‘I hope
Cain can control her a bit more when they’re married!’


‘I heard that!’  Delphine replied
sharply, also in French.


After everyone had eaten and
drunk their fill and even Prospero’s insatiable appetite seemed to have been
temporarily appeased, Mistral and Delphine began to clear away the
plates.  Cain immediately leapt to his feet with a muttered offer to help
and vanished to the safety of the kitchen to start washing up.  Feeling
sleepy after eating too much, Samson and his twin brother sprawled on the rug
in front of the fire and started a lazy game of knuckle bones.  Phantom,
Phantasm, Cassius, Fabian and Leo settled themselves on one of the many sofas
and chairs set around the fireplace.  They began a discussion on the
impending Council meeting about the Rochfortes but after a few minutes Marcus
began to wriggle impatiently on Fabian’s lap.  Phantasm sprang up to his
feet to retrieve his godson but to his surprise Leo held up a hand and stopped
him. 


‘I haven’t met my namesake
properly yet,’ he said, rising from the sofa and walking over to where Fabian
was sitting.  


A smile softened Leo’s wintry
expression as he bent to lift Marcus and hold him up, gazing into a pair of
blue eyes that were the exact same shade as his own.  Although he could
never publically acknowledge the family connection that made Marcus his nephew,
Leo could at least express his affection in the privacy of the De Winter
household.  He swung Marcus up in the air then carried him back to the
sofa, placing him gently down on his knee and offering him the clasp from his
cloak to play with before resuming their conversation.


Hearing Marcus gurgle with
laugher, Mistral stuck her head around the kitchen door and raised an eyebrow
at the sight of her latest son sat on the Divinus’ knee, playing with an
expensive silver clasp.  Ducking back into the kitchen she returned to her
task of stacking away the plates Delphine was drying, only half-listening to
her daughter’s incessant flow of chatter while she mused on the hidden side
that Leo only ever revealed to his nephews and niece.  Mistral had been
frankly astounded by the genuine warmth he’d displayed towards Cassius as a
baby, and had gone on to show to each of her children; especially Delphine ...
but then everyone loved Delphine.  Mistral threw Cain a disdainful glance
out of the corner of her eye.  He was slowly washing a serving dish,
gazing at Delphine with a smitten expression on his face while she prattled on
about some arrangement or other for their wedding.  Mistral scowled and
shoved another plate away in the cupboard.  She hated weddings.


The heavy snowfalls continued
throughout January, preventing Fabian and Mistral from escaping to their
mountain house each weekend.  Another snowbound Saturday afternoon found
Fabian, Cassius, and the twins gathered around the long table working through a
pile of Council reports.  Mistral paused from amusing Marcus with the
diamond necklace Fabian had given her to glance over at her Mage.  She
smiled at the familiar serious expression he wore whenever he was reading
something that would have induced terminal boredom in her within seconds. 
Cassius was so similar to him, serious and focussed.  He had trained for
two years with the Ri then travelled around the Isle, beginning his journey
with a long stay in the company of the centaurs to study the complicated
movements of the stars – lessons that had completely baffled Mistral but he had
found fascinating, for which she was both proud and glad that Imperato had a
grandson he could converse with on an even footing.  Then Cassius had
travelled north, spending time at the Council under Mage Grapple’s tutorledge
before trekking deep into the Northern Range to seek out the dragon queen, his
unofficial godmother.  


Mistral watched him scan a report
and pass it to his father with a murmured comment and permitted herself an
indulgent smile.  She loved all of her children equally, but with Cassius
she felt a particular affinity, largely due to the fact that he shared in her
gift of Sight ... but maybe also because he had never given her a moment’s
worry.  Unlike her twin sons.  She sighed and returned her attention
to her latest son, smiling at him and wondering for the thousandth time if he
would keep the striking blue eyes that contrasted so strongly with his dark
hair.


‘Mother?’


‘Hmm?’  Mistral looked up to
meet Cassius’ enquiring gaze, knowing that he was only speaking to her out loud
because he wanted her answer to be heard by Fabian and the twins.


‘Are you going to attend the
judicial hearing on the Rochfortes next month?’


‘I don’t know Cassius.’
 Mistral replied and returned her gaze to Marcus, now crawling over to
where Prospero was spread out in front of the fire.  ‘I might just listen
in.  I’m a bit too prejudiced to deliver an impartial opinion when it
comes to the Rochfortes.’


‘I know Eximius wants you there,
prejudiced or not.’  Cassius said.  


Eximius … Cassius was on
first name terms with the Head of the Isle.  He also called their Divinus
by his first name, something Mistral only did in private and never to his face,
and she was his sister-in-law.  


‘He’s held this meeting off until
the heavy snows have passed so that we can attend.’  Cassius
continued.  ‘It is important mother.  Will you go?’  


 ‘Maybe –’ Mistral
muttered evasively and reached out to drag Marcus back before he launched
himself face-first into Prospero’s thick fur.    


She heard Cassius sigh wearily a
split second before the twins spoke.


‘It’s the centaur in her
Cassius.’  Phantom said.


‘Makes her deliberately obtuse.’
 Phantasm added. 


‘Obtuse?  I’d call it
irritating!’  Phantom snorted.


‘Oh, damn it all to hell! 
Watch Marcus for me!’  


Mistral leapt to her feet and ran
across the room.  Grabbing her jerkin from the row of hooks as she passed
she flung open the door and sprinted out into the street, leaving the door to
slam behind her with a force that startled Prospero from his sleep.  


The twins stared at the closed
door in surprise then turned to fix Cassius with their double enquiring gaze.


‘And just what was all that
about?’  Phantom asked.


‘Fabian and Samson.’
 Cassius replied, not lifting his gaze from the document he was reading.


‘Oh?’  Fabian asked, looking
up with a frown.  ‘And what are my sons doing?’


Cassius unrolled another inch of
parchment, his eyes sliding down to read the black script, ‘They’re planning to
ride Grendel’s firebrand stallion,’ he replied disinterestedly.


‘Huh!  You’d think they’d
know better than to try and pull stunts like that with a Seer for a
mother!  Well, she’s obviously on her way to sort them out – and not
before time too!  They need bringing into line!’  Phantasm said
angrily and returned his attention to the report he had been reading. 


A silence fell during which
Fabian’s frown deepened while he continued to look at his eldest son, ‘And has
she gone to bring them into line?’  He asked sharply.


Cassius exhaled in a long sigh
and turned to meet his father’s black stare, ‘Not really.’


Fabian raised an eyebrow, ‘Oh?’


‘Well ... she’s gone to join in
–’


Suddenly it was Fabian’s turn to
swear and leap to his feet.


‘Watch Marcus!’  Phantasm
ordered his brother and followed Fabian out of the door.


Cassius and Phantom looked at
each other across the table. 


‘Your mother can be extremely
difficult sometimes Cassius.’  Phantom sighed and stood up to go and
retrieve his godson before he succeeded in diving into the inviting depths of
Prospero’s fur. 


‘Only sometimes?’  Cassius
murmured and returned his attention to the document in his hands.


Mistral tugged on her jerkin as
she ran towards the paddock, sliding in her haste on the snow-covered cobbles
but too angry to notice the pain when she repeatedly fell.  Just what the
hell were her boys thinking?  That firebrand stallion was only just
controllable by Grendel, and he was half-troll!  Then a quieter voice
spoke in her mind, the voice of her conscience, telling her truths she would
never tolerate to hear spoken aloud.  


Admit it Mistral!  You’d
give anything to have the excuse to try and ride that horse!  And now your
boys are about to present you with a golden opportunity!  Smile like you
want to, damn it!


She grinned in response to her
innerself’s prompt just as the firebrand paddock loomed into view.  The
sight of her twin sons vaulting the high fence Clovis had erected to contain
the powerful beasts only served to fuel her sudden recklessness.


‘Going somewhere boys?’


The looks on their faces
coincided perfectly with the guilt she heard in their thoughts.


‘Hello mother.’  Fabian
responded, bravely attempting an innocent smile. 


‘Drop the act Fabian!’ 
Mistral snapped, reaching the fence and vaulting over to join them in the
paddock.  ‘I know what you’re up to!’


Samson immediately began to
argue, 'Come on mother!  Let us have a little fun for once!  We
missed out on the werewolf and we’ve been stuck in the Valley for weeks now ...
I’m sure you did things like this when you were young!’


‘Young?’  Mistral
blazed.  ‘Just how old do you think I am Samson?’


‘Erm?’  Samson looked to his
twin for help but he just shrugged in a “your mess, you sort it” type of
way.  ‘Somewhere in your twenties?’  He estimated wildly.


‘Yes that’s right!  So stop
treating me as though I was born yesterday!  Now get out of this damned
paddock before I really lose my temper!’


‘Er, mother?’


‘What!’  


‘I think you might have upset
Grendel’s stallion a bit with your shouting.’


Mistral spun round to see the
huge firebrand stallion pawing the ground and glaring threateningly in her
direction, ‘Oh hell!  Get ready to run boys!’


The stallion gave a loud snort
then launched into a heavy gallop straight for them.  Mistral dived left,
her boys right and the stallion charged between them, crashing straight through
the fence and out into the village square.  


Rolling quickly, Mistral leapt to
her feet and spun around to watch the stallion clattering away across the
cobbled square, heading towards the track leading to the North Gate and the
meadows beyond. 


‘Damn it!  Clovis will moan
like hell if he gets out of the Valley!  Quick, grab a rope!  We’ll
have to catch him before the herd follow and we lose the whole damned lot!’


Even as the words left her lips
the mares in the paddock tossed their heads and eyed the broken fence,
instinctively drawn to follow their stallion.  With one accord they broke
into a gallop, charging straight for the gap in the fence where Mistral,
Fabian, and Samson were stood.


‘Damn!’  Samson exclaimed in
an awed whisper.


‘Double damn!’  Fabian
echoed.


‘Stampede!’


The sound of Clovis shouting at
the top of his voice galvanised them all into action.  Quickly grabbing a
rope each from one of the many looped over the fence, they spun around with
them coiled ready, but the sight of the oncoming wave of firebrands immediately
vanquished any thoughts of attempting to lasso one without being trampled to
death in the process.  Leaping out of the way, Mistral impulsively reached
up with both hands and grabbed the mane of a mare thundering past, using the
impetus of her gallop to swing up onto her back.  Winding her fingers
through the mare’s long mane, Mistral turned and shouted to the Ri’s red-faced
Equus, frantically issuing instructions to the warriors streaming out of The
Cloak and Dagger.


‘Don’t worry Clovis!  I’ll
get Saturn back for you!’


Not bothering to wait for his
reply, Mistral dug her heels into the mare’s side and gave chase.  The
mare responded instantly, lunging forward with an abruptness that nearly threw
Mistral off.  They crossed the square in less than a heartbeat and reached
the start of the path leading to the North Gate where the snow had been cleared
to expose the hard stony ground beneath, giving the mare a surer footing. 
They powered up the path, Mistral’s heart pounded in time to the steady beat of
the mare’s gallop, then the drumming of hoofbeats suddenly tripled. 
Mistral glanced over her shoulder and immediately grinned at the sight of her
twin boys galloping up the path behind her, their faces lit with the same wild
look she’d seen on their father’s face enough times to recognise as the one
only danger could inspire.  Laughing wildly, Mistral slammed her heels
against the mare’s flanks, asking for more.  The mare snorted and leapt
forwards.  Chips of stone flew from beneath her hard hooves, digging into
the frozen dirt to push her into a faster gallop.  


They burst out of the North Gate
to plunge into the knee-deep snow of the meadows.  Leaning back to slow
their horses they all immediately looked around for the escaped stallion. 
The light was flat beneath an iron grey sky, making visibility poor.  They
scoured the rolling whiteness quickly, knowing every second they wasted was
giving the stallion a crucial advantage.


‘There!’  Fabian cried,
pointing to a dark shape forging through a deep hollow.


‘What’s the plan mother?’ 
Samson called out to her, doing his best to look serious and less like he was
having the time of his life.


‘We’ve got to catch him before he
reaches the forests!  If he gets in there we’ll have no chance of getting
a lasso on him!  I want you to flank left, and Fabian to flank
right.  Keep him hemmed in!’


Samson and Fabian both nodded and
looped a length of rope ready in one hand, keeping a tight handful of mane with
the other, they kicked their mares on.  The firebrands snorted and bounded
away through the snow, sending feathery spumes flying up into the faces of
their riders, but the heat of the horses beneath them and the adrenalin burning
in their veins made them oblivious to the icy spray.  


The stallion was heavier than his
mares and soon began to tire from the effort of pushing through the deep
snow.  Before long he had slowed to a rolling canter, allowing his
pursuers to gain on him. 


‘Ah, easy ... too easy.’
 Fabian called in a disappointed voice, already twirling his rope in one
hand.


‘Don’t speak too soon
brother!’  Samson warned, watching the firebrand prick his ears up at the
sound of their approach.  ‘I’ve watched Grendel trying to catch him when
he’s looked asleep on his feet in the paddock.  It’s always a con! 
He’s got the devil in him!’


As though in response to his
words, Saturn lifted his head and circled away with a wicked gleam in his eyes.



‘Flank him!’  Mistral
reminded them sharply and spurred her horse straight for the stallion. 
‘I’m going to spook him!’


‘Why does she get all the
fun?’  Samson complained, watching jealously as Mistral flew straight for
the stallion in a flat-out gallop. 


Startled by the violence of her approach,
the stallion reared, pawing the air with black hooves the size of dinner plates
before plunging away through the snow.  Mistral urged her mare after him,
revelling in the feel of the powerful animal’s muscles bunching and stretching
in response to her commands.  The stallion’s huge hooves sent clouds of
snow up into the air, obscuring her vision and stinging her cold cheeks. 
Out of the corners of her streaming eyes Mistral could see her sons galloping
away in opposite directions, circling around the stallion.  They were both
riding one-handed, leaving the other free to grip a coil of rope.  A fat
drop of rain suddenly fell onto Mistral face, making her blink with surprise.
 Another fell, landing on her head and trickling down through her
hair.  Then, with a sound like a tap being turned on, the skies opened and
released the first of February’s downpours. 


Mistral was soaked to the skin in
seconds.  Impatiently pushing her wet hair out of her eyes to keep her
sights fixed on the stallion, she urged her horse on.  Saturn was now only
a few lengths in front of her, so close that she could see the ribbons of water
coursing down his neck and flanks.  Fine droplets sprayed back from his
uplifted tail, his galloping hooves churning up the snow that was rapidly being
turned to slush by the downpour.  The rain fell in sheets, forming a grey
curtain between her and the stallion, hiding Samson and Fabian from view. 
Taking advantage of the concealment the sudden deluge offered, the twins turned
their horses in sharply and immediately flung out their lassos.  The
whistle of rope flying through the air was lost in the pounding rain. 
Distracted by Mistral’s pursuit, Saturn failed to even notice when both nooses
fell neatly around his neck.


‘Good shot boys!’  Mistral
shouted, grinning proudly she sat up slightly and eased the mare back to a
steady canter.


Samson and Fabian hauled back on
their ropes.  Feeling the sudden resistance, the stallion neighed
furiously and began to fight, wheeling in tight circles and shaking his head to
try and dislodge the rope from around his neck.  Using the weight of their
mares to prevent him from bolting, the twins let Saturn wear himself out until
he no longer had the energy to struggle and stood with his head lowered,
trembling with exertion. 


Mistral applauded her boys with a
slow handclap when they finally led the spent stallion over to where she had
halted in the shelter at the edge of the forests.  They responded to her
mocking applause with double grins.


‘Ah, now that was fun!’ 
Samson laughed and shook the water from his short hair like a dog.


‘I think I should ride him back,
just to make sure we don’t lose him.’  Fabian swung a leg across his
firebrand’s back to dismount.


‘Sorry boys, but I’m pulling rank
on this one.’ 


Before either twin had the chance
to argue, Mistral had lifted herself up so that she was balanced on her mare’s
back then sprung lightly across to land on the stallion.  He snorted in
surprise at the unexpected weight on his back but quickly settled again, too weary
for another fight.


‘I’ve waited years for
this!’  Mistral sighed and ran a hand lightly over the firebrand’s
muscular neck.  ‘But it’s been worth every second ... come on, let’s get
back.  I’m starting to get cold.’


‘I bet you’re a lot lighter than
Grendel!’  Samson said watching enviously as his mother urged the stallion
into a canter. 


‘I am when I’m not carrying one
of you lot.’  Mistral replied shortly.


They began to ride back across
the meadows and, despite the pouring rain, Mistral couldn’t help but smile at
the memory that suddenly burst into her mind, ‘You know what boys,’ she
sighed.  ‘This has reminded me of a horse race I won on Cirrus.’


‘You mean the one at The Festival
of the Arcane?’  Samson said, sharing a meaningful look with his brother;
Mistral never talked about the Festival.


Mistral smiled and nodded but
didn’t elaborate.


‘You won the last Festival didn’t
you?’  Fabian enquired in a deliberately light voice. 


Mistral’s smile dimmed slightly,
‘Sort of.’     


‘Cain was your second in the
final, wasn’t he?’  Fabian continued, too intrigued to notice her sudden
reticence.


‘Hmm.’ Mistral dipped her
head to gaze down at her fingers, wound tightly through the firebrand
stallion’s wet mane.  Her memories of the final event were something she didn’t
wish to recall, never mind share.  


‘Father was there too, wasn’t
he?’  Samson pressed on.  ‘I’ve often wondered how he managed to get
into an Arcane-only event, what with being a Mage and all.’


Mistral gave a bitter-sweet
smile, ‘Well, your father has a knack of getting what he wants.’


Fabian’s eyes widened, ‘Did he
use the Craft?’  


‘No.’ Mistral laughed softly and
shook her head.  ‘He’s far too principled to stoop to using sorcery to
serve his own ends.’


‘Have you ever seen him use
it?’  Fabian continued curiously.


‘Only twice.  And both times
it was for me.’


Fabian fell silent and shared
another long look with his twin. 


The rain had eased to a light
drizzle.  Mistral glanced up at the washed out grey sky and sighed deeply,
‘Just spit it out boys.’


Samson and Fabian immediately
tried to outstare one another, their version of a silent argument, the loser of
which had to start what would undoubtedly become a difficult
conversation.  A stray drop of rain caught Samson in the eye and made him blink. 
Fabian gave a victorious grin then quickly turned away to avoid the foul look
his twin promptly gave him. 


‘Er, right.  Well, being the
last champion, you’ll know that the Festival is only held once every five years
–’ Samson began, skirting delicately around the real issue.  ‘And it’s
quite literally a once in a lifetime opportunity for most warriors to
compete.  And, well, er –’


‘And you two want to compete in
this year’s Festival.’  Mistral finished flatly.


The twins both flinched in
anticipation of the tirade of shouting that would surely follow, but none came,
instead Mistral continued to gaze broodingly at the rain-filled sky.


‘Cassius does too!’  Samson
blurted when the tension grew too much to bear.


‘I know he does.’  Mistral
said then switched her gaze to frown at him thoughtfully.  ‘I don’t think
that Ares will let your father into the Festival this time though.’


‘What?’  Samson and Fabian
chorused disbelievingly.  ‘Does that mean you’ll let us go?’ 


‘Of course I will!’  Mistral
smiled at the jubilant grins exploding across their faces.  ‘But only on
two conditions –’


Suddenly it was the twins’ turn
to look guarded.


‘Which are?’  Fabian asked
suspiciously.


‘You go nowhere near the nymph
tent and you let me treat your wounds without any whinging.’


‘You’re coming too?’  Samson
cried, his grin re-emerging.  ‘That’s great!  You’ll be able to give
us loads of inside information on the other competitors with the Sight! 
Cassius was giving it the whole “unfair advantage” rubbish –’


‘Hang on, just when have we ever
whinged about being treated?’  Fabian interrupted, frowning
slightly.  


‘Never!’  Mistral
laughed.  ‘I was only joking!  Honestly, you’re too like your father
sometimes!  Now, talking of your father, he and Phantasm are heading out
of the North Gate as we speak and I suggest that we keep this conversation to
ourselves until I’ve found the right opportunity to talk to him about it.’


The twins shared a knowing
look.  They both knew their father would have no issue with them going to
The Festival of the Arcane, but letting Mistral go when he was forbidden to
attend would be a different matter entirely.  


‘Our lips are sealed.’
 Samson said then quickly adjusted his face into a more sombre expression
when two horses appeared through the drifting curtains of drizzle.


Mistral watched the two horses
galloping towards them, the sight of Fabian’s burnished gold palomino never
failing to make her heart beat a little faster, knowing that every fleet stride
she took was carrying her beloved Mage closer.  Unfortunately, this time
he was utterly furious.


‘Damn it Mistral!’  Fabian
seethed, riding up alongside her and slipping a halter over the firebrand’s
head.  ‘What the hell are you doing on that stallion?  Are you trying
to make Marcus an orphan?  Get on Spirit now!’


Heaving a sigh, Mistral
reluctantly slipped from the firebrand’s back and let Fabian pull her onto the
front of his saddle, only just managing to stop the smile of amusement that
tugged at her lips when she caught Samson’s wry thought.


I guess now wouldn’t be a good
time to tell him then ...


Shutting the twins’ thoughts out
of her mind, she watched Phantasm take Saturn and lead him away to ride on
ahead with his godsons, both enthusiastically reliving their heroic capture of
the escaped stallion.


‘I’m sorry Fabian,’ she began,
leaning her head back against his shoulder while they rode.  ‘I didn’t
mean to worry you, I just –’


‘Felt the urge to do something
impulsive and dangerous?’  Fabian finished coldly.  ‘Why does that
not surprise me?’ 


‘Please ... don’t be angry with
me,’ she whispered, twisting her head to gaze up at him imploringly.


He looked down at her, the black
anger in his eyes slowly softening until the smallest suggestion of a smile
touched one corner of his mouth.  He sighed deeply and wound an arm around
her waist, holding her closer, ‘You’re soaked!’  He exclaimed softly,
suddenly noticing her drenched shirt.


‘Yes, I do feel like I’ve been
swimming fully dressed.’  Mistral gave a rueful laugh and looked down at
her wet shirt and trousers.  


Fabian said nothing but his
thoughts filled her mind with a blazing heat that could have dried a thousand
rain-soaked shirts in a second.


 











The Five Golden Rules of Lying





‘Brother?’


‘Hmm?’  Phantasm murmured,
not looking up from the long scroll of parchment he was reading.


‘Can I ask a favour?’


Phantasm glanced up with a frown,
‘I thought Serenity had Marcus today?’


‘Yes, she has, it’s not that –’


A short silence fell while
Phantasm regarded Mistral’s uncomfortable expression, ‘Well, what is it then?’ 
He finally asked.


‘Will you teach me how to lie?’


Phantasm blinked.  Of all
the requests Mistral had ever made of him that was by far the most
unexpected.  ‘No.’


‘Please brother, it’s important
to me.’


Phantasm regarded her
closely.  Mistral hardly ever said “please” and rarely regarded anything
other than hunting as important.  ‘If you expect me to impart knowledge on
how to master the one skill I have serious misgivings about you ever being
allowed to possess, then I think that you had better tell me why.’


‘For my work at the Council.’
 Mistral replied promptly, but her eyes remained on the tankard of ale in
front of her.


‘No.’ Phantasm’s eyes
narrowed.  ‘That’s not it.’


‘Oh alright.’  Mistral gave
a defeated sigh.  ‘I want to be able to look Cain in the eye and tell him
I’m pleased he’s marrying Delphine.’


Phantasm folded his arms and
leaned back in his chair, ‘Hmm, not bad.  Try again.’ 


Mistral scowled at him then
turned to gaze broodingly out of the window of The Cloak and Dagger at the
rain-lashed village square, ‘Ever wondered why Liliana and Grendel never had
children?’  She suddenly asked.  


‘Not really.’  Phantasm
replied, frowning at the abrupt change in subject.  ‘She may be a
full-blood but that doesn’t mean she can bear children.’


‘Or Marietta and Xerxes?’
 Mistral continued, still staring out of the window. 


‘Look, I have no idea and quite
frankly, I don’t wish to know!’  Phantasm exclaimed and leaned forwards to
take her hands, forcing her to meet his startling green eyes.  ‘Now please
tell me what this is all about because you’re making even less sense than
usual.’


Mistral held his gaze, looking
strangely hesitant, ‘The boys want to go to The Festival of the Arcane.’


Phantasm suppressed a sigh;
Samson and Fabian ... again.  Mistral always referred to them as “the
boys” even though they were now in their third year and nearly fully
mature.  Phantasm suspected that she would still refer to them as her boys
when they were as grizzled and scarred as some of the relics that propped the
bar up in The Cloak on a Saturday night.  


‘Well I’m hardly surprised, they
have inherited your recklessness and unfortunately have each other to fuel it,
but what has this got to do with lying, Liliana, and Marietta?’


‘I want to go with them and I’m
sure Fabian won’t let me.’


‘You want to lie about going to
The Festival of the Arcane to Mage De Winter?  Isn’t that a bit
stupid?  Surely the fact that you’re conveniently absent for the best part
of two weeks right when the Festival is being held will be a bit of a giveaway!’


‘I don’t want to lie about going
... I want to lie about something else.’


Another silence fell during which
Phantasm felt his temper sliding away. 


‘Oh come on Mistral this is
getting tedious!  Either tell me or I will simply have Cassius find out for
me!’ 


‘Fine!’  Mistral snapped,
her eyes blazing with a familiar flash of temper.  ‘I want to go with my
boys to the Festival to make sure they come back again in one piece and I need
to be able to lie because I want to take the Moon Potion until then and if
Fabian asks what it is then I don’t want to hurt him with the truth!’


‘The Moon Potion?  Is that
why you were asking about Liliana and Marietta?’


Mistral nodded and dropped her
gaze to stare at the frothy dregs in her tankard, ‘I’ve brewed it for them both
whenever I’ve been working in Cain’s shop.  Liliana would never be able to
carry one of Grendel’s children, it would literally kill her, and despite
Marietta’s innate broodiness she knows that Xerxes would be a shocking father.’


Phantasm looked saddened, ‘Don’t
you want any more children?’  


Mistral looked blankly at him,
‘What?’


‘Is that why you want to take the
potion?  Not to have any more children?’


‘Oh!  Yes, well not for a
bit you see … just so that I can go to The Festival.  Fabian would never
let me go if was pregnant.’


‘The Festival’s only in three
months Mistral!  Surely even you two can’t work that fast!’


Mistral blushed and looked out of
the window again, making Phantasm stifle a laugh at how easily she was
embarrassed about such things.  To Mistral the endless stream of children
she and Mage De Winter produced were simply a by-product of their love, having
or not having them was never a consideration, and abstinence was obviously out
of the question.


‘I know it’s only three months
away, but he seems to know when I’ve fallen with child before I even do ...
it’s bizarre!  He gets this smile on his face … I can’t describe it, he
looks –’


‘Like the luckiest man on the
Isle.’  Phantasm finished softly.


Mistral laughed, ‘I was going to
say “a bit smug” actually!’


‘Hmm, not a description I would
ever apply to Mage De Winter.’  Phantasm gave her hands a squeeze and
released them with a sigh.  ‘I’m sorry Mistral, but my answer is no. 
Despite the fact that I understand your reasons, I simply cannot condone
teaching you how to deceive your Mage.’


‘Please brother!  I can’t
let the boys go on their own!  They’re not ready!’


‘Those two were born ready
Mistral!’  Phantasm said scornfully.  ‘And if I remember rightly you
weren’t that much older yourself when you competed!’


‘I was!  And I had all my
brothers and Fabian there too, and look at the disaster I still managed to
cause!  My boys are too like me not to get into trouble!  I have
to go!’


‘Mistral, the centaurs will be
going, plus competitors from the Valley – and I think you are forgetting that
all your boys actually need is each other!  You just want to go because
it’s The Festival of the Arcane!’


‘You’re wrong!  This is the
first time Ares Wolfsnare has hosted the Festival!  You can bet he’s going
to try and make it an unforgettable event to prove he’s every bit the chieftain
his father was!  There’s no way I can sit tight in the Valley knowing my
boys are going to some glorified bloodbath!’


‘You are completely deluded when
it comes to those boys!  They could handle a longbow by their first year
and stowed away on at least four mercenary Contracts during their second! 
They were born to this life Mistral, and you and I have had this argument about
them too many times!  I’m getting sick of it!’


‘So they can be a bit wilful, but
they’re my boys and I want to be there.’  Mistral folded her arms
stubbornly.


‘Oh, so go then.’  Phantasm
sighed wearily and looked away.


‘Does that mean you’ll teach me
how to lie?’  Mistral asked hopefully.


‘No.’


‘I’ll just ask your brother
then!’   


‘Ask me what?’  Phantom
enquired, placing three more tankards of ale onto the table and sliding onto a
chair beside his twin.


‘Mistral wants to learn how to
lie so she can deceive her husband and take the Moon Potion – all just so she
can go with Samson and Fabian to The Festival of the Arcane this summer and
Mage De Winter won’t let her go if she’s pregnant, and rightly so too!’
 Phantasm finished piously.


‘Oh, I see.’  Phantom nodded
calmly, digesting his brother’s rant.  After a moment he frowned at
Mistral.  ‘Well teaching you to lie would be a bit of a tall order... but
you’ve got five children Mistral!  Surely even you know what causes
it.  Just ... try and be a bit more virtuous until the Festival.’


‘Hmm, not an option apparently.’
 Phantasm muttered.  ‘I think Mistral is still under the impression
the stork brings babies.’


‘Oh will you please keep
it down!’  Mistral hissed, going red with embarrassment.


Phantom laughed, ‘Well I don’t
see the problem!  The Festival’s only three months away!  There’s no
way Mage De Winter would be able to tell if you were pregnant.  You hardly
change shape until near the end, well, apart from in a couple of places –’


‘Oh for crying out loud!’
 Mistral exclaimed and dropped her blushing face into her hands.  


‘It seems that Mage De Winter has
an inbuilt ability to detect when Mistral has fallen.’  Phantasm sniffed
primly.


‘What does he do, wave a pot of
honey in front of her and dodge the vomit?’  Phantom grinned, clearly
enjoying Mistral’s abject humiliation. 


‘Right!  I’ve had it with
you two!  That’s the last time I ever ask for your help in
anything!’  Mistral flared and leapt to her feet.


‘Sit down Mistral.’
 Phantasm ordered sharply.  ‘You’re creating a scene.’


‘I would love to teach you how to
lie.’  Phantom added seriously.


‘You would?’  Mistral asked,
slowly sinking back down onto her chair.


‘Oh yes!  But I doubt that I
could, you’re useless!’


‘No I’m not!’


‘Alright then, tell me you like
jewellery.’  Phantom said evenly.


Mistral shrugged, ‘Fine … I like
jewellery.’  


The twins burst out laughing.


‘What?’  Mistral demanded.


‘Your face!  You really
can’t lie to save your life!’  Phantom grinned. 


‘Tell me Mistral, have you ever
actually successfully lied to anyone?’  Phantasm asked. 


‘Yes!  To all of you when I
wouldn’t tell you what Cassius was going to be called!’


‘Oh that doesn’t count!  You
just changed your mind at the last minute!  We all knew you wanted to name
him after Saul!’


Mistral screwed up her face while
she tried to remember another time, ‘Ha!  I lied to Alyssa when you lot
dumped me on the centaurs and went off to kill some vampires!  I persuaded
her to help me escape by telling her that I was only going along to be with
Fabian and help with the injured when I knew I was going to fight, and she
believed me!’


‘Mothers don’t count either
Mistral.  They’re designed by nature to believe every lie their offspring
utter.’


‘That’s not true!’  Mistral
bridled.


‘Really?’  Phantom raised an
eyebrow.  ‘So if I told you that it was your boys who caused the
firebrands to stampede last week because they were trying to ride Grendel’s
stallion, would you believe me?’


‘That damned stallion of
Grendel’s broke the fence and caused the stampede!  I’ve been telling
Clovis for ages the paddock fence needed reinforcing!  My boys had nothing
to do with that!’


‘Oh really.’  Phantom
sighed, sharing a “I told you so” look with his twin.


‘Look, mighty Magnate members,
all I’m asking of you is this one small favour!  It’s not like I’m asking
you to lie to Fabian on my behalf, just –’


‘Good, because that would be an
even bigger “no!”’


‘– teach me how to!’ 
Mistral finished, giving Phantom a glare for interrupting her.  ‘Or do you
want two of your godsons to die?’


‘Oh please don’t be so dramatic
Mistral!  Those two will probably win the damned Festival and cause
Chieftain Wolfsnare to have a heart attack because he’ll have to find two bags
of money instead of just one!’


‘You think?’  Mistral
couldn’t resist a small smile.


Phantasm rolled his eyes at his
brother then sighed, ‘Perhaps it is time we imparted some of our hard-earned
knowledge brother.’


‘If you really feel that the
student is capable of receiving such valuable information, then I am in
agreement, but let’s speak in French to avoid the secrets of a lifetime’s work
being divulged to all and sundry!’


‘Good idea.’  Phantasm
agreed, dropping naturally into French.  


‘Ready to learn The Five Golden
Rules of Lying then Mistral?’  Phantom asked, leaning forward with a
wicked glint in his eyes.


‘Oh just get on with it.’
 Mistral replied wearily, in French.


‘So keen to learn.’


‘Ah, there is nothing like the
enthusiasm of a student hungry for knowledge to whet the appetite of a tutor.’


Feeling her temper beginning to
fray, Mistral resorted to the one threat that never failed to bring the twins
back into line when they got above themselves, ‘Wesley!  Sheldon! 
You are seriously trying my patience!  Now unless you like being
called by those names, I suggest you get on with it!’


‘There’s no need to get
personal!’  Phantom sniffed then looked around cautiously before leaning
across the table and speaking to her in a stage whisper.  ‘Rule number
one.  To be a convincing liar you must be convinced of the lie.’


‘Huh?’


‘Believe the lie Mistral!’ 
Phantasm hissed sharply.  ‘No matter what it is about, you must believe in
it absolutely!’


‘Oh right.’  Mistral
nodded.  ‘And Rule two?’


‘Rule number two.  Always
hold eye contact with the person you are lying to.’


‘But don’t stare!  It must
be natural.’


‘Right, so believe it and look at
them.  Got that.  Next?’


‘Rule three.’  Phantasm
breathed and moved a little closer to whisper in her ear.  ‘Try to drop the lie into a casual conversation.  It's better to lie in advance
than be questioned directly on the subject you’re trying to lie about.’


Mistral frowned, ‘I
don’t get that one brother.  How can I lie in advance?’


Phantom sighed,
‘Look, here’s an example.  The reason I’m late is because the Divinus came
into our tower room just now to collect a synopsis on a Council report which I
hadn’t done.  Before he could mention it I told him that my brother hadn’t
had time to prepare the report he’d asked him to.  The Divinus couldn’t
remember which one of us he’d asked to do the work and as my brother wasn’t
there to refute my lie, he just had to take my word for it and leave.  See
how I got the lie in before being directly asked the question of whether I’d
done the synopsis or not?’


Mistral blinked at
him then looked at Phantasm for a reaction to his brother’s frank admission of
using him to cover up his own laziness, but Phantasm merely smiled at her
shocked expression.


‘I would have done
the same,’ he shrugged.


‘No, you would have
done the work.’  Phantom corrected.  ‘The Divinus should have known
that, but I honestly think he still can’t tell us apart!’


‘Rule four.’
 Phantasm continued in a low voice.  ‘Practice in front of a mirror.’


‘Do what?’  


‘Look in a mirror
and practice lying!’ Phantasm hissed.  ‘You need to work on your facial
expressions.  You must look natural to be an effective liar.’


‘Right.’
 Mistral said, looking unconvinced.


‘And lastly, Rule
five.’  Phantom paused and smiled slyly.  ‘The real secret to
convincing someone that you’re telling the truth is to mix some actual truth in
with the lie.  Since I know you’ll have no idea what I mean, I’ll give you
an example.  When I lied to the Divinus about not having his report ready,
the truth was in that I really hadn’t had the time to prepare the report, I
just lied about it being me.  See?’


‘I think so.’
 Mistral said slowly.  ‘Um, so I have to believe what I’m saying,
look Fabian in the eye when I’m saying it, try and say it when I’m doing the
washing up or something, lie to myself in the mirror and say something truthful
at the same time.’


‘That’s about the
size of it!’  Phantom nodded happily and sat back with a satisfied look on
his face.


‘Now let’s
practice.’  Phantasm said and leaned forward to fix her with a sharp
look.  ‘Ready?’


‘Um, alright then.’
 Mistral said, drawing back slightly from the intensity of his gaze.


‘Right, pretend I’m
Mage De Winter –’


‘Er?’ Mistral
raised an eyebrow and regarded him with a slightly bemused expression.


‘Mistral?’


‘Yes … er,
Fabian?’  Mistral muttered, feeling more than a little ridiculous.


‘Is the reason
you’re not pregnant again yet because of that potion I’ve seen you drinking
every morning?’


‘Oh!  Yes, I’m
really sorry but –’


The twins burst in
peals of laughter.


‘Oh Mistral! 
You actually look guilty, and it’s not even real!’


‘Oh damn it.’
 Mistral groaned and sunk her head back into her hands.  ‘What am I
going to do?’


‘Have another
baby.  It’ll be easier than trying to lie to your Mage.’  Phantasm
smiled and pushed her tankard towards her.  ‘And in the meantime enjoy a
drink.’


‘But what about my
boys?’


‘Your boys will be
fine, and you never know, miracles might happen and you might not actually have
managed to fall pregnant again by then!’


Mistral said
nothing and buried her face into her tankard of ale.


‘Mistral?’


‘Hmm?’  


‘Do you think you
might be pregnant again already?’  Phantasm asked suspiciously.  


‘No!’


‘Oh, you are such
an abysmal liar!’


‘Look, I’m not
pregnant!  So can we just drop it?’  


‘If you insist,
however I cannot condone you taking that wretched potion!  Who knows what
damage it would do if you were already pregnant!’


‘I know.’
 Mistral sighed.  ‘It was a stupid idea in the first place. 
It’s made with honeycomb, so even if I was taking it Fabian would think I was
pregnant because for some reason honey now makes me sick anyway.’


‘I hope you have
another girl.’  Phantom said wistfully.  ‘I want another goddaughter
to spoil.’


‘Twin girls would
be nice.’  Phantasm agreed with a thoughtful look.  ‘Imagine a double
wedding!’


‘No, these two are
never getting married.’  Phantom said firmly.  ‘They’re going to stay
my princesses for ever –’


‘Oh, will you just
listen to yourselves?  I think I’m going to be sick!’ Mistral exclaimed
disgustedly. 


‘I knew it! 
You are pregnant aren’t you?’


‘No I am damned
well not!’


The twins shared a
knowing look.


‘Erratic requests
–’


‘Extra volatile
temper –’


‘All the signs are
there!’


‘Shh!’ Mistral
hissed as the door opened and Fabian strolled in.  He paused to wait for
Samson, his Training Lieutenant and lifelong friend, his gaze falling onto
their table.  Seeing Mistral, he smiled.


Phantasm let out a
gasp of recognition, ‘I know that look!  That just confirms it!’  He
quickly reached over to snatch Mistral’s tankard of ale from her grip. 
‘No more ale for you lady!’


 











A Gentle Reminder





The door of the Cloak and Dagger
opened to emit the tall figure of Fabian De Winter.  He strode in then
immediately stepped aside to hold the door open for the person following
him.  Mistral walked into the tavern, her eyes not leaving his as she
stepped into the dim interior.  Reaching out to take his hand, they walked
together to the bar.  The dark figure that entered in their wake was
blessed with the same looks as his father, but his hair was longer and tied
back in the style favoured by elven races.  He paused on the threshold and
met the curious stares of the tavern’s occupants with an arresting gaze that
spoke clearly of a powerful gift.  Behind him came the double image of
Mistral in the twin boys she had born.  They were shorter than their older
brother and kept their hair closely cropped, emphasizing their dark eyes and
pale skin, already christened with a few silvery scars that were the only way
to tell them apart.  They joined their mother, father, and brother at the
bar and accepted the tankards of ale Floris offered them with terse nods,
glancing over with fractional interest when the door banged open again to reveal
the scarred features of one of their namesakes.


Samson strode wordlessly to the
bar to join the silent group.  Accepting a tankard of ale he turned to
join them in glowering at the door.  It slammed open again, this time to
allow the Divinus of the Ri to stride through, rapidly followed by the head of
the Isle, Mage Grapple, his ravaged face set in a habitually unsmiling
expression.  More tankards were offered and received in almost sepulchral
silence.  Only Floris flinched when the door was banged open for a third
time by the blonde-haired godfathers of all Mistral and Fabian’s children,
strolling into the tavern with the insouciance that identified them. 
Phantasm nodded politely to the gathering at the bar before accepting a tankard
of ale; his brother ghosting silently to his side to accept a tankard with the
same cool indifference.


A silence fell; tankards of beer
were held but not drunk.  The air of expectancy exuded by the formidable
gathering quickly encompassed the whole tavern until every warrior had joined
them in staring at the closed door.  It was promptly slammed open again
with a force that left it vibrating on its hinges.  Grendel appeared,
blinking in the doorway.  Ducking his head to avoid the top of the
doorway, he stomped over to accept his huge double-handled tankard of ale with
a monosyllabic grunt.


And still no-one spoke.  


Finally the latch was lifted with
a gentleness not displayed by any of the previous entrants and the door was
pushed open to allow Delphine Alyssa De Winter to step lightly into the
tavern.  Like a ray of sunshine on a winter’s day she brought with her
warmth and light, her blonde ringlets bouncing around her heart-shaped face as
she bent her head to smile down at her youngest brother, gazing back at her
from the cocoon of her arms.  The mood of the tense knot at the bar
instantly lifted.  Smiles flickered across the scarred face of the Isle’s
Head and the perpetually cold features of his son, the Divinus of the Ri. 
The faces of her twin godfathers were transformed to those of angels by their
wide smiles.  Mistral shook her head indulgently at the reaction her
daughter had the ability to evoke.  She glanced at Fabian out of the
corner of her eye; he was smiling too, his eyes glowing with fatherly
pride.    


Delphine.  The spring to the
winter of her family name, and the reason they were all gathered like a
brooding storm cloud at the bar of The Cloak and Dagger.


She looked up to see her family
waiting for her and her smile deepened, reciprocated on every single face
awaiting her arrival.


‘Let me take Marcus.’ 
Phantasm offered, stepping forward to relieve her of his godson, the baby he
had delivered.


She smiled again, the faintest of
dimples appearing in each flawless cheek.  Relieved of her brother she
accepted the goblet of wine Phantom offered her and stood on her tiptoes to
kiss the scarred face of her godfather, Mage Grapple.  Leaving him smiling
inanely, she moved to offer her second godfather the same greeting.  Leo’s
icy features melted into a doting expression, making the similarities between
them more apparent.  The same blonde hair and blue eyes that had come from
his mother made Delphine look more like his daughter than Fabian’s. 


‘Are you sure about this
Delphine?’  He asked quietly. 


‘Completely,’ she smiled and moved
over to greet her parents.


‘Delphine.’  Fabian greeted
her with a smile.  ‘I have something for you.’  Reaching a hand
inside his jerkin he drew out a faded roll of black velvet and placed it on the
bar.  


She looked at it and then him,
raising one perfect eyebrow in a silent question.  


‘A wedding gift,’ he explained
and waved a hand, inviting her to open it. 


Cassius smiled and caught his
mother’s eye, the only one in the room to hear her silent relief.


Oh thank the stars for
that!  He’s started giving her some of that wretched jewellery!


Delphine reached out and untied
the satin ribbon that held the roll of velvet closed, it dropped open with a
small puff of dust to reveal the contents.  Giving a gasp of surprise,
Delphine carefully picked up a delicate gold necklace and held it aloft to
admire the swinging pendant; a sapphire surrounded by a cluster of
diamonds.  An exact match to the engagement ring Cain had given her. 


‘Oh!’


At a loss for words she gazed at
her father who simply smiled and raised an eyebrow, mimicking the expression
she had worn only moments before.


‘Do you like it?’


‘It’s ... perfect –’


The tavern door was suddenly
banged open with unnecessary exuberance to admit the laughing faces of two more
of her uncles.  Xerxes stepped through the door first and paused, throwing
his chest out and gazing around with a critical eye before turning to his
brother to exclaim loudly, ‘Just think what we could do with this place
brother!’


‘All in good time.’  Brutus
replied, walking past him with a broad grin on his face.  ‘Delphine! 
Come and say hello to your favourite uncle!’


‘I think you’ll find that’s me,
actually.’  Xerxes overtook his brother, holding his arms out to Delphine
as he walked across the tavern.  ‘Del!’


With a tinkling laugh, Delphine
walked to meet them and accept hugs from them both.


‘Nice trinket.’  Xerxes
commented, looking at the necklace in her hand.  ‘May I?’


Mistral rolled her eyes at Fabian
while Xerxes fastened the necklace around her daughter’s neck with an adoring
look on his face, completely different from the look he usually wore when he
was around any member of the female species.  Fabian gave Mistral a small
smile in response and shrugged his shoulders.  Everyone loved Delphine.


And they did.  The assembled
group at the bar ranged from warriors up to those who held the highest
positions of power on the Isle, but they all had one thing in common. 
Delphine ...the light of so many lives that had been promised to another, another
who was walking with steps full of trepidation towards the door of the
tavern.  


With a slow creaking more ominous
than the lifting of a coffin lid, Cain pushed open the door to The Cloak and
Dagger and felt his pounding heart stall at the sight that met his eyes.


The dark and brooding figure of
Mage De Winter, leaning against the bar in a relaxed pose that would fool a
less experienced individual, one arm draped casually around his wife. 
Mistral.  Cain’s Ri sister she may be, but he knew that blood formed
thicker bonds than any brotherhood, and the glinting hilts of the three daggers
she wore were a stark reminder of that.  At her feet sat the huge
half-wolf that was her living shadow, now staring intently at him with his pale
blue eyes.  Beside Mistral stood her eldest son, the enigmatic Cassius De
Winter; a fully qualified warrior by his third year of life that rarely spoke
... he had little need to.  He was possessed of a gift more powerful than
any in the Isle’s history.  A Seer who could impart the ability of Sight
onto anyone he chose and also control the natural elements of earth, air, fire,
and water.  Next to him stood the twin boys Cain had delivered, looking at
him now with stares blacker than the River Styx.  Reckless and utterly
fearless, they were the embodiment of Mistral coupled with Fabian’s cold
indifference to death; a dangerous combination. 


Suppressing the urge to swallow,
Cain’s eyes roved further along the line.  Passing quickly over the
inscrutable features of Mage Grapple he was briefly trapped by the icy glare of
the Divinus before wrenching his gaze away to meet Samson’s flat stare, his
scarred face thrown into shadow by the towering menace of Grendel stood next to
him.  Not even daring to meet Grendel’s black look, Cain’s gaze flickered
over his bulk to rest on the faces of the twins, set in expressions colder than
marble.  He stared at them for a moment before realising that Xerxes and
Brutus were there too.  The brothers he had shared innumerable Contracts
with, and even lived with, were staring at him now with stony looks on their
faces.  


In the heavy silence that had
fallen the subtle rasp of a sword being unsheaved could clearly be heard. 


‘Oh, when will you all grow
up?’  


Delphine’s exasperated question
cut through the tense atmosphere.  She moved quickly out from the shadows
and walked towards Cain, instantly vanquishing all his fears with a smile that
could have burned holes in the sun. 


‘Oh what the hell, at least I
know she’s marrying someone that can brew decent liquor.’  Samson said
then grinned.  ‘Congratulations Cain.  She is far, far more than you
deserve.  Treat her well.’


‘I will.’  Cain promised,
his eyes not leaving Delphine’s. 


At once the tense atmosphere was
dispelled.  Even Mistral’s twin boys let their faces drift towards
something close to amusement at the besotted expression on Cain’s face.


‘A toast!’ 


Mage Grapple raised his tankard,
his steely voice instantly commanding the complete attention of the entire
tavern.  Even those not involved in what was obviously a family occasion
felt obliged to respond and raised their tankards to join in the salutation.


‘To my goddaughter!  May she
always be happy – and if for any reason she is not, then I will seek
answers.’                                                                                                                                                                                                                       



Delphine laughed and lifted her
goblet in response but Cain’s smile was slightly forced, reading all too
clearly the promise in Mage Grapple’s cold grey stare. 


Floris rolled a barrel of ale out
onto the floor and the celebrations began.  A queue of people formed, all
wanting to offer their congratulations until Cain’s back had been slapped with
more force than was strictly necessary and his hand shaken in menacingly
bone-crunching grips by almost every member of the tavern.  Delphine was
both liked and trusted by all the villagers for her gentleness as a healer and
for her willingness to visit the homes of the sick rather than simply expecting
them to haul themselves up to the Infirmary to be treated.  Cain was no
more than a thief to them, stealing away with one of the Valley’s most
treasured possessions.


‘How’d you do it brother?’ 
Xerxes demanded in an ale-laden whisper.  


‘Do what?’  Cain asked,
shaking his hand out to ease the pain of all the crippling handshakes he’d
endured.


‘Get Delphine to marry you! 
Have you managed to get hold of some Enslavement Potion or something?’


Cain sighed and looked across the
tavern to watch Delphine rocking Marcus in her arms and laughing with her twin
godfathers, ‘No brother, I haven’t been drugging her.  I have absolutely
no idea why she would want to marry me.’


‘Neither have I.’ Xerxes agreed
with a frown.  ‘But whatever insane reasons she has, you make damned sure
you don’t mess her around!’


Cain raised an eyebrow, ‘That’s a
bit rich coming from Captain Promiscuous himself, isn’t it?’


‘I mean it.’  Xerxes
growled.  


‘Look brother, no-one in this
room knows more than me how damned lucky I am!  Delphine could take her
pick of husbands!  She could have wealth, a title – anything she
wanted!  But for some utterly unfathomable reason she chose –’


‘A jumped up half-hob with a pack
of cards up his sleeve.’  Brutus finished, leaning over to pass Cain
another tankard of ale.  ‘Stop questioning it brother.  I’ve told you
a thousand times that love is blind.  Just look at the way Mage De Winter
and Mistral are looking at each other and they’ve got, what is it now?’
 Brutus paused while he did a quick head count.  ‘Five children!’


‘Reckon it’ll be six soon from
the way she’s looking at him.’  Xerxes smirked.  


‘So how did Mage De Winter take
it when you popped the question then?’  Brutus asked
conversationally.  ‘I see you still have all your fingers and thumbs.’


Cain gave a low laugh, ‘Delphine
won him over.  I just had to deal with Mistral.’


‘Unlucky.’  Brutus gave a
grimace of commiseration.  ‘I can guess which part of your anatomy she
wanted to cut off.’


Cain lifted his eyebrows in mute
agreement.  Although Mistral had not physically attacked him, she had made
him swear not to touch Delphine again until after they were married.  It
always amazed Cain just how conventional Mistral was about such matters, especially
since she had born witness to Xerxes’ outrageous behaviour for years – and had
five children of her own.  However, he’d agreed to her request willingly –
it was a small concession to make considering that Mistral was allowing him to
marry her only daughter.  


‘Cain.’


Cain steeled himself to meet
Leo’s glacial stare.


‘Yes Divinus?’


‘I have no need to remind you of
what my goddaughter means to me.  Treat her with respect or you will have
me to answer to.’


Cain was left staring at Leo’s
back as he swept away.


‘All hail the Leoship, tactful as
ever.’  Brutus sighed.  ‘What a godfather to have!’


‘I must confess I don’t envy you
the family you’re about to marry into.’  Xerxes said, casting a meaningful
glance at the daunting line of De Winters at the bar. 


The family you’re about to
marry into … Xerxes’ words echoed in Cain’s mind.  Yes, he would be
marrying into her family as he had none of his own to offer.  A Mage
father he had no memory of who had abandoned his mother and forced her return
to their tribe.  When she had died the tribe had shunned her half-breed
son, leaving him no choice but to seek out the Valley of the Ri. 
Blood.  It all came down to blood.  And Mage De Winter’s entire
family would be only too willing to spill his if he ever put so much as a foot
wrong.


‘Cain, a word please.’


Cain blinked and looked up to
meet the intimidating grey stare of Mage Grapple.  Brutus and Xerxes
instantly melted away to leave them alone. 


‘I understand that you no longer
take Contracts?’  Mage Grapple began without preamble.


‘Er, yes, that’s right.’
 Cain replied nervously.


‘Then how, may I ask, do you
propose to provide for my goddaughter?’


‘I’ve got an apothecary shop ...
and I also take shifts in the Infirmary when Serenity needs me.’


‘I see.  And the annual
income from this shop is what?’


Cain’s mind instantly went blank
while Mage Grapple continued to stare expectantly at him, ‘Erm, three hundred
and fifty gold coins a year, freehold with the flat above,’ he finally
responded, forcing his mind to dredge the figures of last year’s accounts out
of his memory.


Mage Grapple nodded, whether in
approval or merely acknowledging the response Cain couldn’t tell, ‘And do you
have any other dependants?’  He asked coldly.  


Cain frowned in puzzlement, ‘Do
you mean my tribe?’


‘No.’


Cain suddenly realised that Mage
Grapple was asking if he had any illegitimate children scattered around the
Isle that may lay claim to some of his income.  He didn’t feel aggrieved
at the implied slight on his character; it was fairly common for warriors to
leave a child behind after a long-term Contract.  


‘No, Mage Grapple, I have no
family.’


Mage Grapple nodded curtly,
‘Delphine is a De Winter and as such will be invited to attend formal functions
at the Council.  As her husband your attendance will be acceptable. 
I congratulate on securing the hand of my goddaughter in marriage.  Her
happiness is paramount to me.  Do not forget that.’


Cain watched the austere Head of
the Isle abruptly turn on his heel and return to the bar, the harshly spoken
words ringing in his ears.  The warning about Delphine’s happiness didn’t
particularly rankle – nearly everyone in the tavern had made similar threats to
him; it was more the gentle reminder that he was of no consequence that pricked
Cain. 


… as her husband your attendance
will be acceptable … 


Mage Grapple’s meaning was
plain.  You are nothing and no-one, yet you dare take the hand of
someone far above your standing that is dear to me.  Not for the first
time, Cain wondered just what the hell he thought he was doing.


‘This time tomorrow we will be
married.’


Cain looked up to meet the
sky-blue eyes of his intended and smiled, all his doubts melting with the warm
touch of her hand.  His eyes roved over the beautiful girl that was
strangely willing to commit herself to him and noticed the gleaming jewels
around her neck. 


‘Nice necklace,’ he commented,
lifting the pendant with one finger.  ‘It matches your ring.’


‘I know!  Isn’t it
perfect?  Father gave it to me tonight as a wedding gift – it was his
mother’s.’


Cain nodded and let the pendant
drop back onto Delphine’s skin.  Mistral had complained about the
priceless jewellery Fabian presented her with on the birth of each of their
children.  The ring he had given Delphine had cost half his savings, even
after he’d thrown in three flasks of illegal manticore liquor in an attempt to
bring the price down.  How could he ever hope to compete with the fabled
De Winter fortune?  


‘Delphine,’ he began
quietly.  ‘You know I have no money, don’t you?’


‘Oh Cain!  I don’t care
about money –’ 


‘No, but that’s probably because
you’ve never had to.’


Delphine’s eyebrows shot up in a
look so reminiscent of her mother that Cain cringed.


‘Are you calling me
spoiled?’  


‘No, just loved.’  


‘Then I am spoiled if I am loved
by you.’  Delphine suddenly smiled and reached up to stroke his
cheek.  


‘I still have no idea what I’ve
done to deserve you.’  Cain murmured wonderingly.


‘A question that puzzles us all,
my tricky friend.’  Samson interrupted with a rasping chuckle.  ‘Now,
you will have a lifetime to whisper in corners with your good lady, but right
now Xerxes has started a card game with none other than Mage Grapple as dealer
and it commands your attendance.’


Cain looked across the tavern to
see Mage Grapple sat at a table with Xerxes, Brutus, the twins and Grendel –
the fearsome Head of the Isle examining his hand of cards with an expression
that redefined the term ‘poker-faced’.


‘He loves playing cards!’ 
Delphine laughed.


‘Does he?’  Cain asked,
staring in disbelief at the sight of Mage Grapple tossing two bronze coins onto
the table before dropping an ace down onto Xerxes’ opening card. 


‘Oh yes, we used to play
two-handed jacks for hours when I stayed over.  He’s really good.’


‘I’ll return him in a weddable
state before tomorrow Delphine.’  Samson promised.  Giving her a
roguish wink, he hauled Cain across the room to join the card game.


Delphine smiled and watched Cain
take a seat and sweep up the hand of cards her godfather dealt him before
turning to join her family at the bar.  


Cassius and her mother were stood
together, to the casual observer they both appeared completely disinterested in
the other, but Delphine knew they were holding a conversation only they could
hear.  Her twin brothers were leant against the bar with their heads bowed
closely together, talking in quiet voices – no doubt plotting something. 
Delphine sighed.  They’d always been unruly, but now they were in their
third year and nearly fully mature they’d become completely uncontrollable ...
not that her mother seemed to notice ... she always had a ready explanation for
all of her boys’ wild antics.


‘Looks like Samson and Fabian are
scheming again,’ she sighed, leaning against the bar next to her father.


Fabian glanced over at his sons
and smiled, ‘I have no doubt.’


Delphine frowned at the
casualness of his expression, ‘Why do you let them get away with so much?’


Fabian shrugged, ‘I see nothing
to reprimand in their behaviour.  They are warriors Delphine, and they are
only doing what warriors do.’


‘They’re not even Qualified
yet!  But Gleacher never says a word when they miraculously wander out of
the ship’s hold once they’ve set sail on some insane mercenary Contract, and
he’s their godfather!  He should be keeping them in line, not encouraging
them to die!’


‘Delphine, it is the fate of all
of us to die.  When, where and how is down to destiny.’


Delphine scowled, ‘Well destiny
or not, whatever stupid plans they’ve made better include being at my wedding
tomorrow or I’ll be giving them a piece of my mind!’


‘I’m sure they will not
disappoint their sister.  Their mother wouldn’t let them for a start.’
 Fabian reassured her quietly then glanced at Mistral, still staring
vacantly at the ceiling while she silently conversed with her son.


‘You’ve got that look on your
face again!’  Delphine exclaimed.


Fabian turned to regard her with
a quizzical expression.


‘Oh, I know that look!  I
saw it on your face the moment mother fell with Samson and Fabian, and again
with Marcus!  She’s pregnant again, isn’t she?’


Now Fabian was poker-faced, ‘I
have no idea if your mother has fallen again yet.’ 


Delphine laughed, ‘Yet? 
Well that says it all!  The twins will be delighted!  Phantasm
couldn’t stop talking about delivering Marcus!  You’d think he had been
the one to actually give birth!’


Fabian frowned and dropped his
gaze to study his half-empty tankard.


‘Oh come on father!  You
know Phantasm sees her as a sister!  The sight of her naked will have been
nothing to him!  I bet you’re just jealous because you missed out on the
birth of your latest son.’


‘I have never stayed in the room
whilst any of you were born.’


‘But why ever not?’ 
Delphine gave him a puzzled look.  ‘It’s beautiful!’


‘Your grandmother died in
childbirth.’


‘I know.’  Delphine said
more gently and reached over to take hold of his hand.  ‘But that doesn’t
mean mother will.  It’s not like she has any difficulties in birthing,
Cain says he’s never know anyone labour so easily.’


‘That may be so, but I would not
want her to be influenced by my anxieties when she is in labour.  I know
she could hear them if she wanted to, but I think your mother knows how much I
fear losing her the way my own mother died and chooses not to listen to my
thoughts.’


‘Please promise me you’ll stay in
the room for this one.’  Delphine begged.  ‘Put the past away. 
I know how much mother would love for you to be the first person your next
child saw.’


Fabian looked across at his wife,
now laughing for no apparent reason, and knew it was in response to something
Cassius had said in her mind.  He loved her with a fire that burned as
intensely as the day they had first met, yet he had never seen a single one of
their children born.


‘Maybe for this one.’ 


‘This one?  So she is
pregnant then?’  Delphine grinned.


Fabian smiled and shook his head,
‘I am no healer Delphine.  I cannot say for sure ... but she looks
different to me.’


‘How?’  Delphine looked over
to study her mother.  She looked the same as she ever did; her long hair
framing a pale face set with large dark eyes and a lean, muscular figure that
bore no signs of having produced five children. 


Fabian shrugged, ‘Her eyes
change.’


‘Her eyes?’


‘Hmm, they get … softer.’


Further down the bar Mistral was
studying her twin sons with a gaze that was far from soft.


Damn it Cassius, they’re
talking about The Festival of the Arcane again … I told them to keep it quiet
until I’d spoken to your father!


I know.  Cassius
sighed in her mind.  Ares travelled to the Council last week to have
the license to hold the Festival approved.  Eximius has it with him now to
be sent back using the Ri’s messenger service.  Samson and Fabian are
trying to work out a way to get a look at it before it’s sent off.


Have you seen it?


I might have.


Don’t be obtuse Cassius! 
What events has Ares got planned?  


Cassius sighed silently again,
knowing that trying to conceal anything from his mother was pointless, There’s
a selkie hunt on the first day, followed by the usual duelling event. 
He’s foregone the unarmed combat event this time – 


Good!


– in favour of a race
that will start during the afternoon of the second day and continue into the
night.


Mistral exhaled in relief. 
Her boys were excellent riders.  I’ll ask Fabian if we can buy them a
couple of new horses before the Festival.


It’s not a horse race mother.


Oh?


In fact, it’s more of three
events in one... swimming, running, and climbing.


Mistral felt her heart
sink.  She knew that physical exertion would not be the purpose of the
event.  Tell me Cassius.


Competitors are permitted to
enter the event armed only with a single dagger.  The first part of the
race is a swim – 


And what’s in the water?


Well ... Ares wanted a kraken,
but Eximius wouldn’t approve that – so it’s going to be gargillians.


How many?


Six.  


!!!


Cassius winced at the double
emotion that gripped his mother, fear for her sons plus a savage fury at
Ares.    


And what else has that stupid
elf got planned?  Mistral demanded silently.  


The next part of the event is
a sprint across the grasslands.


Sprinting from what, exactly?


Wolverines.


Surely not Blackheart!  


Hmm, not quite.


Mistral gave a small sigh of
relief, Oh good ... normal wolves won’t be too much trouble... what are
they, just timber wolves?


Um, no.


Grey wolves?


No ...


There was a short silence while
Mistral fought to keep what little patience she had left.


Just.  Tell. 
Me.  


Werewolves.


Cassius closed his eyes as
Mistral’s furious disbelief erupted into his mind.


What the hell is that idiot
elf thinking!  Werewolves?  How did he get them?  There’s none
on the Isle!  


Well there is now.  Six,
or rather five now since the one that was killed in The Velvet Forests was
stolen from the same consignment.


Curse Ares!  Where the
blazes did he get them?  And how did he get Mage Grapple to agree to it?


They’re from a breeder in
Transylvania, and they’re only here on the strict understanding that any left
alive after the event are slain.


Those werewolves aren’t going
to be the only ones slain after the event.  I swear I’ll kill Ares! 
Stupid damned elf – 


Cassius waited patiently until
Mistral’s stream of angry thoughts became slightly more coherent.


And the climb? 
Mistral finally managed to ask after running out of scenarios that involved
Ares somehow joining the werewolves when they were culled. 


Lower ranges of the Southern
Range.


Yes I guessed that much
Cassius, but for what?  Harpies?


No.


Well what then!


Cassius sighed again, To
retrieve the eggs from a nesting phoenix.


Oh for crying out loud! 
I’m going to see Bryden and get him to stop his moronic excuse of a son from
killing off half my damned family!


Half your family?  You
have five children mother, or have you lost count?


Don’t even try to hide the
fact that you’re going too Cassius!  


Sorry ... habit – been at the
Council a lot recently.  Cassius joked.  When she failed to smile
he abruptly changed the subject in an attempt to stave off the furious rant he
could see brewing in her mind.  Anyway, you can’t ask Bryden to
interfere.  Ares is the chieftain now.  


Not for long!  I’m going
to kill him! 


I think we both know that you
are going nowhere.


Mistral looked at her son
sharply.  


I See another life inside you
mother.  


Mistral sighed, I know.  Abruptly
her thoughts took on a calculating edge.  But your father doesn’t know.



Cassius laughed out loud and
Mistral groaned inwardly.


Oh, he’s got that smug smile
on his face again hasn’t he? 


Pleased, overjoyed even … but
never smug.  And yes, he knows. 


Damn it!  He’ll never let
me go now!  How the hell am I going to stop the boys from going?


Let me ask you a question mother. 
How would you stop yourself from going?


I couldn’t!  You know
that ... Fabian is probably the only person who can stop me from doing what I
want –


Well, unless my brothers
manage to Bond between now and June, I think you are going to have to resign
yourself to the fact that they are competing in the Festival.


Festival?  More like a
bloodbath!  And what grand finale has Ares planned to try and impress
everyone of how great he is then?


An arena event.


Yes.  And?


The competitors will be
jointly pitted against one creature.  Whoever survives is the winner.


Survives?  They don’t
have to kill it?  What the hell is it?


Cassius hesitated until Mistral’s
angry thoughts forced him to continue.


A giant.


Mistral swore out loud and Fabian
immediately looked over with a frown.  


‘That’s it Cassius!  There
is absolutely no way any of you are going now!  And don’t give me that
look!  I don’t care how you feel about this!  Right! 
Boys?  We can either have this out in here or outside!  It’s your choice!’


Mistral’s twin boys regarded her
thunderous expression in silence then turned and walked quietly to the door.


‘Cassius?’


He nodded and walked with her.


‘I will be back soon.’
 Fabian murmured to his daughter and fell in step beside his wife as she
strode across the tavern.  ‘Care to tell me what the boys have done to
upset you now?’


‘Oh you are not going to
believe this Fabian –’


Fabian sighed softly and resisted
the urge to tell her that when it came to their twin boys, there was nothing he
wouldn’t believe. 











Naming and Taming





Cain finished shaving and stared
at himself in the mirror.  


‘You’re getting married today,’
he told his reflection.  ‘I bet you never thought that day would ever
come.’


His reflection gazed silently
back, mocking him with its scars and the fan of laughter lines that sprang from
the corner of each eye.


‘Oh really?’  His
reflection seemed to say.  ‘Delphine De Winter marry you?  And
just what can you give the daughter of Mage and Lady De Winter?  An
apothecary shop?  Her father could buy her every shop in the damned village
if she wanted!  You are nothing but a half-blood Arcane with half a
name!  Are you going to become Cain De Winter now?  Be under no
illusion my friend, you are marrying her and not the other way around!  I
give it a year … a year until her strange infatuation with you finishes and she
wakes up one morning to see you lying next to her and runs for the door!’ 
 


‘Who am I kidding?’  Cain
groaned and bowed his head to stare at the foamy residue in the sink. 
‘She’s far too good for me.  I doubt she’ll even turn up –’


The sound of the door quietly
opening made Cain look up again to meet Delphine’s blue eyes in the mirror.


She smiled and walked into the
bathroom to stand behind him, ‘I knew you’d be beating yourself up with
self-doubt,’ she sighed and wrapped her arms around him.  ‘So I thought
I’d come round and remind you why you’re marrying me.’


‘I know why I’m marrying you
Delphine.’  Cain frowned.  ‘But what I can’t understand for the life
of me is why you are willing to marry me!’


‘Can’t you?’  Delphine
murmured and kissed his shoulder.  ‘Would you like me to tell you?’


‘Yes, because I really have no
idea!  You know I don’t have much money, I don’t hold an influential
position in the Ri – I’m not even a warrior any more –’ Cain abruptly stopped talking
as Delphine’s hands slid over the bare skin of his chest.  He drew in a
sharp breath and reached up to grab her hands, pulling them away.  ‘You
know I promised your mother!’


‘We’re nearly married
Cain.’  Delphine kissed his shoulder again.  ‘I’m sure she’d
understand.’  


‘Oh Delphine, please don’t make
me break my promise.  I can’t believe that she and your father are
actually letting me marry you!  Just let me hold true to my word.  I
owe them that much.’


‘Why is everyone so scared of my
mother?’  Delphine grumbled and laid her head against his shoulder.


‘Well, she is pretty fiercesome
on her own – but there’s also your father to consider... and your three
brothers, four godfathers ... and the rest of your uncles –’


‘Oh don’t remind me about that
scene they created in The Cloak and Dagger last night!  I was so
embarrassed!’


‘You shouldn’t have been. 
They only want what’s best for you.’


‘You are what’s best for me
Cain.’  Delphine looked up to meet his eyes in the mirror.  ‘It’s
what lies beneath the surface that counts.  You have the purest soul –’


Cain burst out laughing,
‘Hardly!  Before I ran this shop my income came from taking Contracts and
cheating at cards!’


‘So what if you’ve got a
past?  You have the kindest heart, you make me laugh and,’ she paused and
smiled at him in the mirror, making him smile in return, ‘I love your smile.’ 


Cain’s smile faltered, leaving
him looking sad, ‘But will you still love it this time next year, or even the
year after that?’  


‘Even more.’  Delphine
whispered and slipped around to stand before him.  ‘Now please can you
just kiss me and stop worrying so much?’


‘No.  Sorry, but I don’t
trust myself enough to do that.  We’re too close to the bedroom for
comfort as it is.’


‘So we are –’  


A loud banging on the door made
them both jump.


‘Get up you lazy hob!’ 
Xerxes bellowed cheerfully through the door.  ‘I can’t believe you’re
about to become the luckiest man on the face of the damned Isle and you’re
still asleep!’


‘Tell me you locked that door
behind you!’  Cain whispered urgently.


‘Yes I did, mainly because I
didn’t want us to be disturbed!’  Delphine whispered back and reached up
to pull Cain into a kiss.


Xerxes’ muffled voice sounded
through the door again, ‘Have you still got your key brother?’  


‘Somewhere – ’


‘Damn!’  Cain’s eyes flew
open as he broke away from Delphine.  ‘I never did get my keys back off
them when they moved out!  You’re going to have to go out the window!’


‘What?  We’re on the second
floor Cain!’  


‘Yes, I know, sorry.  But
don’t worry, there’s a fire escape ladder ... it’s a bit rickety but you’ll be
alright.’


‘Why the hell should I climb out
the window of the flat I’m about to move into?’  Delphine demanded in a
furious whisper.


‘Er, because they will kill me if
they find you here before our wedding!  Last night may have been
embarrassing for you, but it was life-threatening for me!’  Cain hissed,
bundling her towards the window and leaning past her to throw it open.  


‘I don’t believe this!’ 
Delphine muttered and swung her leg through the open window.  


‘I’ll see you in the village
square in about two hours!’  Cain called, watching her vanish from sight
below the window ledge. 


Delphine’s voice floated back up
with a sharp edge to it, making her sound not unlike her mother, ‘Oh you can
count on that Cain, because we will be having words about this!’ 


Cain leaned out of the window to
watch her climb down the ladder and walk quickly away, heading for the twins’
house where she would be preparing for their wedding.  He suddenly
grinned.  He was marrying Delphine today.


‘Ah there you are!  Not
going to climb out the window and do a runner are you?  That’s usually my
line!’  Xerxes laughed, strolling into the bathroom looking unusually
smart in a short collared white shirt and black trousers.


‘How do you feel brother?’ 
Brutus asked, leaning casually in the doorway and grinning at him.


‘Lucky –’


‘Damn right you are!  Now,
get your shirt on!  There’s just time for a quick snifter of something I
had a go at brewing myself, then we’d better get down to The Cloak for
something more traditional.’


Pulling on a clean white shirt
and starting to button it, Cain eyed the two brothers in the mirror; even their
long hair looked as though it had been trimmed for the occasion, ‘Now don’t
think I’m not flattered, but why do you two look quite so debonair today? 
Are you hijacking my wedding to finally tie the knot with that poor, long
suffering Marietta?’


‘Don’t be stupid!’  Xerxes
snorted.  ‘Marietta’s running the tavern!  She gets funny ideas
whenever I take her to a wedding.  It took her ages to behave again after
Grendel’s!’


‘The reason we’re looking quite
so splendid today is because we’re Marcus’ godfathers.’  Brutus responded
proudly.  ‘Mistral couldn’t see the point in dragging everyone back to
have another ceremony in a couple of weeks when they’re all here today for
yours, so they’re going to name him before you get married.’


Cain grinned at them both,
‘Congratulations brothers!  I wondered when she’d get around to asking you
two.’  


Brutus frowned, ‘Yes, I was quite
surprised actually.  I thought it was your turn, considering that you have
delivered all, well, nearly all of them.’  


‘I rather think I’ve blown my
chances now, don’t you?’   


‘Just a bit brother.’
 Xerxes laughed and slapped him on the back.  ‘But I think it’s a
price well worth paying.  Now!  Come and try this liquor I’ve brewed,
I want you to try and guess the special ingredient –’


In the twins’ house across the
village Phantom was carefully pinning one of Delphine’s ringlets into place
while she sat on a stool in his bedroom.  She watched her godfather in the
mirror, frowning seriously while he worked, wanting every last detail to be
perfect.  


‘Thank you for helping me today.’


He met her gaze in the mirror,
emerald to her sapphire, ‘It is my duty as godfather, but also my
pleasure.  Although I practically had to fight Eudora for the privilege.’


Delphine laughed, ‘For which I am
eternally grateful.  She makes nice dresses for me but always wants to cut
my hair off!  It might suit her fairy looks to have a crown of curls, but
I think I’d look like a boy!’


‘You couldn’t look like a boy if
you tried!  I can’t even remember the last time I saw you wearing
trousers.’


‘When we all went hunting before
the winter solstice training break.’  Delphine promptly reminded
him.  ‘You bought me some suede riding trousers, remember?’


‘Oh yes.’  Phantom
nodded.  ‘Cream.  They were nice.  It took a lot of work to
persuade Eudora to make what she considered a “practical” item of clothing in a
pale colour, I can tell you!’


‘I’d rather you didn’t.’


‘Hmm, yes well now that we are
Magnate members with a salary to match, the days of bartering with Eudora and
trying to keep the counter between us are long gone.’


‘Good, because there’s no-one in
the Valley remotely worthy of my favourite godfather, and most definitely not
Eudora!  Chasing you around her shop indeed!’  Delphine frowned
disapprovingly.    


Phantom laughed then looked at
her in the mirror again, his expression suddenly puzzled, ‘Please tell me why
you’re marrying Cain, because I feel the same way about you and him as you
would me and Eudora.’


Delphine’s smile suddenly grew
wistful, ‘I grew up watching my father looking at my mother like he could never
get enough of her.’  She paused to shrug lightly.  ‘And I wanted
that.’


‘Everyone looks at you like that
Delphine.’  Phantom said quietly. 


‘No, I meant that I wanted to
know how it felt to look at someone like that ... and now I do.’


Phantom sighed while he pinned
another lock of Delphine’s hair into place.  In the brief lull of their
conversation the sound of Mistral swearing at Phantasm could clearly be heard
through the bedroom wall.


‘Why does he put up with
that?’  Delphine asked, listening incredulously to some of the names she
was calling him.


‘He sees her as a challenge.’
 Phantom explained.  ‘She’s his pet project ... you know, all that
unrealised potential and her complete lack of desire to do anything with it ...
plus, he adores her.’


‘So do you.’  Delphine said,
catching his eye in the mirror.


‘No, I can’t stand her. 
Never have.’  Phantom replied then grinned at Delphine’s shocked
expression.  ‘Oh, she’s got her good points, I suppose –’


‘And that is not one of them.’
 Delphine winced at the sound of something smashing against the bedroom
wall.  


‘Yes, I’m glad you didn’t inherit
her volatile temper.’


Delphine said nothing and dropped
her gaze, pretending to study the ring Cain had given her while she reflected
how wrong Phantom was.  Cain had made her realise just how much of her
mother’s passionate nature she’d inherited.  What would Phantom say if he
knew she’d just climbed out a second floor window to avoid being caught trying
to seduce her nearly-husband?  Quite a lot if the way he had shouted at
Cain when he’d found out about their engagement was anything to go by.  


Another loud smash drew her
attention back to the full-scale argument going on in the room next door. 



Phantom sighed wearily and
glanced at the wall as flecks of plasterwork showered to the floor, ‘I think
that was the hairbrush, she hates having her hair done,’ he said, then looked
at Delphine again.  ‘Is it me or does she seem extra angry today?’


‘Fabian and Samson have upset
her.’


‘Ah, the boys.  Well I would
try and feign surprise, but quite frankly it would be a wasteful use of my
facial muscles.  Instead I am going to ask the same question I always ask
about those two:  what have they done now?’


‘It’s more what they’re going to
do, or not if she has her way.’


‘Oh yes?  I’m mildly
intrigued now.  Are they planning to get married too?’


Delphine laughed, ‘I doubt there
are any women on the Isle capable of coping with either of those two! 
Apart from mother and possibly Gemma, but neither of them are an option!’


‘No.  So what are they going
to do that’s got Mistral so riled?  She doesn’t normally get this wound-up
by their antics, in fact, most of the time I suspect her of being envious of
some of the stunts they pull.’


‘Hmm, I don’t have the Sight but
I read that in her expressions too … and definitely when it comes to this one. 
They’re intending to compete in The Festival of the Arcane.’


‘Ah, yes.  I’d forgotten
about that.’


‘Well I wish she had. 
Apparently Cassius has already seen the license and mother made him tell her
what the events were last night in The Cloak.  Well, she literally went
off her rocker and refused to let the boys go when she heard what’s planned ...
apparently Chieftain Wolfsnare is intending to make the Festival more
bloodthirsty than any his father hosted just to make his mark.  He’s even
managed to get approval to have a giant as the final event.’


Phantom grimaced, ‘No wonder
Mistral doesn’t want the boys to go.  Giants are practically
invincible!  What did your father have to say about it?’


‘Oh you know my father – he’s a
great believer in being free to follow your destiny.  He said that he
spent his own childhood having everything dictated to him and refuses to do
that to his own children.  In fact, he even went on to offer them some
advice on giant-slaying, apparently he and Uncle Samson took a Contract on the
Isle’s giant tribe some years ago.’


‘I bet that went down well with
Mistral.’


‘Quite.  And to make matters
worse Cassius is going too.’  Delphine added with a sigh.  ‘I’ve
never seen mother so angry, she actually cried.’


‘Probably only because your
father won’t let her go now she pregnant again.’  Phantom responded
without thinking. 


‘Oh?’  Delphine arched an
eyebrow at him in the mirror.


‘Oops.’


‘And just how did you know that
she was pregnant again?  Which she still hasn’t admitted, by the way.’ 



‘Well, apart from the typically
erratic behaviour she displays at the onset of pregnancy, the real teller was
the way your father was looking at her in The Cloak the other day.’


Delphine laughed, ‘Yes, he does
look rather pleased with himself, doesn’t he?’  


‘I couldn’t possibly describe
Mage De Winter as looking “pleased with himself.”  Phantom said
primly.  ‘Happy, maybe.’


‘Mother says he looks smug.’


Phantom laughed and stepped back
to admire his work, ‘Perfect.  Now, are you ready to see your dress?’


Delphine spun around on the stool
to look at him with shining eyes, ‘Yes please!’


In the room next door Mistral’s
reaction to the dress she was expected to wear could not have been more
different.


‘Get that away from me!’ 


‘Now stop being difficult Mistral,
it’s just a dress!  You’ve worn one before … on the odd occasion!’


‘I am not wearing it.  You
wear it.  Or burn it.  I don’t care!’


Phantasm regarded her tightly
folded arms and furious expression and sighed, guessing that the cause of her
bad mood was probably not the dress or even Delphine’s wedding, but more than
likely her boys, as usual.  Hanging the dress back up he decided to opt
for a ceasefire.  


‘Why don’t you tell me all about
it?’


Instead, Mistral burst into
tears.


Hiding a sigh of relief that the
shouting part was over, Phantasm resigned himself to a wet shirt and walked
over to enfold her in his arms.  


The atmosphere in The Cloak and
Dagger was already growing rowdy.  Even the arrival of Mage Grapple did
little to calm things down, especially when he promptly ordered a tankard of
ale and took a seat at the nearest table to join in their card game.


At the bar Xerxes, Brutus, and
Samson were ribbing Cain mercilessly.


‘Ah, Cain, Cain.  I think we
need to change your hell-raising name now that you’re about to be tamed. 
How d’you fancy becoming known as Abel?’


Cain offered Samson a tight smile
and took another sip of the foul brew Xerxes kept topping his goblet up with,
‘Seriously Xerxes, what the hell is in this?’  He gasped when the acrid
liquid burned the back of his throat.  ‘Did you follow one of Bernadette’s
soup recipes or something?’


‘Nope, you have to guess, it’s
all part of the fun!’


‘Fun?’  Cain choked as he
took another sip and tried to identify the ingredients.  ‘Right well here’s
to your idea of fun … there’s liquorish root in there … aniseed … and something
that reminds me of Grendel on a hot summer’s day –’


‘Ah, the secret ingredient.’
 Xerxes tapped the side of his nose and winked.


‘Which is what?  Manure?’ 


‘A surprisingly astute guess –’


‘What?’  Cain cried and
sprayed his last mouthful out.


‘But not quite correct.’
 Xerxes continued with a grin.  ‘Try again.’


‘I don’t think I will actually,
it’s sent my tongue numb!’


‘Oh, since you’re obviously not
going to play, shall I just tell you?’


‘Yes, please do.’


‘Spriggan spawn.’


Cain pulled a disgusted face, ‘Oh
you have got to be kidding!  I’ve just drunk the best part of two
goblets of something brewed from spriggan spawn?’


Samson and Brutus burst out
laughing while Xerxes nodded smugly, ‘Call it revenge for all the times we were
guinea pigs for your more bizarre concoctions.  I still haven’t forgotten
the one you produced for the twins’ twenty first birthday.’


‘Yes, that was a bit
experimental.’  Cain admitted ruefully.  


‘Ah, here comes my godson!’ 
Brutus announced as the door opened and Fabian entered with Marcus toddling by
his side.


‘Damn!  He’s walking
already!  What is he now?  Three months old?’  Xerxes exclaimed.



‘Which equates to well over a year
in the scale of an elven child, so he’s about right.  Mind you, our mother
always said you didn’t get up until you were nearly two, she reckoned you liked
your bed too much.’


Samson’s scarred face creased
into a grin, ‘Some things haven’t changed there then, have they Xerxes?’  


Xerxes grinned and rubbed his
hands together gleefully, ‘Ah yes, a Marietta-free weekend stretches out before
me!’


‘Why didn’t you bring her
along?’  Samson asked.  ‘She loves the opportunity to coo over
Mistral’s children, and they grow so fast that the baby stage doesn’t last
long.’


‘Which is precisely why I didn’t
bring her!  Could you imagine what she’d be like if I took her to an
all-in-one Naming and Wedding Ceremony?’


‘You’d be married with your first
child on the way by the end of the week.’  Brutus laughed.  ‘But
never mind Marietta – let’s go take it in turns to show our godson off! 
The girl from the saddlery has just come in and winked at me!  She won’t
be able to resist me when she knows I’m a godfather, women find responsibility
really attractive.’


‘Do they?’  Xerxes asked
dubiously and followed his brother across the tavern, leaving Samson and Cain
by the bar.


The door opened again and Cassius
entered, deep in conversation with Leo.  They made their way to the bar with
the twin boys, Samson and Fabian, slipping quietly through the door behind
him.  Casting a furtive glance in Mage Grapple’s direction they slunk off
to a table at the back.


 ‘What’re those two up to
now?’  Cain asked with a frown.


Samson’s eyes followed Mistral’s
twin boys walking across the room while he replied, ‘According to Fabian
they’re intending to compete in The Festival of the Arcane.  They were
trying to work out how to get a look at the approved license Mage Grapple’s
brought with him to get a heads up on the events.’


‘Were trying?  Why the past
tense?  What’s stopped them?’


‘In a word, Mistral. 
Cassius told her about it last night and let’s just say that she had a bit to
say on the subject.’  Samson suddenly looked at Cain and flashed his gold-toothed
grin.  ‘Ha!  I suppose I should be referring to Mistral as your
mother-in-law now!’


Cain lifted an eyebrow, ‘Thanks
for reminding me of that.’  He regarded the twin boys in silence for a few
minutes before Cain spoke again.  ‘Those two drive Mistral insane with
worry.  You know, I have to say how surprised I was at what a good mother
she’s been.  I know it helps massively that they’re all completely
independent by their third year, and she has had quite a bit of practise now,
but even back when Cassius was born and she didn’t have a clue, she was just
completely natural with him, like it was instinctive.’


Samson said nothing and took a
deep draught of his tankard.


Realising his mistake, Cain
groaned, ‘Sorry brother, call it pre-wedding nerves.  How is Gemma?’


‘Pregnant.’  Samson said
shortly, adding before Cain could offer his congratulations.  ‘And
terrified.’


‘I can understand that.  But
one of these times she will carry a child full-term.’


‘Let it be this time then
brother, because I’m not sure how many more times she can cope with losing
them.’


‘Is that why she isn’t here
today?’  


Samson shrugged, ‘Gemma isn’t
jealous of Mistral’s apparent desire to repopulate the Isle with De Winters, if
that’s what you mean.  But she is completely obsessed with the idea that
it’s her fault every time she loses one.  She’s refusing to do anything
that might inadvertently cause her to miscarry.  She’s even stopped
riding, which is the practical reason why she isn’t here today.’


Cain nodded.  There was
nothing he could say that would come anywhere close to easing the pain Samson
and Gemma were suffering, instead he fell back on the time-honoured words of
comfort that all brothers shared in stressful times.


‘Drink?’


The joyous peals of the village
bells an hour later drew the tavern’s occupants blinking into the cold, bright
sunshine.  The village square had been transformed from its usual empty
expanse of cobbles by an abundance of hyacinths and daffodils, all carefully
arranged by Liliana and her sisters.  As the Naming Ceremony would take
place before his wedding, Cain strolled towards the square feeling quite
relaxed, which, he mused tipsily, was probably down to the foul brew Xerxes had
forced on him.  


He joined Mistral’s twin sons to
watch their mother and father walking over to meet Leo under the white silk
canopy with Marcus now asleep in his father’s arms, ‘You were that cute once,’
he remarked drily.  ‘Before you tried to kill your mother with worry, that
is.’


‘Don’t start Cain.’ 


‘She’s already had words.’


Cain studied their faces as they
spoke.  He was fairly sure Samson had been the one to reply first, he
recognised the fine scar that ran across his cheekbone as one he’d treated
after they’d returned from stowing away on a mercenary Contract to the east the
year before.  ‘I know I’m not your godfather, but I am your uncle ... and
I’m about to become your brother-in-law –’


They both snorted dismissively.


‘And,’ Cain continued in a firmer
voice, ‘I think that your mother has fallen with child again, so it would be
better for the health of her and your new sibling if you two actually tried to
behave for the next few months and forgot all about The Festival of the
Arcane.’


‘Look Cain, our mother is always
expecting, so don’t try the guilt trip!’  Fabian scowled.  


‘And she won the Festival last
time with you as her second, so neither of you have any right to tell us not to
go!’  Samson continued angrily


‘And if we don’t go this time
we’ll be too old to compete when it comes around again!’


‘Old?’  Cain
exclaimed.  ‘You’ll be eight!’


‘Only by your reckoning! 
We’ll be practically decrepit by then!’


Cain had to laugh.  He could
remember being full of the arrogance of youth too, convinced that life ended
once he passed a certain year.  ‘Oh, well if, and only if, you
finally manage to get your mother’s permission to go then I insist on coming
with you.  Some of the healers at the last Festival couldn’t stitch a
damned blanket!’


‘Thanks Cain!’


‘We knew you’d understand!’


‘Any chance of you having a word
with our mother now that you’re about to become her son-in-law?’


‘No.’ Cain said quickly and
suddenly became very interested in the Naming Ceremony.


Xerxes and Brutus seemed to have
grown another foot with pride when they stepped up beside Phantom and Phantasm
to accept their duties as godfathers.  By contrast Mistral appeared
withdrawn; her red-rimmed eyes spoke clearly of her distress, not unnoticed by
Fabian who gazed at her in concern throughout the entire ceremony.  


‘Marcus Leo De Winter!’


Leo’s voice rang clearly over the
gathering in the square, proudly announcing the name of his latest nephew and
bringing the Naming Ceremony to a close.


‘Your turn brother.’  Xerxes
grinned as he strode over to Cain.  


Drawing in a deep breath to quell
the nerves that suddenly exploded in the pit of his stomach, Cain walked across
the open space to where Leo was waiting for him.  Fabian and Mistral had
gone; Fabian to collect his daughter and Mistral had taken Marcus to join
Cassius and the centaurs in the circle of wedding guests.  Leo gave him a
cold look as he approached.  They stood together under the white silk
canopy in a silence that felt far longer and infinitely more uncomfortable than
any Cain had ever experienced.  The sound of music drew Cain’s gaze to
where Samson was playing a fiddle at the edge of the gathering.  He caught
Cain’s eye and winked, abruptly switching to a traditional tune in response to
the collective gasp that rose from the gathered guests, heralding Delphine’s
arrival.


Cain turned around to watch her
enter the square on the arm of her father.  His first thought was one of
overwhelming relief that she was actually there, swiftly followed by the
certainty that he was surely dreaming, or had died.


Delphine walked gracefully
through the square, smiling at everyone she passed with a radiance that was
reflected back tenfold until she seemed to be almost glowing.  Her blonde
ringlets were pinned up to expose her fragile face and sparkling blue eyes; the
same blue as the sapphire pendant she wore and the ring on her finger,
contrasting perfectly with the pale blue of her velvet gown.  Turning her
head to look towards him, Delphine’s smile deepened and Cain sighed.  He
was definitely dead.  Only angels smiled like that.


‘Now that’s a smug expression.’
 Phantom whispered to his brother, eyeing Cain’s face.  


‘Hmm.’  Phantasm agreed
quietly.  ‘I suppose it’s deserved.  Delphine looks beautiful today.’


‘I know.’  Phantom said,
looking fairly smug himself.  ‘Oh, and well done for getting Mistral into
that dress, when it went quiet we thought she’d killed you!’


‘No, we’d reached the crying
stage.’ 


‘Both of you?’


Phantasm gave his brother a
withering look.


‘Fine, don’t have a sense of
humour then.  Let me guess, it’s the boys again isn’t it?’ 


‘Yes, of course it is!’ 
Phantasm muttered angrily.  ‘She’s finally admitted to having fallen again
and she’s worried sick about this damned Festival.  I could kill those
boys!  They seem hell bent on making her miscarry with their selfish
behaviour!’


‘Back in a moment –’  


Leaving his brother mid-moan,
Phantom sprang forwards to take Delphine’s bouquet from her when she reached
Cain.  She smiled at him then turned to give her father a kiss and let go
of his arm.  Taking both of Cain’s hands in hers, she gazed deeply into his
eyes as Leo began to speak.  


Cain tried to listen to every
word that Leo spoke, wanting to commit every second of this amazing moment to
memory.  Despite the obvious reservations Leo had about Cain’s suitability
as a husband for his goddaughter, he conducted the ceremony with consummate
professionalism, only revealing a hint of his disapproval by drawing out for
far longer than Cain felt necessary the silence after the age old demand to
know of any reasons why he and Delphine should not be joined in matrimony. 
Cain half-expected to hear a fanfare of protests during the lull, but there was
only the gentle sound of Liliana’s sisters sobbing into tiny lace handkerchiefs
and asking each other in tearful whispers when their turn would come.  Heaving
a sigh of resignation, Leo finally pronounced them man and wife and was about
to step back when Delphine gave him an arch look.


With a hint of scowl, Leo
finished the ceremony with the words he’d subtly missed off, ‘You may kiss the
bride.’


‘Finally!’  Delphine
muttered and flung her hands around Cain’s neck to pull him into a passionate
kiss, eliciting roars of laughter and applause from the crowd. 


‘Ah, now I know she’s Mistral’s
daughter.  That’s exactly how she behaved on her wedding day!’ 
Xerxes grinned.


‘Will you look at Cain’s
face!’  Brutus laughed.  ‘He looks like he’s fallen in a vat of that
damned manticore potion he brews!’


Away from the joyful celebrations
beginning in the square, Fabian took Marcus from Mistral and passed him to
Cassius, ‘Your mother and I need to talk,’ he murmured and took Mistral by the
hand.  


He led her over to the quiet of
the paddock then abruptly turned and pulled her into his arms, holding her
tightly, ‘I love you.’


Mistral sighed and laid her head
against his chest, ‘You know, don’t you.’


He nodded and smiled down at her,
‘There is no way I could ever let you go with our sons to the Festival now, and
I cannot go either.  Forgive me if I am wrong, but I believe that you
would simply follow after me.’


‘Follow?’  Mistral
scowled.  ‘I’d nick Grendel’s damned firebrand stallion, overtake the lot
of you and have killed Ares before you even arrived in the Vale!’


Fabian laughed softly, ‘Yes, you
would.  But try to have faith in our sons’ abilities Mistral.  They
are exceptionally gifted warriors.’


‘But a giant Fabian!’ 
Mistral’s face crumpled.  ‘I’ve Seen in your dreams what happened on that
Contract you and Samson took!  Ten of you went out –’


‘And three of us came
back.’  Fabian finished quietly.  ‘I know.’


‘Did Cassius also mention the
nice swim with some gargillians?’  


‘Yes, he told me
everything.  I went to Toothe and Nayle this morning and asked Titus to
make four kukri knives.’


‘Why four?’  Mistral
demanded in a slightly hysterical voice.  ‘Who else is going?’


‘I thought you might like one of
your own too.’  Fabian smiled.


‘Oh, cheap trick De Winter! 
But buying me weaponry won’t win me over this time!’


‘Oh?  And what would?’ 
He murmured and lifted a finger to trace the angry tear trickling down her
cheek.  ‘It is time we had a holiday.  Perhaps you would care to join
me on an extended hunting trip in the Western Range ... it would be just you
and me … and it’s nearly bear season,’ he added with a tempting smile.


‘Just you and me?’  She
echoed, hating herself for how easily he always won her over.


Fabian nodded and gave her his
velvet smile, ‘Samson can take the apprentices and Serenity will have Marcus.’


‘Serenity?’  Mistral looked
pensive.  ‘We might not get him back –’


‘We can have more.’  Fabian
shrugged lightly, making her laugh.     


He laughed too and suddenly
pulled her from her feet, swinging her around and into his arms to grin down at
her, ‘Tell me, Lady De Winter, just what are we having this time?’ 


Mistral sighed and laid her head
against his shoulder, ‘I don’t know yet.  To be honest, I’ve been so
caught up in this wedding, and then the boys wanting to go to the Festival that
I wasn’t even sure if I had fallen again or not.’


‘Have you spoken to Cain yet?’


Mistral shook her head, ‘Don’t
want to.’ 


‘Mistral.  Put aside
whatever feelings you have about Cain marrying our daughter.  He is an
excellent healer and I do not want another one of our children being delivered
by a random passerby!’


‘Phantasm was no random
passerby!’  Mistral snapped, lifting her head to glare at him.  ‘And
I wouldn’t have gone into labour early anyway if it hadn’t been for that stupid
half-hob upsetting me by –’ Mistral stopped herself just in time.  It
probably wouldn’t do to let Fabian know that his daughter and Cain had already
been lovers. 


‘Falling in love with our
daughter?’  Fabian finished her sentence with a smile. 


‘Everyone falls in love with
Delphine.  What I just don’t get is why she’s fallen in love with him!’


‘Which is how I have always felt
about you loving me.’  Fabian murmured.


‘I feel like that about you too,’
she sighed and looked up at him.  ‘Brutus has this saying –’


‘Hmm, that love is blind, I
know.  But you have perfect vision and the Sight, yet still claim to love
me.’


‘I don’t claim to love you, I do
love you.’


‘Good.’  Fabian smiled
softly at her.  ‘Then we will let Cain and Delphine enjoy their honeymoon
and once they return you can go and see him.’


‘Honeymoon?’  Mistral looked
horrified.  ‘Where are they going?’


‘On a cruise around the
Isle.  A wedding gift from Eximius to his goddaughter.’


‘On his warship?’


Fabian laughed, ‘No, Eximius
keeps a smaller yacht for when he wishes to travel less conspicuously.’


‘Oh.’  Mistral slumped back
against Fabian’s shoulder.  She didn’t even want to think about how they
would be spending their time ... she shuddered and vowed not to listen to any
of Delphine’s thoughts for the foreseeable future, or possibly ever
again.  ‘Are you happy that Delphine’s married Cain?’  She asked in a
small voice.


‘Surely you already know the
answer to that?’  


‘Yes, but sometimes I need to
hear the words with my ears rather than my mind.  It makes them more
believable somehow.’  Mistral lied, too ashamed to admit that she really
needed the comfort of his voice. 


‘I would have thought that the
reverse were true, however, if you need to hear me tell you what you already
know then I shall.  I am happy that Delphine has married someone she loves
who obviously loves her back.  Cain has many good points Mistral.  He
is no longer a warrior, which means our daughter will not be joining the ranks
of the village widows just yet.  He has a thriving business in which she
shares a common interest.  And, although there was a time I never thought
these words would leave my lips, I am forced to admit that he has matured.’


‘Like one of his damned brews.’
 Mistral muttered sourly.  


‘Do you not wish happiness for
your daughter Mistral?’  Fabian asked reasonably.


‘Of course I do!  But I know
Cain well ... too well.  He’s been a devil in his time!’


‘And what of my past?’


Mistral scowled, realising that
he was right.  She had always fiercely defended Fabian’s past as just
that; past.  The future was tomorrow and could change too easily to be
lived for.  It was the present that mattered to her, the very moment in which
she existed.  It was time to admit defeat and accept the fact that her
daughter had made her choice, and it had been Cain.  


‘So,’ she sighed.  ‘Let me
get this straight, you’ll let me go on an early spring bear hunt when they’re
notoriously bad-tempered, but you won’t let me go to The Festival of the Arcane
just as an observer?’


 ‘An observer?’  Fabian
laughed at her scowling expression.  ‘If there were the remotest
possibility of you standing meekly on the side-lines and watching three of your
sons dive into a gargillian infested river without  leaping in after them
with a dagger clenched between your teeth, then we would be going! 
However, I think we both know what would happen if you were at The
Festival.’  He paused to smile softly at her, laying a hand over her
stomach.  ‘You and our next child will be safer on a bear hunt with me, of
that I am sure.’


‘I wouldn’t be too convinced of
that if I were you Fabian.  This is me we’re talking about here.  The
bears will probably all gang up on us or something.’


‘And make Prospero’s day. 
You know how he loves bear hunts.’


The mention of her dog never
failed to make Mistral smile, ‘Yes he does ... and it’ll be the perfect
opportunity to try out that kukri knife you’ve bought me –’


‘Does that mean you’re coming
around to the idea of taking a holiday with your husband?’  


Mistral sighed, knowing what he
really meant was had she resigned herself to not being allowed to go to The
Festival of The Arcane, ‘Yes – but on two conditions.’


‘Name them,’ he murmured, his
warm breath tickling her neck in a distracting way. 


‘You and Samson give Cassius and
the boys extra training to help them prepare.’


‘Already a given.’


‘And, should I suddenly need to
go for … any reason, then you will immediately take me to the Festival under
Expediency.’


Fabian’s hands tightened around
her fractionally, ‘You mean if you See them injured?’


Mistral avoided his eyes, ‘Or
fallen.’


‘Ah, Mistral.’  Fabian
sighed.  ‘I can make that promise easily, because I know it will never
happen.’


‘Saul died at the last Festival,
along with nine others.  Three of our sons are going Fabian, the odds of
them all surviving are –’


‘Very good.  Now, unless you
have suddenly decided to enter into a career predicting doom and gloom at the
Saturday market for bronze coins, may I suggest that we forgo any more dark
talk and celebrate the marriage of our daughter?’


‘Oh, if we must.’  Mistral
sighed, then fixed him with a hard look.  ‘But I’m having a drink!’


‘Just the one.’  Fabian said
firmly and set her lightly onto her feet to take her by the hand and lead her
back to where the wedding celebrations were in full swing. 











Separated Twin





‘Mistral!  You have to come
quickly!’


At the sound of Phantasm’s voice Mistral
immediately dropped the pestle and mortar she was using, ‘Is it Marcus?’ 
She cried, pulling off her apron and reaching for her medical kit.  


‘No, no, he’s fine.  It’s my
brother!’


‘What’s he done?’  She
demanded and strode past him towards the shop door; flipping the sign to read
“closed” she waited for Phantasm to hurry past her before closing and locking
it behind them.


‘Nothing … and that’s just
it.  He won’t get out of bed Mistral!  He won’t even open the door to
me!  He’s never done this before!  He must be really ill!’


‘How long has he been like
this?’  Mistral asked, checking through the contents of the medical kit
whilst mentally going through a list of ailments that could be bothering
Phantom.


‘Since the day after Delphine’s
wedding.’


‘But that was three days
ago!’  Mistral exclaimed.  ‘Why didn’t you come and get me sooner!’


‘Well, at first I thought he just
had a bad hangover – he did get very drunk at the wedding celebrations. 
When he didn’t get up yesterday either I started to get worried, but I didn’t
want to bother you – you’ve had a lot on your mind, what with the wedding, the
boys, and now another baby on the way.’


Reflecting bitterly that she
would have welcomed a break from all that, plus minding Cain’s shop while he
was off cruising around the Isle with her daughter ... shaking that thought off
with a grimace, Mistral forced herself to be professional, ‘Has he been
eating?’


‘No, nothing!’


‘Being sick?’


‘No, he just hasn’t moved! 
It’s like he’s hibernating!’


Mistral frowned; it sounded
severe, whatever it was.  


‘Do you think he’s got a
fever?’  Phantasm asked worriedly.


‘I can See remotely, not take
temperatures remotely brother.’  Mistral replied shortly and ran up the
short flight of steps to their front door.  Pushing open the door she
smiled briefly at the sight of her youngest son asleep in his cot with Prospero
laid at the base, keeping guard.  ‘If only he could feed and change them
he’d be the perfect nanny,’ she sighed to herself, then said more loudly to
Phantasm.  ‘Right, you stay here; I’ll go and see what’s wrong –’  


Leaving Phantasm downstairs she
ran up the stairs and knocked lightly on Phantom’s bedroom door.  When no
response was forthcoming, Mistral knocked harder, calling his name through the
closed door.  ‘Phantom?  It’s me, Mistral.  Your brother fetched
me.  He says you’re ill.’


‘Go away.’


Stung by the curtness of his
dismissal, Mistral stared at the door and was half-tempted to do just that,
‘Are you ill brother?’


‘No.’


Mistral paused and tried again, ‘Injured
then?’


‘No.’


A long silence fell. 
Mistral could hear Marcus stirring downstairs and Phantasm crooning a gentle
lullaby to soothe him.  Mistral listened to the familiar words and
smiled.  It was the same lullaby he’d sung to all his godchildren.  With
a sigh she turned her attention back to the door and tried another
approach.  ‘Have you got one of Liliana’s sisters in there with
you?’  


‘NO!  Now please go away!’


Giving up on the traditional way
to make a diagnosis, Mistral let his thoughts fill her mind instead and
suddenly knew what was ailing her brother.  He wasn’t ill.  He was in
mourning. 


‘Tell me Phantom, do you like
your bedroom door?’


‘What?’


‘Only I’m about to kick it
in.  Would you prefer I smash the top panels, or the bottom?’


‘Oh for crying out loud
Mistral!  Can’t you just leave me alone?’


‘Nope, sorry.  I have this
desperate need to see your cheerful smiling face – and now I’m pregnant again
you know how irrational I can be.’


The sound of the bed creaking and
soft footsteps preceded the snap of a key being turned in the lock. 
Mistral waited until she heard his footsteps returning to the bed before she
opened the door.  She didn’t know if Phantom was a fan of nightshirts or
not, and she’d had quite enough shocks in recent weeks. 


‘Morning!’  She announced
brightly and stepped into the fusty, darkened bedroom.


Phantom didn’t reply. 
Mistral eyed the dishevelled blonde hair sticking out of the hump of bedclothes
and sighed.  This was going to be hard work.  Striding over to pull
back the curtains she flung open the window to let in some fresh air then
turned to regard the immobile shape in the bed with hands on hips, musing on
how best to tackle the problem.  


‘Are you going to get up?’ 
She demanded, opting for the not-so-subtle approach.  


‘No.’


‘Why not?’


‘What’s there to get up for?’


Sighing heavily, Mistral walked
over to the bed and sat down beside the mound of sheets hiding Phantom from
view, ‘Is this about Delphine?’


The bedsheets moved slightly but
Phantom didn’t reply. 


‘I thought you were alright about
Delphine marrying Cain?  Well ... once you’d got threatening him at
knifepoint out of your system –’


A muffled huffing sound came from
under the covers but Phantom still didn’t emerge.


‘Oh, come on brother!’ 
Mistral exclaimed.  ‘You can’t be feeling that bad about it, you organised
their damned wedding!  And you did a great job too,’ she added in a
gentler tone.  ‘Delphine looked beautiful.’


Phantom’s head appeared from
beneath the covers, ‘Yes she did … like a true princess.  But why did she
have to marry Cain?’  He asked sadly.  ‘Or anyone, for that matter.’


‘She married Cain because she
loves him – and he more than loves her, he practically worships her!’


Phantom snorted angrily and
ducked back under the covers.


‘It’s true brother, I’ve Seen it
in both their minds!  Don’t you think it wasn’t the first thing I did when
he turned up at our house asking for her hand in marriage?’


Phantom slowly reappeared from
beneath the bedclothes and sat up.  The white sheets sliding from his bare
chest made Mistral glad she hadn’t gone for the shock tactic of pulling the
bedclothes of him as he obviously wasn’t a nightshirt person.  He didn’t
speak for a few moments but stared morosely out of the window at the bright
blue sky beyond.  His angel’s face wore three days growth of stubble and
purple smudges marred the ivory skin beneath his eyes; he may have been in bed
but it didn’t look like he’d slept.  Mistral waited quietly for him to
speak, denying her gift to allow her brother the privacy of his own thoughts
until he was ready to share them in the more conventional way.


Finally he sighed and switched
his green gaze from the window to look at Mistral, ‘When Delphine was a little
girl I would take her for days out.  We used to go shopping at the markets
in the nearby towns, do you remember?’


‘Of course I do brother. 
She used to talk about it for days afterwards.’


Phantom smiled wistfully, ‘People
used to think she was my daughter!  And … sometimes … I used to let myself
believe the lie, for a little while … just to know how it would feel … oh, it
sounds pathetic, I know!  But I – I was so proud that people thought that
I could actually be her father!’


Mistral said nothing and gazed at
Phantom, listening to his thoughts again to help her understand how he
felt.  She knew he’d always adored Delphine ... but just how much was only
now becoming clear.  The pain he felt stung Mistral’s mind like
grief.  


‘I can never have that you see.’
 Phantom looked at Mistral with dull eyes.  ‘I am nothing without my
brother.’


With no words of comfort to
offer, Mistral simply reached out to take his hand.  The Gemini gift the
twins’ shared joined more than their minds.  Phantasm had once described
it as only having one soul between them, forever incomplete without the other
and fated never to be able to share in a life with another, as she did with
Fabian … and now Delphine with Cain. 


‘She’s not my little girl
anymore.’  Phantom continued mournfully.  


Mistral resisted the urge to roll
her eyes, quickly revising her opinion from Phantom adoring Delphine to Phantom
being completely stupid about Delphine.  She abruptly let go of his hand
and stood up, ‘Right, you’ve got five minutes to get up and shave that excuse
for a face, then you and I are going out!’


‘I don’t want to get up.’


‘Well you are, so tough.’


‘No.  I’m staying here.’


Mistral raised an eyebrow,
‘You’ll get a bit chilly with no bedsheets –’


Phantom grabbed the top sheet and
yanked it up to cover his bare chest, ‘You wouldn’t dare!’


‘I’ve got four sons
Phantom!  I assure you it’s nothing I haven’t seen before!’


‘It damned well is!’


‘Oh?’  Mistral looked
intrigued.  


‘It’s mine!’ 


Mistral fought down the urge to
laugh and arranged her features into a threatening expression, ‘Sorry brother,
but you are getting out of that bed by any means necessary, and if that
means me seeing something that will scar me for life, then so be it.’


Phantom scowled at her and pulled
the bedsheet up to his chin, ‘Where are we going?’


‘Hunting.’


‘Hunting?  Is that your
answer to everything?  Killing stuff?’


Mistral looked thoughtful for a
moment before replying, ‘Well, it generally sorts out most of my issues … so,
come on, it’s a beautiful day and there’s stuff just waiting to be killed!’


Leaving Phantom with strict
instructions to get up and make himself presentable, Mistral went back
downstairs to see his twin.


‘What’s wrong with him?’ 
Phantasm demanded in a frantic whisper the moment her foot left the bottom
stair.


‘Well, in my professional
opinion, he’s a bit down about Delphine getting married.’  Mistral
responded briskly.  ‘He was alright on the run up to the wedding because
he was occupied by organising everything, but now it’s over he has to face the
fact that Delphine has married Cain and is no longer his, and I quote; “little
girl”.’


‘A bit down?  He’s
been in bed for three days!’


‘So he’s overdoing it.’
 Mistral shrugged.  ‘He’s always been prone to being dramatic.’


Ignoring her jibe, Phantasm sank
down onto the sofa and looked at her helplessly, ‘How do we cure him?’


‘I’m taking him out for the day.’
 Mistral replied promptly.  ‘Will you be alright with Marcus until
Fabian finishes teaching?’


‘Of course, you know I always
work from home when I’ve got my godchildren, but –’


‘In fact, when Fabian comes to
collect him, will you tell him that I might not be back until tomorrow? 
I’ve just had an idea.’


‘What?’


‘If you have no objections to
being a separated twin for a while, then I think it’s high time I took your
brother on a good old-fashioned bender.’  Mistral grinned wickedly. 
‘And I know just the place!’


‘Don’t forget you’re not in any
condition for that type of recreational activity!’  Phantasm reminded her
with a hard look. 


‘Oh don’t worry brother, your
latest godchild is top of my priorities – closely followed by making sure your
brother forgets all his woes –’


‘Godchild?’  Phantasm
interrupted with a frown.  ‘Don’t you know what you’re having yet? 
You usually do by now!’


‘How do you know how pregnant I
am?’


‘Oh, all the usual signs were
there.  Bad mood, crying, erratic behaviour ... although you haven’t
starting being sick yet –’


But Mistral didn’t hear the rest
of Phantasm’s carefully noted pointers, she was suddenly completely preoccupied
by his last words.  She had suffered terribly with morning sickness, or
all day sickness as it’d been in her case, with all of her children, except for
– 


‘Right, let’s go kill stuff
then.’  Phantom announced heavily as he descended the stairs. 
‘Although unless it’s Cain, I really don’t see how it’ll make me feel any
better.’


‘Ah brother, I have such a day
planned for you!’  Mistral laughed and strode over to throw open the
door.  Giving her dog the slightest of indications, she followed Phantom
out into the street with Prospero trotting eagerly beside them.


It was a perfect spring day, cold
and clear with a fresh, light breeze to ruffle Phantom’s blonde hair and bring
a tinge of colour to his pallid cheeks.  They hunted for most of the day,
shooting down a sabre-tusked boar, two deer, and a satisfying amount of the
annoying tree-dwelling spriggans that infested The Velvet Forests in
droves.  


It was the middle of the
afternoon when Mistral finally called a halt and turned to Phantom with a
thoughtful look, ‘You know what brother, it’d be nice to go and see Xerxes and
Brutus ... maybe have a meal there before we head back, we’re halfway there as
it is ... we could even make a night of it if you want and stay over.’


‘Whatever.’  Phantom
shrugged moodily and levelled his crossbow at the branch of the nearest oak
tree to casually dispatch another spriggan.


‘I’ll take that ringing
endorsement as a “yes” then!’  


Mistral dug her heels into Cirrus
and gave a wild laugh when the powerful horse surged along the path to The
Fallen Warrior.  The tavern was on the far side of The Velvet Forests,
just at the edge of the High Moors; a journey that used to be a full day’s ride
but was now such a popular destination that a broad path had been cut straight
through the forests, halving the travelling time and making the ride much
easier.


Mistral turned to Phantom while
they cantered side-by-side, ‘Five silver coins that I beat you to the
tavern?’  She enquired casually. 


‘Dream on!’  Phantom
snorted, already gathering his reins up and kicking his horse on into a
gallop.  ‘Six and the first round!’ 


‘Cheat!’  Mistral cried and
slammed her heels into Cirrus’ sides, chasing after him.  


The trees whipped past in a blur
of brown and green as she and Phantom raced along the path, the grin on his
face telling Mistral that he too was enjoying the uncomplicated thrill of
galloping through the forests on a beautiful spring day.  They flew
through the trees with Prospero pounding along behind them, his mouth hanging
open in a wide canine grin.  The sun was just beginning to dip below the
Western Range when they hauled their panting horses to a standstill outside the
corral at The Fallen Warrior, both breathless and glowing after the
exhilarating ride.


‘I think the first round’s on you
brother!’  Mistral grinned and leapt down from Cirrus.


‘Do you?’  Phantom asked,
feigning surprise despite the fact that Mistral had clearly won.  ‘Well,
if you insist.  I’m not going to risk my life by arguing with you over a
round of ale when you’re pregnant!  Oh, and it’ll be your only round of
ale too, by the way,’ he added, giving her a stern look as he reached over to
take her reins. 


‘Whatever.’  Mistral
shrugged, echoing his earlier dismissive comment.  ‘I’ll start a tab
behind the bar while you sort the horses.’


‘Yes your highness.’
 Phantom grumbled but smiled when she threw him a grin over her shoulder.


The tavern was packed, as it
always was, but Xerxes and Brutus immediately had a table and chairs set up
near the fire at the back and sat down to join them.  


‘Bring a barrel and some tankards
over Marietta!  Brutus and I are having a night off!’  Xerxes called,
not even looking up when she promptly rolled a heavy barrel of ale over to
their table then went back to the bar to fetch four tankards.  


‘Er, can you bring me a jug of water
too please?’  Mistral asked Marietta quietly when she returned and set the
tankards down onto their table.


‘What!  Already!’ 
Xerxes cried.  ‘Mage De Winter deserves a medal!’


‘I think Mistral deserves a medal
actually.’  Brutus laughed and grinned broadly at Mistral. 
‘Congratulations sister!’ 


Mistral said nothing and blushed,
as she always did whenever the talk turned to what she saw as a private matter
between her and Fabian, ‘Two bronze coins to enter sound fair?’  She said
quickly and swept up the tattered pack of cards Xerxes produced.


‘Sounds good!’


They gambled and drank for the
next few hours with Mistral switching reluctantly to water after her ration of
ale had been enjoyed.  The already lively atmosphere in the tavern grew markedly
wilder when Liliana’s sisters arrived to ply their trade as part of a leisurely
journey south in preparation for The Festival of the Arcane.  They
sashayed around the room, draping themselves over any male who so much as
looked their way, but Mistral noticed their eyes sliding over to Phantom, who
was as ever, sublimely indifferent to their longing glances. 


Catching the wandering look in
Xerxes’ eye, Marietta suddenly appeared at their table, ‘If you’re thinking of
staying the night you ought to book a room now,’ she sniffed and threw the
nymphs a sour look.  ‘Only once they arrive, rooms tend to go
pretty quickly.’


‘Oh, er, yes.  I think it’s
too late to ride back now, don’t you brother?’  Mistral said, looking at
Phantom who nodded his agreement.  


‘Double room is it?’


‘No!’  Phantom and Mistral
chorused in horrified voices.


‘Two singles will be fine
Marietta, and bring another barrel over will you?’  Xerxes said without
lifting his gaze from his hand of cards. 


Mistral tossed her own hand of
cards onto the table with a discontented sigh.  Even the gift of Sight
couldn’t turn a dire hand into a winning one.  She leaned back in her
chair, idly rubbing Prospero’s ears while she watched her brothers finish the
round.  Phantom was actually smiling and the dead flatness in his eyes had
gone, albeit to be replaced by a slightly hazy expression, but that was fine;
Mistral was a firm believer in the healing power of ale and laughter. 
Sighing happily, Mistral switched her gaze from the card game to look around
the tavern, thinking, as she did during every visit, what a good job the
brothers had done.  


Nothing had been stinted upon in
the creation of their dream; the long bar was topped with polished oak and the
flagstone floor gleamed with a cleanliness that spoke of Marietta’s hard work
every morning.  A fire roared in a huge inglenook, shedding warmth and
light across the busy tables, all heaving with travellers who went out of their
way to include a stop at The Fallen Warrior in their journey.  The
brothers had chosen the location well; the tavern was set against the stunning
backdrop of The Velvet Forests and faced the wide open sweep of the High Moors,
providing a perfect stopover during the journey between the Valley and the
Council.  The real secret to the success of the tavern was not the
setting, or the games of cards and knuckle bones tournaments being waged at
every table, or even the army of eye-catching barmaids the brothers employed –
but Brutus.  His easy smile and good nature made him into the perfect
host.  Tonight he was strictly off-duty, but whenever Mistral had called
at the tavern on journeys to the Council she had seen how hard he worked,
greeting and serving customers, eliciting payment for large bar bills with a
smile and rarely a cross word.  Although, she mused with a smile of her
own, the fact that he and his brother were both Ri warriors known for their
skill with both the sword and the longbow probably encouraged settlement of any
unpaid bar bills without too much argument. 


Mistral drew herself from her
thoughts as the card game ended.  Phantom had obviously been victorious
from the scowls on Xerxes and Brutus’ faces.  He swept the handful of
bronze and silver coins from the table and deposited them in the pocket of his
jerkin with a grin.  Small change to a Magnate member, but his winnings
would mean more to him than the bag of money deposited in his hand at the end
of every month by Leo. 


‘Now for some real fun!’ 


Xerxes and Brutus looked at him
with raised eyebrows but Mistral sighed and placed her tankard of water down,
knowing what was coming.  Looking around carefully to make sure he
wouldn’t be overheard, Phantom leaned forward and whispered the words she hated
to hear.


‘What’s he thinking Mistral?’


‘Which one?’  She asked in a
resigned voice, submitting to playing Phantom’s favourite game only because
she’d promised him a day of fun, and nothing amused Phantom more than other
people’s thoughts. 


‘The warrior at the bar with the
travelling cloak on!’


‘Narrow it down a bit brother,
the whole room’s full of warriors with their cloaks on!’


‘Ah, but this one still has his
hood up!’


Mistral followed Phantom’s sharp
look to where a tall figure was stood at the bar with his back to the
room.  He was wearing a long black travelling cloak with the hood fully
drawn to conceal his face.  Mistral frowned; it was not unusual for
warriors to disguise their faces during Contracts, but it was definitely
slightly odd to do so in a tavern where there was no need to hide. 
Suddenly curious, she cleared her mind and focussed on calling up the vision of
the traveller’s aura.  A cloud of royal blue burst into view above his
head, signifying focus and intent.  Tilting her head slightly to study his
aura more closely, Mistral noticed a worrying crackle of orange. 
Revulsion.  Beyond that were bright flashes of scarlet.  Rage. 
It was a troubling aura, and one totally at odds with the haze of yellows and
silvers floating above the heads of the tavern’s other occupants.  With a
feeling of apprehension, Mistral pushed the tendrils of her mind into his, to
See.


She listened to the faint whisper
of his thoughts for a few moments, her apprehension growing with every murmured
word until Phantom patted her knee impatiently.


‘What’s he thinking then?’


Mistral blinked and reached out
for her tankard of water again, ‘He’s wondering which of Liliana’s sisters to
spend his last hard-earned Contract fee on and whether they’ll do discounts,
you know, two for one and that sort of thing.’


Xerxes burst out laughing, ‘He’ll
be lucky!  Even I don’t get discounts and it’s my tavern!’


‘Er, our tavern I think you’ll
find brother!’


‘No, no it’s definitely mine.
 I put in the larger share when we set it up –’


‘I don’t think you did!’


Leaving the brothers to have the
same argument they’d been having for the last three years, Mistral spent the
next hour reading the occupants in the tavern for Phantom’s amusement until he
suddenly leaned forward to whisper in her ear.


‘And what about the tavern’s
smallest occupant?’


‘Huh?’  Mistral looked around
for a goblin or a hob but couldn’t see any.


‘No, not there … here!’  He
grinned and indicated to her.


‘Oh, right.’  Mistral
realised that he was referring to her latest child.  ‘Well they don’t tend
to think too much yet –’


‘I know that Mistral, but what
are we having this time?’


Mistral sighed and toyed
distractedly with her empty tankard, ‘I don’t know yet brother, it’s all been a
bit hectic recently.’


‘Well, not now it isn’t!  So
come on then!  Am I having a godson or a goddaughter?’


‘I really think Fabian should be
the first to know.’


Phantom’s face instantly crumpled
into an expression of heartbreaking disappointment, causing several of the
nymphs to let out low hisses of anger and glare at Mistral for daring to hurt
the angel in their midst. 


‘I thought you were going to
dedicate today to me?’  He cried forlornly.


‘No, I said I’d take you
hunting!’  Mistral snapped, refusing to be fooled by his playacting. 


‘Oh, please Mistral!’


Mistral blew out her cheeks in
exasperation.  By now both Xerxes and Brutus had broken off their argument
to stare expectantly at her.  ‘Oh, what the hell.’  Mistral muttered
and closed her eyes.  Calling up a strand of Sight from her mind she
willed it down into her own body,  seeking the tiny life growing within
her.  She opened her eyes and gazed vacantly into the middle-distance, a
small smile playing around the corners of her mouth as she listened to the
vague thought processes of her baby.  Heaving a deep sigh she blinked and
broke the connection, her eyes sliding back into focus to meet the wide-eyed
stares of her three brothers.


‘And?’  They chorused.


‘Well, it’s not exactly a
foolproof method, so I could be wrong –’


‘Which you never have
been!’  Brutus interrupted impatiently. 


‘Yet.’  Mistral added. 
‘But, I think … and I can’t stress that enough, because I really can’t tell for
definite –’


‘Yes?’  Phantom demanded
hutching forward on his seat and staring intently at her.


‘I think it’s another
girl.’


Phantom stared at her in silence
for a long moment then he smiled, lighting his angelic face with a beauty so
divine that two of the nymphs practically ran across the tavern to drape
themselves over him with sighs of ecstasy. 


‘I’m going to be a father again!’



‘Er, he means godfather!’
 Mistral amended quickly. 


‘I love a man who shoulders his
responsibilities.’  One of the nymphs purred and ran her fingers through
his hair.


‘Then I have no idea why you
persist in trying to love mine!’  Marietta snapped, striding over to place
a possessive hand on Xerxes’ shoulder.


‘Now, now Marietta.’  Xerxes
chortled and patted her hand.  ‘No need to get jealous – there’s plenty of
me to go round!’


‘No there isn’t!’  Marietta
bristled. 


Mistral smiled and hid a
yawn.  Phantom looked like he was going to be suitably entertained for the
rest of the evening, and possibility the entire night from the way the two
nymphs were hanging off him.  Deciding to take her leave, she pushed back
her chair and rose to her feet.  Bidding her brothers goodnight, she yawned
her way through the busy tavern and climbed the wooden flight of stairs to the
peace of a bed with only Prospero and her thoughts for company.  Fully
intending to spend some time thinking about the disturbing thoughts she’d read
in the stranger’s mind, Mistral got into bed and promptly fell into a deep and
dreamless sleep.  











Touch the Divine





‘You managed to lie to Phantom?’


The fact that he had spoken aloud
was a mark of how surprised Cassius was.


‘Yes!  And keep it down!’
 Mistral muttered back and quickly looked around to see if anyone had
overheard, but the other occupants of The Cloak and Dagger appeared engrossed
in their own conversations.  


‘How exactly?’  Cassius
leaned across the small table to ask in a lower voice. 


‘Well, it was simple
really.’  Mistral shrugged.  ‘I just applied the five golden rules of
lying.  But in fairness, he was pretty drunk.’


‘Five golden rules of
lying?’  Cassius laughed.  ‘Is that a new subject on the curriculum
for the apprentices?’ 


‘I said keep it down
Cassius!’  She hissed sharply and shot a furtive glance at the table of
warriors closest to them.  


Sorry... but why didn’t you
want Phantom to know what you’d Seen?


Mistral frowned thoughtfully
before continuing their conversation using the gift they shared.


It was weird Cassius ... in
fact, I’ve never Seen a mind like it.  He – and I can’t even be sure he
was a he because there were no real male or female thoughts – was incredibly
ancient ...his memories were stacked up like books in the Ri library!  And
he was thinking in a language I couldn’t understand until I recognised this one
word he kept repeating in his mind, and every time he did it was with anger.


What was it?


Πολεμιστής.


But
... that’s what Imperato calls Marcus!


I know.  It’s Greek. 
It means warrior.  Imperato always calls Marcus by his Greek name, it’s
probably the only time I’ve ever known him attempt humour, and it’s not even
funny.


No, the centaurs do have a
rather obtuse sense of humour.  It took me the best part of a year to get
to grips with it.  Cassius agreed with a slight smile.  So, is
this why you want me to meet Imperato with you?  To show him your thoughts
and ask him to translate?


Yes, I think we’ll get the
chance to be alone with him after this morning’s meeting.  If we don’t
speak with him today it’ll have to wait until he’s back in the Valley next week
because Fabian and I are going hunting this weekend ... but I don’t want to
leave it that long, if I can help it.


Why the urgency?  And the
secrecy?  What was so strange about these thoughts?  


I don’t know Cassius, but
something about him really unnerved me.  That’s why I lied to
Phantom.  You know how he loves intrigue.  If he’d known there was a
mysterious foreigner standing at the bar he’d have been over there like a shot
asking all sorts of stupid questions ... and the mind I Saw was not one that’d
take kindly to intrusive behaviour!


Was he a human?


Mistral shook her head
fractionally, No, he was something quite different ... and I honestly don’t
know what.


Now I’m intrigued!  Can I
have a sneak preview?


Mistral frowned irritably, There’s
no point Cassius, you can’t speak Greek, and anyway, reliving dull stuff like
that is something I want to do as few times as possible.


Please?


NO!  Just how much fun do
you want me to have with my life?  Your father is talking about banning me
from teaching already!  I wish I’d never admitted to having fallen with
child again!  At this rate he’s going to have me working in Cain’s damned
shop chopping toad livers for the rest of my life! 


‘Yes, alright mother, I get the
picture!’  Cassius said, startling the other drinkers nearby with his
sudden burst of laughter.  


To everyone else in the tavern it
had appeared that Mistral and Cassius had been sat in complete silence, their
untouched drinks and vague expressions signs of either boredom or an unresolved
quarrel.


‘So what’s this morning’s meeting
about?’  Mistral demanded, briskly changing the subject.


Cassius sighed.  Mistral
never read her meeting briefs, relying instead on either him or the twins to
tell her what was on the agenda, usually just as they were walking into the
meeting.  ‘The Rochfortes.’


‘What about them?’  Mistral
asked, moodily turning the stem of her goblet and gazing out of the
window.  ‘Surely that’s Mage Grapple’s problem now?  The Ri’s done
their bit in rounding them up.’


‘Yes.  However there’s a
full Council meeting being held next week, which you should already know about
because you’re going.’


‘Am I?’  Mistral turned
sharply to frown at him. 


‘Yes, you are.’  Cassius
said firmly.  ‘We all are actually.  It’s an execution hearing.’


Mistral stared at him for a
moment then then blinked, ‘An execution hearing?  We’re being asked to
decide whether they live or die?’


‘Yes.’


Mistral shrugged, ‘There’s no
decision to make!  You should have killed them all in France and saved us
the bother of having to trek across the Isle to attend a meeting that’s just a
formality as far as I’m concerned!’


When Cassius said nothing Mistral
frowned and reverted to conversing through their gift.


Cassius?  What aren’t you
telling me?


Three of them are just boy,
mother.  Younger than Fabian and Samson.


Oh.


Yes, oh.  So the Magnate
are meeting today to ensure that we’re all in agreement on our decision before
we travel to the Council.


Mistral rolled her eyes, Yes,
heaven forbid the mighty Council should witness any discord in the Ri!  It
might give them a valid reason to try and bring us under Council rule!


We’re all under Council
rule.  


I know!  It’s pointless
us going!  No matter what we agree, Mage Grapple will just do what he
wants anyway!


No.  Eximius will respect
the majority vote at the meeting; however, he does hold the right of the
deciding vote if no clear decision can be reached.  


Mistral didn’t make any response. 
Her thoughts turned inwards, to the youngest members of their family – her twin
sons and Marcus, who was now walking and talking at barely four months
old.  Attending an execution hearing on three boys of a similar age to her
own sons would be difficult.  


‘It’s time to go mother.’ 
Cassius stood up, offering his hand politely.  


‘I’m not incapable of standing on
my own yet Cassius!’  Mistral snapped.  Shoving her chair back, she
strode from the tavern, leaving Cassius following in her wake and smiling, having
achieved exactly what he’d intended by annoying her into forgetting her maudlin
thoughts.


The bright warmth of the spring
sunshine had roused the Valley from its long winter slumber.  Clumps of
blue flowers were springing up along the edges of the wooden fence surrounding
the Training Arena.  Mistral paused there to watch Samson taking the
apprentices through a series of unarmed combat drills.  Her twin sons were
working together, their faces set in expressions of intense concentration while
they trained, continually drilling the same technique until they could perform
it perfectly.  Samson saw her leaning against the fence and loped over,
flashing his rogue’s grin.


‘Are you coming in to shout at
them now?’    


Mistral smiled and shook head,
‘Got a meeting.  But Fabian and I’ll be in after.  Fabian wants to
make a start on teaching them archery this afternoon.’


‘Ah, yes.  The door to The
Cloak and Dagger could do with a few more arrow marks in it.  Remember to
put full armour on for this afternoon’s session then, mind you, bet yours
doesn’t fit again now, does it?’


Mistral laughed and was about to
say something in return when Cassius gave her a meaningful look, ‘It really is
time we were going mother.’


Nodding and casting another
glance at her sons, now working with different training partners, Mistral gave
Samson a muttered “see you later” and reluctantly continued up the path to the
Main Building with Cassius. 


The meeting was being held not in
the third floor Meeting Room but the Main Hall, which was usual whenever
Imperato was in attendance.  To expect a centaur to negotiate the winding
flight of stairs up to the third floor would be nothing short of an insult,
although he would probably be able to climb them quicker than anyone else.
 Fabian was waiting for her by the open double doors to the Main
Hall.  Cassius walked on through to join Leo and the twins, already seated
at the long oval table; their blonde heads bent close together in
conversation.  Imperato had also arrived before them and was stood gazing
thoughtfully out of the window with his hands clasped behind his back. 


‘I am not sure that I want you
here today.’  Fabian said to Mistral in a low voice.  ‘I have
concerns that the matter we are meeting to discuss will cause you undue stress
–’


‘Whether you wish it or not
Mistral, must be here!’  Leo broke off his discussion with the twins to
glare at Fabian.  ‘Mistral is the Ri’s Seer and must be involved in a
decision of this magnitude!’


Fabian’s eyes narrowed in anger,
but before he could respond Phantasm spoke up.


‘Mistral has suffered personally
at the hands of the Rochfortes enough times to be entitled to have a say on
what happens to the last remaining members of their tribe.’


‘We have all suffered at the
hands of the Rochfortes!’  Fabian snapped back.  ‘And we will suffer
more if they are continued to be allowed to exist!  They abhor all
half-breeds –’


‘Enough.’  


Though quietly spoken, Imperato’s
single word held an authority that instantly ended the heated exchange.


‘I know my grandchildren are that
which the Rochfortes despise.  Half-breeds.  Neither Mage nor Arcane,
but a unique combination which I believe is the future of the Isle. 
Through such mixed unions a new era of understanding and tolerance will be
born.  It is time to vanquish the stigma of being born to two races, for
through them a new future can be forged.’


‘Oh great, I’ve not even sat down
and he’s off prophesising already.’  Mistral muttered to Fabian.  ‘I
think I feel some morning sickness coming on –’


Fabian’s tense expression
instantly melted.  He reached out to draw her into the room and led her
over to the table where he pulled out a chair and waited until she was seated
before taking one for himself.  


‘You don’t have to stay for this
Mistral.  If you are feeling unwell, I will take you home.’


He had taken the seat next to
hers and was sat on it sideways, facing her with his back to the rest of the
room’s occupants, who were all talking quietly while they waited for Serenity
and Bryden to arrive.  Mistral took one of his hands from where it rested
on his knee.  Placing it over her gently swelling waist she sighed and met
his gaze hesitantly.


‘I should have told you this when
I got back this morning, and here is probably not the ideal place, but ... I
was lying about feeling ill.  I don’t seem to suffer morning sickness with
girls you see.’


Fabian’s expression froze for the
briefest of moments.  If Mistral didn’t have access to both the visible
display of his emotions in his aura and his every thought, then she would
probably have been left wondering what he was thinking.  Instead, she
merely smiled at the sudden explosion of gold and yellow that erupted in his
aura and the profusion of joy that flooded into her mind. 


‘We’re having a daughter?’ 
He asked, a slow smile softening the hard lines around his mouth.  


Mistral nodded, still smiling at
his reaction.


He raised her hand to his lips,
kissing it gently, his dark gaze holding her captive where she remained,
trapped by the dark lights that were the sun to her world until the arrival of
Serenity and Bryden forced her return to reality and the reason for their
meeting.  


Leo rose to his feet. 
Placing both hands flat onto the polished surface of the table he turned to
regard them all in turn with his cold blue stare before speaking in a voice
that lacked its usual stridency, ‘I have spent my entire life in the Ri. 
Over the years I have fulfilled more Contracts than I can remember and ended
more lives than I care to remember, yet none of those times has it sat so poorly
as it does with me today.’  He paused and turned away to walk across the
room and stare out of the window.  ‘To take a life in the heat of battle
or in fulfilment of a Contract is what the Ri trained me to do, not to sit in
the Main Hall and casually make a decision that I will not have to carry out!’


His voice had taken on a bitter
edge, his unspoken implication clear ... he felt no better than one of the Mage
councillors, ordering Contracts from the comfort of their chambers with no
thought for the lives they were ending, or the warriors who would risk theirs
undertaking the work. 


Mistral turned to whisper in
Fabian’s ear while they waited for Leo to continue, ‘If we voted against their
execution, they’d be exiled wouldn’t they?  And, knowing the Rochfortes,
it would only be a matter of time before they stirred up trouble again and
caused Mage Grapple to issue another Contract on them.  Then we could have
our chance to finish them once and for all, properly.’


Fabian sighed, ‘I agree, it would
ease all our consciences to have a Contract to complete and not a cold decision
to make, however, if we vote against their execution they will not be exiled
but condemned to life imprisonment.’


‘Even better!’  Mistral
whispered back.  ‘They’ll definitely try to escape!  And when they
do, Mage Grapple will have to issue a Contract on them!’


Fabian shook his head and looked
up, Mistral followed his gaze to realise that everyone had been listening in on
their whispered conversation. 


‘Nobody has ever escaped from the
Council dungeons Mistral, well not alive anyway.’  Phantasm said quietly.


Mistral frowned, ‘I didn’t even
know the Council had any dungeons!  Where are they?’


‘Below the vaults.’


Something in Phantasm’s suddenly
guarded expression made Mistral’s frown deepen, ‘You’ve seen them?’


Phantasm nodded and Phantom
shifted slightly in his seat beside him.


‘Mother had us taken down their
once when we were children.’  Phantasm admitted quietly. 


‘Why on earth would she do
that?’  Mistral demanded, looking horrified.  


‘When we were seven, we skipped
school ... I think you know why.  Anyway, when the headmaster told mother
that we’d been absent from school she took us to the dungeons and threatened to
leave us there permanently if we ever did it again.’


A silence fell.  Mistral
stared at them, aghast.  Something in the bleak look on the twins’ faces
told her that their visit to the dungeons had been more than a fleeting
tour.  


‘And how long did she make you
stay down there?’


‘A day.’


Mistral’s expression became
incredulous, ‘A day?’   


‘It was horrible.’  Phantom
continued in a tightly controlled voice.  ‘The cells are carved from the
bedrock beneath the Council.  It was so cold that we could see our breath
– not that we could see for very long.  When the guard left us he took the
torch with him ... then it was pitch black.’


Mistral drew in a sharp breath
and curled her fingers into claws on the edge of the table, ‘She had you shut
in prison cell for a whole day with no light?  That woman is never being
left alone with any of my children!  I’ve suffered Melsina out of
politeness for years because she’s your mother, but not anymore!  In fact,
I actually can’t wait to call round and see her when we’re at the Council next
week!  Shut a pair of seven year olds in cell?  I’ll shut that b –’


‘Yes.  Seven year
olds.  And the three Rochforte boys are of a similar age.’  Imperato
cut across Mistral’s rant before the swearing began. 


‘Are they the only options of
punishment Mage Grapple is prepared to consider?’  Serenity asked,
speaking for the first time.  ‘Lifetime imprisonment or execution?’


‘Yes ... but both are a death
sentence really.’  Phantasm punctuated his answer with a light
shrug.  ‘I’ve never heard of anyone surviving in the dungeons for longer
than a year, occasionally two at the most.  Most quickly go insane then
just lose the will to live.’


A silence fell then Bryden spoke
up, his rich voice vibrating with an anger Mistral had never heard him reveal
before, ‘We have all born witness to the ruthlessness of the Rochfortes’
schemes.  Their attack on the Valley six years ago proves that they hold
no regard for the sanctuary of the Ri.  Our very existence will be under
constant threat for every moment that they are permitted to live!’


‘But as you said, that was six
years ago!’  Serenity cried desperately.  ‘Marcel wasn’t even in the
army that attacked the Valley!  And those three boys can barely have been
born!  How can they be held accountable for the actions of their kinsmen?’


Leo gave no reaction to
Serenity’s passionate outburst but regarded her expressionlessly, ‘At the
request of Mage Grapple, Cassius has read Marcel Rochforte weekly since his
imprisonment at the Council.  As far as I am aware, his thoughts have not
changed.’  Leo paused and turned to Cassius, seeking confirmation.  


Cassius nodded slowly, ‘There is
no remorse in Marcel for the actions of his family.  He dreams only of
revenge.  I truly believe that he is incapable of repentance.’


‘Yes, but what about the
boys?’  Serenity insisted in a trembling voice.  


Mistral glanced across at her and
was not surprised to see that she was on the verge of tears.


‘Those damned boys are nothing
but Rochforte rats who should have been drowned in a bucket at birth!’
 Leo snapped and turned sharply to face the window.  


Serenity gave shocked gasp but
Mistral knew Leo’s cruel words were just that; words – spoken in anger because
Serenity had irritated him with her typically over-emotional view.


‘I know you don’t mean that Leo.’
 Serenity whispered, gazing at him through tear-filled eyes. 


Leo didn’t react to the use of
his first name but bowed his head and leaned both hands against the stone
window ledge.  After a moment he exhaled a long drawn out breath, ‘I would
have no qualms in voting for the immediate execution of the last members of the
Rochforte tribe next week if it weren’t for those cursed brats!’  He
abruptly turned to face the room again, his face composed into its usual
unemotional mask.  ‘I apologise if this offends you Serenity, however I
must ask you to leave this meeting.  I do not feel that we can reach a
unified conclusion with you here.  You have made your feelings clear and I
shall ensure that they are taken into account.’


Serenity stared at Leo, ‘You’re
dismissing me from the meeting?’


Leo nodded curtly but did not
speak.


‘I see.’  Serenity rose to
her feet then walked calmly from the room.  


Mistral watched her leave with
dismay.  Although she hadn’t voiced her agreement, she privately shared
Serenity’s view ... and now her only ally had been evicted. 


‘It would be more merciful to
vote in favour of an execution.’  Bryden continued when Serenity had
closed the double doors quietly behind her.


‘Definitely kinder than
sentencing them to die slowly in those ghastly dungeons.’  Phantom agreed
with a shudder.


Leo cast an appraising look
around the room, ‘I see no reason to draw this meeting out unnecessarily. 
It is time for us decide.’  He drew in a deep breath and strode to stand
at the head of the table, once more pressing his hands flat to the polished
surface.  ‘Whereas I do not condone the taking of an innocent life, I am
committed to ensuring the future of the Ri.  We are more than warriors for
hire – we offer a way of life for the dispossessed half-breeds of the Isle and
a sanctuary for those who live long enough to retire.  The Rochfortes
openly despise all that we stand for and would doubtless seek our immediate
destruction, should they ever come to power.  And that threat remains real
with every Rochforte who still draws breath.  I therefore have no choice
but to vote for their execution.’


Cassius spoke next, breaking the
brief silence that had fallen after Leo’s speech, ‘I have Seen the destruction
Marcel intends in his thoughts.  He cannot be allowed to fulfil his ambitions. 
Their deaths are the only way to ensure that.’


Phantom and Phantasm shared a
look then Phantom gave a brief nod and turned away to look out of the window,
hiding his face from view.


‘I speak for us both.’
 Phantasm said in a clear voice.  ‘We are in agreement with the
Divinus.’


Mistral felt her heart sink; now
her only hope was Fabian.  She turned to see him already gazing at her,
his dark eyes filled with sadness.


‘I am sorry Mistral –’


‘No!’  She instantly cried
and leapt to her feet.  ‘How can you condemn those boys to death? 
They’re not much younger than our boys!’


‘And it is because of our sons
that I have to make this decision.  Do our boys not deserve a future
without the lingering threat that the Rochfortes pose?’


‘Of course they do!  But is
executing children the only way to ensure it?’  


‘It would be kinder to end their
lives quickly and cleanly than to sentence them to insanity and a lingering
death in the dungeons.’  


‘No!’  Mistral’s
voice shook with vehemence.  ‘I refuse to believe those are the only two
options Mage Grapple is willing to consider!  What about using the Craft?’


‘In what way?’  Fabian asked
with a frown, his question genuine.


‘I don’t know!  I’m not a
Mage, am I?’  Mistral threw her hands up in despair.  ‘Can’t it be
used to brainwash them and make them forget they’re Rochfortes – then let them
live out their lives in some dull rural village thinking they’re just farmers
or something?’


Fabian smiled sadly, ‘I wish that
the Craft were capable of performing such feats, unfortunately its effects are
primarily physical.’


‘Well –’ Mistral cast around
desperately for another solution.  ‘What about the Master Potion?’  


‘Illegal.’  Fabian replied
shortly. 


Mistral’s face creased while she
struggled to find another answer.  Her eyes fell upon the twins, sat in
silence, both carefully avoiding her searching gaze.  


‘The gift of the Gemini!’ 
She cried.  ‘You two can adjust the mindset of the Rochforte boys!’


Phantasm met her frantic look
with a sigh, ‘Sorry Mistral, our gift only permits a temporary influence over
another’s mind.  We cannot make permanent changes.’


‘But it’s worth a
try!’  Mistral persisted.  ‘You never know ... they might just stay
like it!’


‘They wouldn’t Mistral.  Our
gift forces a change in the mind but once our influence is removed they revert
to their former way of thinking.  True changes of mind can only be caused
by the person themselves.’


‘Well, couldn’t you continually
change their minds for them?’


‘What every day?’  Phantom
asked, anger making his tone sharp.  ‘Or maybe twice a day would be
better!  Once in the morning, and then again before bed to remove any
dreams of revenge!’ 


‘Yes!’  Mistral glared
savagely at him.  


‘No, Mistral that is a ridiculous
suggestion!’  Phantom snapped and looked away, ending the exchange.


‘Imperato?’  Mistral spun
around to gaze beseechingly at the head of the centaur tribe.  Her
father.  Surely he would support her.


Imperato turned to meet her
desperate look with eyes darker and more distant than the stars he had devoted
a lifetime of study to. 


‘When my tribe was forced to flee
our homelands in Persia or face being hunted to extinction by humans, we sought
sanctuary on the Isle.  It was newly formed then and still under the
conjoined rule of Rochforte and Noble.  They were turbulent times, for
neither were truly content to share power.  It was not long before a war
broke out between the two tribes that nearly destroyed them both.  However
it did not concern us.  While they were spilling each other’s blood, they
left our kind alone.  


‘Do not judge me as complacent my
daughter, but know that I care for my own.  For what are the arguments of
sorcerers to me but passing squabbles?  That is all they are; mere ripples
on the waters of time.  But this decision is different.  It is no
passing squall, but an abiding change that will affect all our futures. 
Know this too; whichever decision I make, the outcome will be the same. 
Whether by the spell cast by warlocks or through attrition in the dungeons, the
Rochfortes are doomed.  I have enough mercy to desire the swifter end for
them.’


‘Mercy?’  Mistral
repeated, her voice rising dangerously.  ‘You call it merciful to order
the death of three boys?  I tell you what would be merciful!’  She
leapt to her feet, pointing an angry finger at each of them in turn.  ‘You
deal the death blow!  You look into the eyes of those boys as your sword
falls and tell them that you’ve made the kinder decision, that you’re
being merciful!’


‘Mistral.’  Fabian had risen
to his feet, taking hold of her trembling hand and forcing her to meet his
gaze.  ‘Please, listen to reason.  There are no other choices.’


‘There are always choices
Fabian!’  Mistral blazed.  ‘You just have to look for them!  And
if you’ve all finished agreeing to end the life of someone else’s sons, I think
I’d like to go and see mine!’


A shadow crossed Fabian’s face
but didn’t release his hold on her hand, ‘And it is for that very reason that I
must stand by my decision.’


Mistral continued to stare at
him, her eyes filling with tears that she was determined not to let fall.


‘The Rochforte boys are but three
lives.’  Bryden said dismissively.  ‘It is a small sacrifice.’


‘So it comes down to
maths?’  Mistral cried, her angry tears falling despite her efforts to
hold them back.  


‘Yes Mistral it does.’  Leo
said coldly.  ‘Three lives to secure the continuation of the Isle’s future
generations.’


Mistral drew in a shuddering
breath then shook her head slowly, ‘I can’t ... I won’t vote for their deaths
–’ she sank back onto her seat, still gazing at Fabian.  Two more
tears fell when she continued to speak, hating herself more with every word
that passed her lips.  ‘But I won’t stand in your way.  I won’t go to
the meeting.  Tell Mage Grapple I’m too ill to travel.’


‘Of course.’  Fabian
murmured, taking her hand in his again and gripping it tightly.  ‘I will
stay too –’


‘Not an option.’  Leo
interrupted with an impatient gesture.  ‘Mage Grapple is insisting that
you are both present.  And in the event that either of you are unable to
attend he has formally requested that the hearing be held here.’


Mistral glared at Leo, her tears
dried by the sudden heat of rage, ‘Bring the Rochfortes to the Valley to be
executed?  No way!  He can have his dirty work done on his own damned
doorstep, not mine!’  She turned back to Fabian, lifting her chin
defiantly.  ‘We’ll go to the Council, and you can all meekly deliver your
decisions, but I’m not giving in that easily!  Mage Grapple can hear a
piece of my mind for a change!  There’s no way I’m going to stand by and
let him order the murder of those boys without a fight!’


‘Er, no weapons though please
mother.’  Cassius said quickly.  ‘The warlocks don’t take kindly to
angry council members brandishing daggers at Eximius –’


‘Don’t be so stupid
Cassius!’  Mistral shot him a scornful look.  ‘I’m going to shout at
him, not stab him!  I find the arguments last longer that way!’


‘Poor Mage Grapple.’
 Phantom muttered to Phantasm.


‘Poor us more like!  Best
get some wax ear plugs from Cain’s shop before we go.’


After Mistral’s outburst the
meeting was quickly drawn to a close with Leo leaving first, striding from the
room and leaving the double doors to bang shut behind him.  After speaking
with Imperato and the twins for a few minutes, Bryden left next.  


‘Get me a drink in brothers – I
just need a word with Imperato before I go.’  Mistral said to Phantasm and
Phantom when they strolled around to stand beside her chair.  


Phantom nodded and began to walk
over to the door.  Phantasm turned to follow him but Mistral reached out
to touch his arm, making him turn to face her again.  


‘Liliana’s got Marcus.  I –
oh, can you get him for me?’  She whispered, biting her lower lip
painfully to block out the sudden urge to cry. 


Phantasm nodded, ‘I’ll fetch
Fabian and Samson too.  We’ll all have lunch together.’


Mistral watched him go, knowing
that as usual, he’d understood far more than she’d managed to say.  


‘What do you need to speak with
Imperato about Mistral?’  Fabian asked quietly once the twins had left the
room.


Mistral tore her gaze away from
the closing double doors and turned to him with a frown, ‘It seems like nothing
after this meeting, but I Saw a mind last night in The Fallen Warrior that was
... strange.’


‘Strange?  How?’ 
Fabian frowned. 


‘Let me show you.’  Cassius
walked over to take the seat next to Mistral and laid his hand on the
table.  ‘I have spoken with Imperato mother, he is ready.’


Mistral nodded and offered her
son a brief smile, knowing he realised how desperate she was to see her sons. 


Imperato moved across the room
with the dull thudding steps of unshod hooves on a wooden floor and took his
place beside Cassius.  He did not speak but rested his broad hand onto the
table so that their splayed fingers just touched.  After a moment’s pause
Fabian copied Imperato, laying his own hand flat onto to the table with his
little finger grazing the side of Cassius’ wrist.


‘We are ready mother.’ 
Cassius closed his eyes and exhaled slowly, waiting for Mistral to show him her
thoughts.


Mistral forced herself to focus,
clearing her mind of anger and anxiety to recall the mysterious stranger. 
First she drew up the memory of his aura, explaining in her mind to Cassius
what each colour meant.  Although Cassius could See, he did not have her
ability to read auras.  Whilst the thoughts of the stranger at the bar in
The Fallen Warrior were spoken in a language she couldn’t comprehend, his
emotions were expressed in a language that was universal. 


Mainly blue, a lot of focus
and intent.  Nothing worrying there.  But then there was orange,
which usually signifies revulsion, but that could have been about the food, the
drink, the decor; anything he didn’t like ... oh and then I saw some scarlet,
which is rage.  So all in all, not a nice aura to read ... then I listened
to his thought – but I couldn’t understand them until he said a word I
recognised.  It was the same word Imperato calls Marcus, so I knew he was
thinking in Greek.  Anyway, this is what I can remember of the rest of his
thoughts ...


Mistral began reciting in her
mind a discordant jumble of words in a language she had no knowledge of, hoping
they would make some sort of sense to Imperato.  Mere seconds had passed
before Imperato jerked his hand away with a shout.


‘STOP!’


They all opened their eyes to
stare at Imperato.  He was looking at Mistral with an expression she had
never seen on his face before, an odd mixture of shock and fear.


‘You must not read that creature
again!’  He ordered in a hard voice.  


‘Creature?’  Mistral asked, taken
aback by the abruptness of his tone.


Imperato closed his eyes and drew
in a deep breath, gathering himself before opening his eyes once more to gaze
at Mistral with nothing short of profound awe, ‘You have read the mind of a
god.  How is it that you were not sent insane at even the sight of its
aura?  We are only protected because we are hearing your memories through
Cassius!  To touch the divine and survive is unheard of!’


Mistral was too stunned by the
news that the cloaked stranger at the bar had been a god to respond.


Fabian exhaled softly, ‘Whenever
Mistral is with child her gift grows in power.  It will have protected
her.’


A glow of pride briefly lit
Imperato’s face with the news that he was to be a grandfather again, then he
turned and walked away from them, pacing over to the window where he paused and
gazed out at the view of the Valley.  


‘The mind you saw was that of an
ancient deity.  The language it was thinking in was the old
language.  What little I could glean leads me to believe that it has
fallen from grace and been driven from its temple, but I have no idea how it
came to find sanctuary on our shores.  There are many spells cast upon the
waters surrounding the Isle to prevent such creatures from seeking refuge
here.’


‘It was a god?’  Mistral
frowned disbelievingly.  ‘Really?’


Imperato turned to gaze at her
thoughtfully, ‘There were many such Arcane gods once my daughter, but each only
as powerful as the numbers that worshipped in their temples.  The world is
changing now and many are fallen, starved of the worship that feeds their
existence.  Most have been left to wither and die, but this one ... this
one is fuelled by devotion powerful enough to have given it the strength to
travel here.’


‘What does it being here
mean?’  Cassius asked.  


‘Trouble.’  Fabian said
flatly.


Imperato nodded slowly, ‘Mage De
Winter is correct.  By its very nature a god is completely incapable of
accepting rule of any kind.  It will seek to create a following and grow
in strength from their worship then try to assume control of its surroundings.’


‘Oh great, if it’s not Rochfortes
it’s fallen gods!’  Mistral muttered.  ‘Why can’t they all just go
and create their own Isle to fight over and leave us alone?’


‘Because they do not create, only
rule.  Gods are diametrically opposed to the creed of existentialism by
which most Arcanes live out their lives.’  Catching Mistral’s blank look,
Imperato smiled and went on to explain.  ‘Most Arcanes believe that we are
all free to make our own choices in life and cannot blame our actions as being
caused by others.  Gods only exist as a product of the devotion they are
shown by their following, they are the absolute opposite of us.  It is
quite literally their strength and their weakness.  They are immortal until
the day there is no longer a single living soul convinced of their existence,
then they shrivel and fade to become nothing more than the dust from which they
sprang.’


‘You have known gods
before?’  Cassius asked.


Imperato shook his head and gazed
thoughtfully at Cassius, ‘It is not possible to know a god.  I have
studied many over the centuries, but your mother has already learned more than
I ever achieved.  She has Seen more than any other Seer or mystic has ever
done, and survived.’


Fabian shot Mistral a dark look,
his exasperated thoughts sounding clearly in her mind.  She sighed in
agreement; only she could go out without him for one night and end up reading
the mind of a fallen god.


‘They are vain and capricious
creatures.’  Imperato continued.  ‘Destructive, wanton and fiercely
possessive of their shrinking worlds.  Many end up battling other over
joint believers, often killing the few followers they had, and in the process
effectively committing suicide.’ 


‘Do you know which god it
is?’  Cassius asked.


Imperato nodded, his dark eyes
troubled.  ‘It is without doubt Onieroi; a god of sleep and dreams with
the power of Morpheus.  There were three such gods once, brothers if you
will.  Onieroi, Icelus and Phantasos.  They shared a following until
Onieroi grew jealous and killed Icelus and Phantasos to assume the complete
devotion of their followers.  However, Onerio’s following dwindled. 
I had thought him fallen, but he has obviously risen again with a new
following.


‘That is all I could gather from
what you have shown me.  I do not wish you to try and read Onieroi again
my daughter, the risk to your unborn child is too great.’


‘What?  Will my baby have
been affected?’  Mistral gasped, clutching Fabian’s hand tightly.


Imperato frowned, ‘No, not
harmed.  Changed maybe.’


Mistral’s face filled with panic,
‘Changed?  How?’  


‘We will not know until your baby
is born.’


‘I damned well will!’ 
Mistral retorted then suddenly looked terrified.  ‘No I can’t do it! 
I’m too scared I won’t hear anything!  Cassius!’


‘Calm down mother.  I See
the life within you, it is strong, ah –’ he paused and frowned, then
smiled.  ‘Allow me to correct myself.  She is strong.’


Mistral closed her eyes and let
out the breath she’d been holding.  Fabian’s hand tightened around hers
briefly.  She opened her eyes to see him gazing at her, reproach and
relief mingling in the darkness of his eyes.


‘I know.  I’m sorry,’ she
mumbled.  ‘I promise not to let Phantom persuade me to use my gift for his
amusement again.’


Fabian’s eyes softened into his
version of a smile then looked over at Cassius who was staring into space, lost
in thought, ‘Eximius must be informed immediately.’


Cassius nodded and slowly drew
his gaze back to meet his father’s, ‘I agree, however from what I Saw in mother’s
memory Onieroi is very weak, so there is no real urgency.  We are due to
leave for the Council on Monday for the Rochfortes’ hearing and can deliver the
news then.  I will go appraise Leo now and show him what I have
Seen.’  Cassius rose to his feet and began to walk towards the door then
paused and looked around at his mother.  ‘Do you mind if he knows that you
are expecting a girl?  Only it might be hard to keep that from him if I am
showing him my thoughts.’


‘Oh, I don’t mind ... Fabian, do
you?’  Mistral looked at Fabian questioningly.  


Fabian smiled, not the softly
veiled expression he had offered her only moments before but a glorious blaze
of joy that left her smiling dazedly back when leaned across to kiss her. 



‘You can place posters over the
entire Valley as far as I am concerned Cassius.’  


‘Er I’d rather you didn’t!’ 
Mistral said, looking suddenly alarmed.  ‘And tell Leo I don’t want him to
spoil this one like he does Delphine –’
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‘Are you ready?’  


‘Do I look ready?’  Mistral
snapped, hopping around on one foot while she tried to mount a restless Cirrus.


‘No.’ Phantasm smiled and reached
out to hold Cirrus steady for her.  ‘But you do look very well, glowing
even.’


Her reply, which glowed with a
few swear words, only made him smile more.  He watched her kick Cirrus
into a canter and thunder up the path to the North Gate and sighed.  It
was going to be a long journey to the Council, and not just in distance.


‘I had harboured hopes that a
weekend spent killing things would have taken the edge off her temper, but it
seems I was hoping in vain,’ he remarked to his twin. 


‘Hmm, perhaps killing two bears
and a manticore that made the mistake of trying to attack her and Mage De
Winter in the middle of the night just wasn’t quite enough to cure her bad mood.’ 
Phantom replied. 


‘No.  However her bad mood
is nothing compared to the boys’ when Delphine arrived back from honeymoon and
promptly agreed to house-sit!’


Phantom laughed and turned to
Cassius, ‘Tell us what glorious plans Delphine has ruined for their parent-free
week!’


Cassius smiled and reined his
horse in beside theirs, ‘Oh, nothing too out of the ordinary.  They were
planning to try and drink The Cloak dry till closing time every night, then
invite as many of the apprentices back to the house that were capable of
walking for all night gambling sessions followed  by days spent hunting
anything that moved.’


‘Not too bad.’  Phantasm
shrugged.  ‘I suppose we should be grateful that they’re still too young
to be influenced by Xerxes.’


‘Yet.’  Phantom added.


‘Hmm, well they’re not going to
have time to do much else other than train and behave themselves. 
Delphine has asked Gleacher round for dinner every night and also persuaded
Clovis to make them finish off their punishment on stable duty.’


‘Ah, makes a journey to the
Council for an execution hearing seem suddenly less unpleasant, doesn’t
it?’  Phantasm sighed happily. 


‘No brother, nothing is going to
make this less unpleasant.’  Phantasm replied quietly. 


The Ri party consisted of the
Divinus, the twins, Fabian, Mistral and Cassius.  Bryden Wolfsnare had
magnanimously offered to remain behind and attend to the day-to-day matters
during Leo’s absence, a task Mistral knew he secretly relished.  It was no
surprise to any of them that Serenity had also declined to attend.  


Since a path had been cut through
The Velvet Forests leading straight to The Fallen Warrior, what had once been a
three day ride to the Council now only took two, with an overnight stop not
camping on the cold moors, but in the convivial surroundings of Xerxes and
Brutus’ tavern.  Mistral spoke little during the ride through the
forests.  She kept her place by Fabian’s side while he conversed with Leo
on matters that held no interest to her, allowing her to dwell on the reason
for their journey.  The Rochfortes’ execution hearing.  


The weekend spent hunting bears
had provided an engaging interlude, but the moment she and Fabian had returned
to the Valley, so had her frustration.  She simply couldn’t believe that
Fabian, Leo, the twins and even Mage Grapple, who all held so much store by
family, were prepared to order the destruction of another with apparent
ease.  She could see that it pricked their consciences to end the lives of
three children, but obviously not enough to seek another solution.  But
she refused to admit defeat.  There was still time.  She would think
of something. 


Despite Leo’s inhibiting
presence, they spent a pleasant evening in the company of Xerxes and Brutus
then left before dawn, riding without stopping across the High Moors to
eventually reach the city long after night had fallen.  They rode their
weary horses slowly along the paved avenue of imposing mansions, the lit
windows of the houses providing Mistral with fleeting glimpses of the
occupants’ lives; dogs stretched out before roaring fires, late meals being
eaten at candlelit tables and children dressed ready for bed having a story on
their mother’s knee ... all scenes of home life that made the reason for her
presence at the Council even more poignant.  She smiled and raised a hand
in return when a young boy ran to the window and waved at them.  She
wondered what a passerby would see if they looked through the window of their
home.  Her twin sons would no doubt be huddled together in a corner, plotting. 
Fabian would be sat at the table, reading or talking with Cassius. 
Prospero would be in front of the fire, doing a fair imitation of the rug he
had eaten.  She would be bathing Marcus and getting him ready for bed,
while one of the twins waited outside the door to read him a bedtime
story.  It was a simple life, and completely different to the one she had
envisaged when she first arrived in the Valley.  But far from becoming the
shackles she had been afraid of, Mistral had found both fulfilment in having a
family and also an unexpected liberation.  Her commitments to her growing
family had released her from many of the duties that came with being the Isle’s
Seer, and she had been only too happy to step aside for Cassius.  He had
assumed the role with natural ease and now attended almost all of the Council
meetings in her place, unless Mage Grapple specifically requested her presence,
which he unfortunately had for this one. 


They had reached the double gates
at the end of the long avenue and were met by a small crowd of jostling
stableboys.  Dismounting stiffly, Mistral handed her reins over to one of
them, smiling at his apprehensive expression.


‘Don’t worry.  He’s too
tired to be much trouble tonight.’ 


‘That makes two of us.’  Phantom
grumbled, rubbing his lower back.  ‘I’m exhausted!’


While Phantom continued to bemoan
his various aches and pains to his brother, Fabian and Mistral began to walk
down the narrow alleyway leading to their house.


‘Do you have any objections to
Leo staying at our house tonight?’  Fabian asked quietly.  ‘I have
some matters to discuss with him that may take us into the early hours.’


‘No problem.’  Mistral
yawned and stumbled slightly on the uneven cobbles.  ‘You don’t need me do
you?  Only I was hoping to go straight to bed.’


Fabian smiled and steered her
carefully through the arched gateway into the courtyard of their house, ‘No, I
think that what we need to discuss would only send you to sleep anyway.’


‘Probably.’  Mistrial agreed
and traipsed wearily up the steps to their front door.


The five-bedroomed house Fabian
had once joked to her that he wished to fill with their children was now always
full whenever they stayed, and tonight was no exception.  She and Fabian
had the largest bedroom; the other four were taken by Cassius, Leo, Phantom and
Phantasm.  Prospero had remained in the Valley with Delphine and Mistral
allowed herself a small smile of gratification when she allocated Leo the
bedroom that her dog sometimes occupied.  


Leaving Fabian, Cassius, the
twins and Leo talking around the long kitchen table over a hastily prepared
meal of cold meat, Mistral walked slowly up the stairs to their bedroom. 
Dropping her saddlebag down on the floor she half-considered unpacking it then
decided to take a long bath instead.  


Soaking her tired body in a bath
of hot water that reached right up to her chin, Mistral let her thoughts return
to the hearing they would be attending in the morning.  Despite racking
her brains during every moment of the long ride from the Valley, she hadn’t
managed to come up with a single feasible solution to the problem.  She
had kept most of her thoughts to herself, only occasionally sharing a whispered
suggestion with Fabian to gauge his response, which had been consistently
negative.  It wasn’t that he was being deliberately awkward, just
realistic.  Her final, desperate idea of adopting the three boys had been
met with a sigh.


‘I wondered when you would ask me
that.  I think you know that it would be inappropriate and possibly even
detrimental for those boys to be raised by us.  We have, after all, killed
rather a lot of their kinsmen and you have been the subject of several
Rochforte schemes.  I’m sorry Mistral, but it could never work.’


Despite the fact that she knew he
was right, Mistral refused to be discouraged by his attitude and had spent the
rest of the journey in virtual silence, cudgelling her brain for ideas and
keeping the more fantastical ones to herself. 


Before long the combination of
exhaustion and hot water took its toll.  Forcing herself from the bath
before she fell asleep there, Mistral wrapped herself in a towel and stumbled
to her bed, falling almost instantly into a sleep filled with troubled dreams
of losing Marcus in a winding maze of dark tunnels, only to find him crying in
the corner of a damp cell, gazing accusingly at her with his blue eyes and
asking why she’d left him there to die.


Mistral was up long before dawn,
driven from her bed by vivid nightmares that had woken her in floods of
tears.  Eased by the silent comfort of Fabian’s arms, she had tried to go
back to sleep but the thought of the dreams that lurked there, waiting for her
return, was enough to send her tiptoeing down to the kitchen.  


There was no living room in the
house, only a single vast kitchen, easily the size of the whole lower floor of
their house in the village.  She moved quietly across the stone floor,
shivering at the sudden chill after the warmth of her bed.  In the dim
predawn light, the high-ceilinged room had an empty feel that Mistral had never
noticed before.  It was usually bustling with members of her family, full
of talk, laughter, and the noise of life.  Wishing they were all there
now, she knelt to rouse the embers of the fire back into life.  The bright
flames quickly dispelled the gloom, spreading a cheery glow across the kitchen.



As usual, Fabian had ordered the
house to be cleaned and stocked ready for their stay.  Mistral rummaged
through the larder and easily found enough food to cook breakfast for a small
army.  To take her mind off the looming hearing she busied herself with
the comforting routine of preparing breakfast, first lighting the stove, then
laying sausages into a large iron skillet to fry.  When they began to
sizzle and pop she turned them with a fork and added strips of thick
bacon.  Soon the huge kitchen was filled with the hissing sound of bacon
frying and a delicious aroma that drew the twins from their beds, yawning and
sniffing the air hopefully.


‘Am I dreaming or are you really
cooking us all breakfast?’  Phantom asked, sliding onto a chair and
rubbing a hand through his rumpled hair.


‘No Phantom, you’re
dreaming.  I’m actually still upstairs asleep.’  Mistral snapped and
banged seven plates onto the table.


Phantom sighed and rose to his
feet and began laying the plates out for her, ‘Now I know I’m awake, you’re
always far nicer to me in my dreams.  But hang on,’ he turned to her with
a frown, holding one of the plates out, ‘why are their seven plates?’


‘Oh.’  Mistral realised she
had inadvertently set the table for her family of seven.  She reached out
to take the plate from him and returned it to the dresser, hoping that everyone
was hungry as she’d also cooked for her family of seven, which really equated
to cooking for nine since the boys seemed to eat for two.  


Fabian appeared just as Mistral
was placing a platter mounded high with eggs, bacon and sausages on the table
next to a bowl of warm bread rolls.  He padded softly over to wrap his
arms around her, kissing her then whispering something in her ear that made her
smile, then laugh out loud.


‘I’d love to know what he says to
make her stop being grumpy just like that.  She’d be so much more
manageable!’  Phantom muttered to his brother.


‘Believe me, you don’t want to
know.’  Cassius said and sat down beside him.  


‘That bad, huh?’ 


‘Worse.’  Cassius said
grimly and reached for a sausage. 


‘Well, I hope Mage De Winter says
whatever it is to her a lot today.’  Phantom remarked while he lavished
butter onto a bread roll.  ‘I haven’t got the Sight, but I can safely
predict that she’s going to be even more confrontational than usual.’


‘I think that Mistral being
vociferous during the meeting should be the least of our concerns.’
 Phantasm said quietly as Leo entered the room, already dressed ready for the
meeting.


After breakfast had been eaten,
Cassius helped Mistral clear the plates away while the twins went upstairs to
wash and dress, leaving Fabian and Leo talking quietly at the table on the only
subject they seemed to have discussed for the whole of the last month; the
impending hearing. 


Are you going to be alright
today mother?  Cassius asked silently while he dried the plates
Mistral had scrubbed vigorously enough to remove every trace of food and some
of the glazed pattern.


No.  And I’m going to
make damned sure that Mage Grapple knows about it too!


Eximius is not at fault
here.  You can be sure that he will have considered every possible option
before reaching the decision to call an execution hearing.  Why else do you
think it’s taken him the best part of four months to issue the summons?


Mistral paused in exfoliating the
next plate to gaze out of the window at the view.  The house overlooked
the Council stables and she could just make out Cirrus’ dark head poking over
one of the stable doors, no doubt waiting to take a chunk out of the next
unsuspecting stableboy that walked past.  Leaving Cirrus to his favourite
pastime, Mistral returned her attention to the washing up and handed the
scoured plate to Cassius with a sigh. 


I know this must have been
Mage Grapple’s last resort Cassius.  I’ve spent the last two days doing
nothing but try to think of ways for those boys’ lives to be saved  ...
they’re so young!  It’s just not right that they should be executed for
something they might do one day!


I admit, it does seem a little
heavy-handed, but look at the evidence!  The Rochfortes have been shown
leniency by Eximius time and time again, and they’ve always betrayed his
trust.  I know Eximius is starting to plan for a future without him at the
head of the Council.  He doesn’t want to leave any potential problems for
his successor.


Mage Grapple is thinking of
standing down?


Cassius shrugged, He can’t rule
forever, and he would prefer his reign to end on a good note rather than be
voted out because of a perceived failure.


Like this you mean.


Yes, this hearing has
polarised opinion at the Council.  Most Mages can trace their bloodline
back to either a Noble or a Rochforte, although the fashion for claiming to be
of Rochforte descent has faded somewhat in recent years ... anyway, their
supporters still exist, which is why I know that Eximius will be pushing for an
execution decision today rather than a lifelong imprisonment.  He doesn’t
want to risk an uprising of Rochforte supporters attempting to break Marcel and
the others out of the dungeons.


I disagree!  A breakout
would mean we get a good old-fashioned Track and Destroy Contract!  That
would be far more satisfying than just raising your hand and voting “yes” to
their slaughter!


We can’t take the risk of them
escaping the Isle mother!  Should they regroup and rise to power amongst
sympathisers abroad, who knows what – 


‘Cassius?’


Cassius and Mistral both turned
when Leo’s voice interrupted their silent conversation. 


‘Fabian and I need to meet with
Eximius before the hearing and it would be beneficial for you to join us. 
We will be leaving immediately.’


‘Of course.’  Taking the not
so subtle hint to get ready, Cassius passed his mother the tea towel and left
the kitchen.


Fabian immediately rose from his
seat and walked over to join her by the sink.  Taking the towel from her
he continued to dry the plates, ‘Is Leo listening?’ He asked quietly. 
  


The kitchen was so large that Leo
would be unable to hear them from his seat at the table set across the far
side, but Mistral glanced over at him, briefly intruding on his thoughts until
she was satisfied that he was absorbed in the Council newspaper he was reading.


‘No.’


‘Good.  He is keen for you
to attend today, but I will not allow either him or Eximius to force your
attendance if you feel you cannot stay.  It will be perfectly acceptable
for you to cast your vote from outside the chamber.’


‘No chance Fabian!’  Mistral
hissed under her breath.  ‘There’s no way I’m hiding away and condemning
those boys to death from another room!  I will be there, to the end. 
Whatever the end may be.’


Fabian’s dark eyes grew troubled,
‘Are you planning to disrupt the meeting in some way?’


Mistral held his gaze steadily,
‘I swear I have no plans to disrupt the meeting.’


‘Hmm.’ Fabian frowned and
casually tossed the tea towel over his shoulder to pull her into his
arms.  ‘You have improved at lying, but not enough to fool me.  What
are you planning to do Mistral?’


‘Oh nothing much.’  Mistral
dropped her head onto his shoulder with a defeated sigh.  ‘But I will say
my piece though Fabian, I can’t just stand back and let those boys be sent to
their deaths without at least trying to get Mage Grapple to change his mind.’


Fabian sighed softly, ‘I wish the
outcome of today could be different from either of the two stark choices we
will be presented with – and I will not prevent you from exorcising your right
to voice your opinion – however,’ he continued, lifting a finger to raise her
chin up, forcing her eyes to meet his, ‘I must insist that you give me all
three of your daggers before I leave the house this morning.’


Leo, Cassius and Fabian left as
the first rays of sun spilled over the stableyard roof and into the
courtyard.  Mistral watched them striding out through the arched gateway
to be lost in the shadows of the alleyway then immediately turned from the
window to fix the twins with a fierce look.


‘Right!  I think there’s
just time for a quick visit to your mother before the meeting.  There’s a
few things I want to get off my chest.’


‘Er, are you sure that’s really
necessary Mistral?’  Phantom said, shooting his brother an anxious
look.  


‘Oh yes.  It’s very
necessary.’  Mistral replied, already pulling her long velvet cloak on
over the dress Phantasm insisted she wore for Council meetings. 


‘Let her be brother.’
 Phantasm murmured softly while Mistral strode towards the door and
wrenched it open.  ‘It might take the edge off her for the meeting. 
Mother can cope.  She’s got a skin thicker than Grendel’s.’


‘She’s going to need it if the
look on Mistral’s face is anything to go by!’  Phantom muttered and
followed Mistral out through the open door.


The twins kept a safe distance behind
Mistral while she stomped along the paved avenue towards the grand house where
Melsina and Vilius De’ath lived.  They made no attempt to dissuade her,
knowing any attempts would be futile and possibly only serve to antagonise her
already murderous mood, besides – not that either would ever admit it – both
twins harboured a secret desire to see their fearsome mother receive some long
overdue retribution.  


Mistral reached the De’ath house
and threw open the wrought iron gate.  She strode across the ornate
courtyard, glancing briefly at the two bored lions when they raised their heads
to watch her storm past.  ‘Go on, make a run for it,’ she urged them,
pointing to the open gate.  ‘You might be eaten by manticores the moment
you get out, but it’ll be better than dying of boredom in here!’


One of the lions yawned
dispiritedly then slumped back down.  The other eyed the open gate with
vague interest, but obviously felt that getting up to investigate would require
too much effort and contented itself with watching Mistral.  Throwing the
recumbent lion a disgusted look, Mistral ran up the stone steps to the De’ath
household.  Ignoring the polished brass knocker, she hammered loudly on
the door with her fist.


The housemaid promptly opened the
door, only just avoiding one of Mistral’s pounding fists.


‘Is Melsina in?’  Mistral
demanded while the startled girl recovered from being nearly punched in the
face. 


‘Mistress De’ath is home,’ she
replied cautiously.  ‘However, she is indisposed at this precise moment.’


Mistral snorted angrily, ‘Tell
her to get disposed and out here, because I want to speak with her!’


The housemaid’s spluttered
response was cut short by a tinkling laugh.


‘Is that you Mistral?’ 
Melsina appeared in the hallway and walked towards the door with both hands
outstretched in a greeting Mistral had no intention of reciprocating.


‘Yes it is.’  Mistral
responded tersely and folded her arms tightly.


Melsina halted in the open
doorway, appearing anything but indisposed in a fitted red dress that looked
more suited to a ball rather than something worn first thing in the
morning.  ‘How delightful to see you!  But won’t you come in?’
 She gushed.  ‘I want to hear all about my sons’ latest godson!’


Mistral ground her teeth at
Melsina’s possessive reference to her sons, deliberately not using their names
but dragging the limelight back to herself, as usual.  ‘No, I won’t come
in, and I’m glad you mentioned your sons, since they’re the reason I’m here
–’  


‘Oh!’  Melsina’s mouth
popped open to form an exquisite “O” of surprised delight in a reaction far too
contrived to be natural.  She clasped her jewelled fingers together and
gazed at Mistral with sparkling eyes, ‘My boys assured me that you would ask me
one day!  I am so honoured –’


Mistral stared at her blankly
then laughed when she realised that Melsina thought she was hammering on her
door at the crack of dawn to ask her to be a godmother, ‘No Melsina.  I’m
not here to ask you to be a godmother to Marcus, or any of my children. 
In fact, I wouldn’t even let you be a godmother to one of Prospero’s puppies,
despite the fact that you’re ideally qualified, being a complete and utter –’


‘Ouch!’  Phantom winced and
closed his eyes.  ‘Did she really just call mother that?’


‘Oh yes.’  Phantasm
responded in a faint whisper. 


‘How’s she taken it?’ 
Phantom asked, keeping his eyes screwed tightly shut.


‘She’s not looking too pleased,
but what can she say?  Despite the way Mistral is behaving right now she
is Lady De Winter, and unless Mage Grapple ever takes a wife, she’s the highest
ranking female on the Isle.’


‘Does she know that?’ 
Phantom cautiously opened one eye to see Mistral still shouting at his mother.


‘Probably not, you know how
Mistral hates her title.  And I think that if this little display is
anything to go by then she should never find out either, it might give her
ideas.’  


Melsina’s astonishment at being
insulted on her own doorstep first thing in the morning had swiftly turned to
tightly controlled outrage.  Melsina had never shouted in her life, but her
voice had risen enough for the twins to hear every word from where they were
carefully keeping out of sight around the side of courtyard railings. 


‘May I ask just why you have seen
fit to insult me on my own doorstep at this ungodly hour?’  She enquired
coldly when Mistral paused in her ranting to draw breath.


‘Because, Melsina, I am on my way
to the Council for the Rochforte hearing – three of which are just boys. 
And I’ve got the unenviable task of deciding whether to vote for having them
executed or sentenced them to life imprisonment in the Council dungeons. 
The same dungeons you sent your seven year old sons to because they ditched
school for a day!’  


Melsina blinked, ‘You mean to say
that this scene is all about the way I chose to reprimand my sons over twenty
years ago?  That’s completely absurd!’


‘Absurd?  I don’t think
so!’  Mistral bit back.  ‘Did you know that Phantom still has
nightmares about it?’  


‘Do I?’  Phantom asked his
brother with a frown.


‘Shh!  This is getting
good!’  Phantasm hissed back.


 ‘They could be
difficult!’  Melsina retorted defensively.  ‘I needed to take strong
measures!’


‘Difficult?  Difficult? 
You don’t know the meaning of the word!  Did you ever stay awake all night
for weeks on end just to prevent your boys from sneaking out of the house to
hunt a werewolf?’   


Melsina gave an imperious shrug,
‘No, of course not.  My sons would never dare to disobey me.’


‘My boys aren’t
disobedient!’  Mistral snarled.  ‘They’re just not living in abject
terror of their mother!’  


‘How dare you!’  Melsina
gasped.  ‘I may have been strict, but I never terrified them!  And if
they were a little afraid of me, then it obviously did them no harm!  They
turned out quite well in the end,’ she finished with a self-righteous toss of
her head.   


‘Yes, by some miracle!’ 
Mistral snorted angrily.  ‘And in spite of your outrageously heavy-handed
parenting skills, they’re the best godfathers I could ever wish my children to
have.  Oh, yes Melsina.’  Mistral paused and gave her a disgusted
look.  ‘I know you’re proud of your sons now they’re both respected
Magnate members and godfathers to all the De Winter children, but you should
always have been proud of them!  Instead you devoted every minute of their
childhood to trying to crush the living spirit out of them with your
domineering, then shipped them off to their tribe the moment they became an
inconvenience to your new life with Vilius!’


Melsina flinched as though
Mistral had physically slapped her, ‘I –’


But Mistral wasn’t interested in
explanations.  She turned on her heel and ran down the steps, spitting her
parting words over her shoulder, ‘It’s a blessing you never had any more
children!  You’re not fit to be a mother!’


Leaving Melsina ashen-faced and
clutching at the open door for support, Mistral stormed across the neatly swept
courtyard and banged the gate shut behind her, briefly rousing the lions from
their comatose state with the violence of her exit.


Phantasm sighed, watching Mistral
striding angrily towards them, ‘Not sure that took the edge off her anger.’
  


‘No.  I fear that our mother
may have just provided the warm-up act to a main performance that might just
get us all evicted from the hearing.’  Phantom muttered back.  ‘In fact,
I strongly suspect that Mage Grapple is going to regret insisting on Mistral’s
attendance today.’


‘Definitely.’  Phantasm
murmured then quickly rearranged his face into a pleasant smile as Mistral drew
closer.  ‘Feeling calmer now?’


‘Can you believe that she
actually thinks she did the right thing by sending you two into the dungeons
for the day?’  Mistral fumed, obviously not feeling calmer now.


‘Yes, well, she is blessed with
unshakable self-belief.’  Phantasm said, then added thoughtfully. 
‘Although I think you may have done quite a good job of dinting that this
morning.  Now, is there anyone else you would care to shout at before we
go to the Council, or are you saving your grand finale for Mage Grapple?’


‘Oh, Mage Grapple.’  Mistral
growled, still breathing heavily from the exertion of shouting at
Melsina.  ‘He’s not going to know what’s hit him this morning!’


‘Er, we agreed no violence
Mistral, remember?’  Phantom said quickly.


‘Yes, yes, Fabian took all my
daggers off me this morning!’  Mistral snapped irritably.  


‘Ah, that explains why mother was
still standing at the end of your little outburst.’  


‘Although she did look like you’d
stabbed her when you called her a bitch.’  Phantasm added quietly.


Mistral stopped and turned to
look at him, her expression abruptly contrite, ‘Oh brother!  I’m
sorry.  That’s your mother ... maybe I was a bit over the top ... d’you
think I should go back and apologise?  I think I might’ve been taking my
anger out on her –’


Phantasm shook his head
unconcernedly, ‘No need, she’ll probably have forgotten all about it by
now.’  


‘Hmm, she’ll be busy making the
earth-shatteringly important decision of what to wear for her luncheon
date.’  


Phantom’s tone was light, but
Mistral detected a note of bitterness in his voice that made her regret none of
the words she’d flung in Melsina’s perfectly made-up face. 


By the time she was mounting the
marble steps to the Council Mistral’s anger had abated enough to allow her to
walk, rather than stride, past the two brooding warlocks on duty.  She
crossed the echoing emptiness of the atrium with the twins on either side of
her, displaying typical cool indifference to the impressive room.  The
first time Mistral had ever seen it, she’d been overawed by the sheer size and
grandeur of a room that was nothing more than a glorified entrance hall. 
The twins had put her awed reaction into perspective by describing it as
“pretentious” and “a lot of work to keep clean.”  Since then Mistral had
never stepped foot onto the pristine white floor without wondering about the
unseen army of labour Mage Grapple must employ to scrub and polish the marble
tiles she smeared muddy boot prints across at every visit, prompting her to
voice the thought that had niggled her for years. 


‘Who exactly cleans all this?’ 
She asked Phantasm when they paused outside the door leading to the
meeting chamber to wait for Fabian, Leo and Cassius.


‘Are you feeling alright?’
 He asked with a slight frown.  ‘Only I’m beginning to wonder if your
pregnancy has turned you mildly insane!  You’ve had a dawn showdown with
our mother over something that happened far too long ago to really matter and
now, when we’re about to attend an execution hearing, you’re enquiring about
the domestic staff arrangements at the Council!’


Mistral shrugged, ‘Thinking about
inane stuff like that helps to keep me calm.  If I think about the reason
we’re here today I’ll probably swipe that dagger you’ve got stuffed down your
boot and hold Mage Grapple at knifepoint until he releases those boys.’


‘Hush!’  Phantasm hissed
sharply and shot a wary glance over his shoulder at the two motionless warlocks
on the far side of the atrium.  ‘Keep it down about the dagger!  And
it’s gnomes!’


‘Huh?’


‘Gnomes Mistral!  Gnomes
clean the Council!’


‘And nick anything that isn’t
nailed down too.’  Phantom muttered disparagingly.  ‘Thieving little
gits!’ 


‘Shame they haven’t nicked that
creepy painting of Mage Grapple then –’ Mistral nodded towards the only item of
decoration in the atrium, a life-size portrait of the Isle’s head, complete
with scars and habitually unsmiling expression.  ‘I swear the eyes follow
me across the room!’


‘Will you stop being deliberately
flippant!  I think I preferred it when you were wound tighter than a
goblin’s watch!  At this rate we’re either going to be expelled from the
meeting for your insulting remarks, or because you’ve threatened Mage Grapple!’


‘Better than being more blasé
than a drunken nymph!’  Mistral countered.   


‘I’m blasé?’  Phantom
gasped.  ‘I’m not the one calling Mage Grapple creepy!’


The arrival of Mage Grapple,
Fabian, Cassius and Leo cut short what was shaping up to be a standard blazing
row between Phantom and Mistral.  


‘The other delegates are waiting
in the chamber.  We are late.  Cassius, you will take my right, the
Ri will take their usual seats.’  


Used to Mage Grapple’s abrupt
manner, they immediately stepped aside to allow him to enter the chamber,
following quietly behind while he swept down the long row of steps to assume
his seat on the floor.  The two seats on either side of him were empty,
one to be filled by Cassius and the other his Captain of the Guard. 
 


Fabian let Cassius, Leo and the
twins enter the chamber first then took Mistral’s hand and led her though the
door.  The chamber destroyed six years ago by the Rochfortes had been
rebuilt; the new version remaining the same in essence.  White marble
tiers descended down to an open floor set beneath a vast domed glass
roof.  The only difference lay in the proportions.  The chamber was
now twice its original size and seated fifty Arcanes and fifty Mages
equally.  As part of his reformation, Mage Grapple had designed a chamber
able to house an equal representation of races, but not, Mistral realised as
she glanced around the brightly lit chamber, of sexes.  


She was the only female
present.  


The Arcane chieftains would never
permit any female tribe members to attend Council meetings due to a belief that
stemmed not from chauvinism, but from the days before the Isle, when the future
of their tribe relied upon women being kept protected.  It was only in the
Valley of the Ri where female warriors found freedom from the constraints of
tribal life to be treated as equals rather than valued possessions. 
Although Serenity now held a seat at the Council as part of Mage Grapple’s
reforms, she had never attended due to her commitments in the Ri’s
Infirmary.  There were no females from the Isle’s sorcering population
present either.  Women didn’t hold positions of authority in Council society,
despite the fact that they possessed the Craft too.  They preferred to
wield the power of their husbands’ status, favouring the sting of barbed
comments and the thrill of prestige over using the gift with which they were
bequeathed.


Mistral looked at the grim faces
of the gathered councillors and Arcane chieftains and knew with depressing
certainty that any argument she made today would be dismissed as an
over-emotional outburst made by a mother of five children, now pregnant with
her sixth.


Mage Grapple rose from his seat
and walked to the centre of the floor.  Turning in a slow circle he
regarded the full chamber with his cold grey stare.


‘We gather today to hear the case
against the Rochforte tribe.  Marcel Rochforte will be invited to speak in
defence of the crimes his tribe are accused of; however the evidence of their
continued attempts to seize control of the Isle is irrefutable.  This is
not a hearing to ascertain innocence or guilt, but to serve the appropriate
punishment.


‘It has not been a decision that
I have made lightly, but as Head of the Isle it is my sworn obligation to
ensure the continued safety of us all, Arcane and Mage alike.  I have
therefore had no choice but to apply the sentences of either Life Imprisonment,
or Immediate Execution.  An open vote will be held.  There can be no
abstainers.  Your duty to the Isle demands that we all shoulder the
responsibility of this decision.’  He paused to gaze around the chamber,
his mismatched eyes cold.  ‘I ask you all to hold silence while the
accused enter.’


Mage Grapple’s words were
followed by the sound of the chamber door opening.  Mistral reached
instinctively for Fabian’s hand as a hundred heads turned to watch the
Rochfortes being led into the room with slow shuffling steps, hindered by the
shackles around their ankles.  The bright sunlight pouring in through the
glass cupola revealed the gaunt faces of each Rochforte.  Unable to raise
their cuffed hands to protect their eyes from the bright light, they blinked
uncomfortably and bowed their heads, giving an impression of shame when Mistral
could See none in their thoughts.  


Cassius watched his mother,
listening carefully to her reaction as he’d been instructed to by his
father.  He Saw through her anxious eyes, moving quickly over each wasted
figure that passed, searching for the three figures that had haunted her
dreams.  The Rochforte boys. 


Mother ...


         
Mother!


Mistral finally dragged her mind
away from the Rochfortes long enough to snap a silent response to her son, Yes
Cassius!  I can hear you poking around in my head!  What do you want?


The boys have not been held in
the dungeons with their kinsmen, but at the house the Council keeps for
hospitality.  


Mistral’s shoulders moved in the
smallest of sighs, but her eyes remained locked on the pitiful sight of the
last remaining members of the once mighty Rochforte tribe, shackled for
execution.  


The prisoners lined up beneath
the glass dome, exposed in the harsh glare for the intense scrutiny of a
hundred-strong jury.  Now that the noise of their scraping footsteps no
longer filled the chamber, a silence fell that quickly deepened until every
quiet breath sounded louder than a shout.  Then the door to the chamber
opened again and everyone immediately turned to watch the three Rochforte boys
being brought down to be sentenced with their kinsmen.  


Cassius focussed on Mistral
again, ready to signal for her to be removed should the sight of children being
led into their own execution hearing ignite her famously passionate
nature.  Outwardly, she appeared in perfect control; the white knuckles of
the hand that gripped his father’s the only indication of her distress. 
But inwardly it was a completely different story.  Mistral’s emotions
careered wildly between despair and rage as she watched the three blonde-haired
boys walk down the stairs, gazing around in round-eyed fear at the startlingly
bright room and the sea of strange faces all staring at them.  Cassius
sighed.  It was just as his father had predicted – she saw them not as
potential dangers to the future of the Isle, but just boys.  


The three Rochforte boys were led
down to the chamber floor where they quickly huddled by Marcel.  Cassius
left his mother’s turbulent thoughts and studied the boys through his own
eyes.  Apart from their obvious nervousness, they looked healthy and
didn’t appear to have suffered too much by being kept under house-arrest for
the last four months.  At a wordless signal from Mage Grapple, the guard
who had brought the boys in walked back up the steps to take his place on guard
outside of the chamber.  The door closed behind him with an echoing snap,
signalling a sudden upsurge in tension.  The execution hearing was about
to begin.


Mage Grapple rose to his feet and
walked slowly to stand in the centre of the chamber floor, facing Marcel. 
Haggard and dressed in dirty clothes, the Rochforte raised his chin and met
Mage Grapple’s iron stare with arrogant disdain, unbowed by either his
surroundings or his fate.  


‘Marcel Rochforte, you stand
accused of the following crimes.’  Mage Grapple paused and unrolled a long
scroll of parchment, reading the contents out in a flat voice.  ‘High
Treason, Attempting to Overthrow the Council by Force, Bribery, Attempting to
Influence a Council Vote –’


While Mage Grapple listed the
various crimes committed by the Rochfortes in their efforts to take control of
the Council, Mistral overcame her fears of what she might hear and prepared
herself to read the three boys.  She focused on the oldest boy
first.  Breathing slowly, she cleared her mind and tentatively summoned
his aura.  It appeared instantly above his head, a billowing cloud of
white tinged with swirling dark purple at its base, creating the illusion that
he was stood beneath a thunder cloud.  Mistral’s heart gave an involuntary
lurch; the white cloud was fear, the purple worry.  His frightened eyes
jerked nervously over the faces before him, grazing over hers for the briefest
of seconds, but long enough for the contact to let his thoughts rush into her
mind.


A child’s voice rattled nervously
in her ear.  Mistral cocked her head slightly and listened more closely,
translating the rapid French while she gazed unseeingly across the bright
chamber.  Mage Grapple continued to reel off the crimes of which the
Rochfortes stood accused in an emotionless voice, baritone to the tenor of the
panicked voice in her ear. 


‘Murder, Kidnap – ’


Why is everyone staring at
us?  What’s happening?  


‘Unprovoked attack on the
Valley of the Ri –’


I don’t understand what the man
with the scarred face is saying!  He looks so angry!


Mage Grapple reached the end of
the list.  A silence fell while he rolled the parchment back up and
regarded Marcel expressionlessly.  ‘Whether you were directly involved in
all or any of these crimes, as head of the Rochforte tribe you must take
responsibility for the actions of your kinsmen.  Do you wish to say
anything before judgement is passed?’


Marcel gazed insolently back,
‘Yes, I do.’


‘Then speak.’  Mage Grapple
made a sweeping motion with his hand.  ‘The floor is yours.  However
–’ he added sharply,  ‘I would suggest you do not waste your energies in
attempting to lie.  There are two Seers in the chamber today.’


A flicker of surprise registered
on Marcel’s face.  He glanced from Mistral to Cassius but did not comment;
instead he turned to look directly at Mage Grapple, ‘I would like to ask you a
question, Mage Grapple.’  


A faint rustle of robes whispered
through the chamber as everyone leaned forward to catch Marcel’s heavily
accented words.  


‘Will you smile when you wash
their blood off your hands?’  Marcel asked, resting a manacled hand on the
shoulder of the boy stood nearest to him.  ‘Or will it be one of your
warlocks that deals the blow?’


‘Your tribe’s execution is not a
foregone conclusion Marcel.’  


‘Is that how you will salve your
conscience?  By spreading the blame amongst your council of
sycophants?’  Marcel continued, his blue eyes flashing with sudden
anger.  ‘You stand there, the self-proclaimed judge and jury in your grand
white chamber, presiding over a trial that is nothing more than a farce! 
You seek to obliterate the name of Rochforte because you, Mage Grapple, are by
your blood, a Noble!’


‘Our blood lines are irrelevant
Marcel.’  Mage Grapple replied evenly.  ‘You are not on trial for
bearing the Rochforte name, but for the crimes committed by those bearing the
name of Rochforte.’


‘On trial?’  Marcel
sneered.  ‘I contest the legitimacy of this court to try my tribe! 
We do not come under your rule!  We are not even residents of the Isle!’


‘Ah, but you are.’  Mage
Grapple said quietly.  ‘The Rochforte tribe chose to leave the Isle at the
start of my reign.  Your right to residency was never denied.’


‘No, just our right to
life!’  


‘You forfeited your right to life
when you took the lives of others.’


‘The lives of others?  You
would execute your own kind in defence of a Valley of half-breeds?’ 
Marcel jeered.      


‘Be careful with your words
Marcel!  You condemn those boys with your anger!’


Marcel suddenly smiled and Mage
Grapple realised he’d been goaded into revealing his reluctance to order the
deaths of the three boys along with the rest of the Rochforte tribe.  His
weakness would now become Marcel’s strength.  


Mage Grapple abruptly turned to
Cassius, ‘Tell me what you have Seen.’ 


Cassius’ gaze slid back into
focus to gaze at Marcel impassively, ‘Marcel ... he thinks he can use your
unwillingness to order the boys’ executions to secure a lifetime imprisonment
sentence for the tribe ... he knows attempts will be made to free them ...
there are still Rochforte supporters on the Isle... some in this room –’
Cassius paused when his words caused a ripple of unrest to run through the
chamber.  


Mage Grapple lifted a hand for
silence, ‘Being a Rochforte is not a crime, and neither is being a supporter of
their name.  Please continue Cassius.’


Marcel lifted his chin and stared
defiantly at Cassius while resumed the recitation of his innermost thoughts. 


‘He sees you as weak for allowing
your emotions to influence a decision ... and for what he perceives as you
valuing the lives of Arcanes and half-breeds over your own kind.  You
allow me to sit on your right hand side and listen to my words.  I disgust
him.  He cannot believe that the full grown man he sees before him was the
unborn child of six years ago.  I am the antithesis of all that he holds
true.  A half-breed and a freak of nature ... my gift is no more to him
than a result of my mixed birth, a mutation –’


‘That’s my son you’re calling a
mutant!’  Mistral flared and glowered threateningly at Marcel.


Marcel switched his cold gaze to
regard her with contempt while Cassius continued to relay his thoughts.


‘He’s despises my mother
too.  He wonders how it is that so much blood has been spilled over an
insignificant woman ... all in an effort to obtain a gift that could be bought
in a potion –’


‘Would you add using the Avenir
Potion to your list of crimes Marcel?’  Mage Grapple interrupted sharply. 


‘Where is the crime in using a
potion when I am a Mage?’  Marcel retorted angrily.


‘Use of the Avenir Potion is
outlawed Marcel, as well you know!’  


‘Only on the Isle!  I do not
live under your rule, yet you are holding me against my will and passing
judgement on my life!’


‘Will?  You have no right to
will!  But you are being held answerable for the crimes your tribe have
committed!  Crimes against the very Isle you sought to rule!’ 


Marcel’s thin shoulders lifted in
a shrug, ‘So, my tribe sought to conquer and rule victorious.  Is that not
always the way?  Or did you attain your seat of power in a different
fashion Eximius?’


‘I unified an Isle facing
ruination by civil war.’  Mage Grapple replied coldly.  ‘I did not
seek to overthrow an existing ruler that has held the Isle steady for nearly
two centuries.’


Cassius!


Yes mother?


I can’t bear this!  Mage
Grapple and Marcel are arguing ... and those boys ... they don’t understand a
word that’s being said!  They don’t even know why they’re here! 
Marcel is going to get them killed the way he’s behaving!


Their fate will be decided by
the vote.  Not by Marcel.


No Cassius!  Half the
chamber are Arcanes!  They want Marcel dead just for how he feels about
us!  And any Mages that were going to vote for a lifetime imprisonment are
now too terrified of being stabbed in the back on the way out for appearing to
be a Rochforte supporter!  


I sense blame in your
thoughts.


Yes!  You shouldn’t have
said what you did!  It’s influenced them all the wrong way!


I spoke only the truth.


Well the truth is going to get
those boys killed!


It is for the best. 
Blood will out in the end.  They are Rochforte papillion.  


‘No Cassius!  Their blood is
not who they are!’


Mistral had leapt to her feet and
was glaring furiously at her son.  Her angry words vibrated loudly in the
silence that fell while every pair of eyes in the room turned to stare at her.


‘Is there something you wish to
share with us, Lady De Winter?’  Mage Grapple enquired sharply.


‘Yes there is!’  Mistral
clenched her hands into angry fists and forced herself to try and speak
calmly.  ‘I cannot sentence those boys to death!’


‘There are two sentences Lady De
Winter, you can choose to vote for imprisonment.  Now, if you have quite
finished, we should continue.’  


His perfunctory dismissal of her
and the lives of three boys, now watching the heated exchange in frightened
confusion, saw the last of her control slip away, ‘Both are death sentences,
and you know it!’  She turned desperately to Fabian, seeking his
support.  ‘Fabian!  Please!  Speak out for those boys!’ Her eyes
searched his face, but his expression was inscrutable, his thoughts consumed
with worry for the distress the hearing was causing her, leaving no emotion to
spare for the lives on the floor below them.  Mistral knew she was
alone.  Her bleak prediction of being discounted as an over-emotional woman
was about to become true.  


Damn it.  I’ll give you
all over-emotional!  


Forcing her fists to uncurl,
Mistral turned back to face Mage Grapple and continued in a more controlled
voice, ‘Marcel and the tribe he leads are guilty of the crimes they stand
accused of and cannot refute it.  I have both Seen it today, and born
witness to it in the blood they spilled in the Valley.  They made the
decisions that ultimately brought them here today and are being made to suffer
the consequences of their actions.  That is justice.  But where is
the justice in punishing the innocent?’  Mistral paused and looked at
Cassius.  ‘You said they are papillion ... caterpillars that will feed on
the poisoned words whispered to them by secret supporters to one day blossom
into Rochforte butterflies and resume some stupid blood feud that should have
died centuries ago!  But you are wrong Cassius!  Who they are and
what they choose to become is not defined by their blood!’


‘I must disagree with you Lady De
Winter.’  Mage Grapple cut across her with an impatient gesture. 
‘You cannot deny that who we are born to defines much of the qualities that
make up our natures.  You are a mother.  Look at each of your
children; can you not see traits in them that instantly identify them as De
Winters?’


‘Of course I can!  But that
just proves my point!  You just said that being a Rochforte wasn’t a
crime, yet you’re going execute those boys for something they might
become one day, just because of the blood that runs in their veins!  If
they were raised differently – ’


‘No!’  Mage Grapple’s
shouted refusal echoed around the chamber.


Mistral stared at him, knowing
the words that would come before he uttered them in a voice of ice.  


‘Who could raise those children
with impartiality and be prepared to take the responsibility of what they may
become?  There is no-one on the Isle that has not been affected by the
actions of their tribe – and they cannot be raised by humans.  Their fate
is sealed by their blood.’


In blind desperation Mistral turned
to Fabian again, imploring him to act, ‘Fabian!  You can’t let this
happen!’


‘My vote will be cast along with
everyone else’s in this chamber, Mistral.  There is nothing else I can
do.’   


‘But they’re just boys!’  


Fabian gazed at her sadly, ‘Boys that
will grow to become powerful Mages one day.  It is their birthright. 
There is a part of us all that can never be known, not even by a Seer ... and
that is what we will become.  I know this is hard for you, but we cannot
take that chance with our children’s future.’


Mistral stared at Fabian, her
desperation changing to horrified disbelief, ‘I – I can’t believe you’re
actually going to let this happen!’  


‘I have to.’  Fabian said
softly and lifted a finger to wipe the tear that trickled down her cheek. 
‘But I despise myself for it.’ 


‘Yes.’  Mage Grapple said
heavily.  ‘I believe that if those who covet my role so avidly were forced
to make decisions like this, their envy would quickly fade.’  


The chamber turned to watch Mage
Grapple rise to his feet and stride to stand in the centre of the floor, facing
Marcel once again.


‘To take the life of another is
the ultimate decision to make, yet your tribe have made the decision without
hesitation countless times.  Your crimes cannot go unpunished.’  He
moved away from Marcel and turned in a slow circle, his mismatched eyes raking
the assembly of Arcanes and Mages; the jury.  ‘I ask you all to vote
now.  There are two sentences applicable to the crimes committed by the
Rochfortes; to expend their lives in the Council dungeons, or to be executed
immediately by the Craft.  Those in favour of Lifetime Imprisonment, raise
your right hand now.’


Mistral felt sick when only a few
hands rose up into the air.  The Rochfortes were going to be executed.
 She stared down at the condemned tribe to see Marcel’s grip tighten on
the shoulders of the boy stood in front of him.  The resulting flash of
terror in the child’s eyes made her heart clench.  He may not have
understood what was being said, but he knew something awful was going to
happen. 


‘Those in favour of Immediate
Execution –’ 


Scuffling and raised voices could
be heard coming from outside the chamber door.  An argument was taking
place.  One of the voices was male, the other higher ... female ... and
the more forceful of the two.


‘Ivor!  See to that!’ 
Mage Grapple snapped to his Captain of the Guard.


Ivor immediately hurried across
the floor of the chamber.  Before he’d placed one foot onto the first
marble step leading up to the door, it was flung open by a harassed looking
guard.  He threw Mage Grapple an apologetic look then stepped quickly
aside to allow the owner of the female voice to enter the chamber.


Mistral gaped in astonishment as
Melsina De’ath walked into the chamber.  She paused on the top step,
calmly surveying the full chamber.  Briefly inclining her head to an
astounded Ivor as though he’d risen to greet rather than deter her, Melsina
began her descent.  


She wore a dress of shimmering
white silk that swept to the floor and hid each graceful step, making her
appear to float down the steps.  The flawless alabaster of her skin glowed
in the bright sunlight, challenging the marble beneath her feet for perfection
to win, effortlessly.  Sublimely oblivious to the stares and mutters her
arrival elicited, Melsina completed her celestial descent and walked across the
floor of the chamber towards Mage Grapple with unhurried confidence.  


Mage Grapple watched her approach
and arched an eyebrow, stretching one of the many livid scars criss-crossing
his face into an X over his forehead, ‘Melsina.  What reason do you have
for interrupting this hearing?’


Melsina offered Mage Grapple the
tiniest of smiles, ‘It has been brought to my attention that I may well be the
solution to your three little problems.’ 


‘Indeed?’  Both of Mage
Grapple’s eyebrows arched.  


‘Yes, indeed.’  Melsina
replied and glided over to stand before the three Rochforte boys, all staring
at her in wide-eyed wonder.  ‘Good morning children,’ she greeted them in
faultless French.  ‘My name is Melsina De’ath, but you may call me Madame
De’ath.  I am going to be your governess.’


‘Now that’s a fate worse than
death!’  Phantom hissed to his twin in the resulting stunned silence.


Melsina turned to face Mage
Grapple, meeting his iron stare with complete poise, ‘I will assume
responsibility for their upbringing and schooling.  They will take my name
and live in my house.  When they have completed their formal education
they will spend a year at the Valley of the Ri –’


‘That would be wholly
inappropriate!’  Mage Grapple snapped.  ‘They –’


Lifting one silk gloved finger,
Melsina halted the Head of the Mage Council mid-sentence, ‘Not to receive
instruction in the arts of the Ri,’ she continued.  ‘But to work in the
Infirmary and witness for themselves the results of the Contracts sorcerers so
blithely issue without consideration for the warriors who risk their lives to
fulfil them.’  Melsina paused and turned to study the boy nearest to
her.  ‘By then they will have reached their sixteenth year and it will be
time to begin their instruction in the Craft.  But that choice will be
theirs to make.  They were born to Mage parents, but their parents are not
who they are.’  She turned towards Mage Grapple again, her gaze briefly
sweeping over her twin sons.  ‘I will be firm, but fair.  My love may
perhaps be a little tough sometimes, but it is love.’  


‘I’m almost proud of her!’ 
Phantasm exclaimed.


‘I’ll be keeping an eye on her
firm but fairness that’s for sure.’  Mistral growled under her
breath.  


‘Shh!  Mage Grapple hasn’t
agreed to it yet!’  Phantom hissed.


Heeding Phantom’s words, Mistral
used her gift to listen in on Mage Grapple’s internal deliberations and tried
her best not to break Fabian’s hand with the force of her grip while she waited
for him to decide.


‘Say yes damn it!  Just say
yes!’  She hissed impatiently.  


‘Hush Mistral.  Eximius will
make the right choice.’  Fabian murmured. 


‘Will him too!’  Mistral
urged the twins.


‘No!’  The twins chorused,
drawing a few scandalised looks from the councillors sat near them. 


Finally silenced by a warning
look from Fabian, Mistral was forced to hold her tongue while Mage Grapple
debated in his mind.  Melsina remained composed beneath his intense
scrutiny and waited patiently for him to announce his decision, occasionally
turning to offer the three star-struck Rochforte boys a dazzling smile.


‘Yes!’  Mistral hissed a
split-second before Mage Grapple gave a curt nod.


‘I will put your proposal to the
vote.’  Mage Grapple said then turned to address the chamber in a ringing
voice.  ‘In view of this development the previous vote will be null and
void.  We now have a third sentence to be considered only for the three
youngest members of the tribe.  


‘Those in favour of allowing
Melsina De’ath to assume full responsibility for the upbringing of Alain,
Mathis and Beniot Rochforte –’


‘What if she fails and they still
turn into Rochforte megalomaniacs!’  Phantom whispered anxiously to his
brother while Mage Grapple was speaking.


‘When has mother ever failed in
anything?’


Phantom frowned, ‘Never, she’s
worse than Mistral when it comes to single-mindedness, and twice as scary when
she’s angry!  Mistral just shouts and throws stuff, mother is –’


‘Indomitable.  And the
perfect solution.’


‘She’s the only solution! 
Now stick your damned hand up or I’ll show you indomitable!’  Mistral
snapped and thrust her own hand in the air, briefly releasing her crushing grip
on Fabian’s hand to allow him to raise it unassisted. 


Mage Grapple scanned the sea of
raised hands and nodded his head while he performed a silent count, ‘Fifty five
in favour, forty five against.  Motion carried.’


Mistral’s silent shout of
celebration was heard only by Cassius.  He glanced over to see her give
his father a triumphant look while he raised her hands to his lips in a gesture
of love; unnoticed by everyone in the chamber except their son.  The
deep bond his parents shared was an ideal Cassius craved, but had found
impossible to emulate in his own life; preferring to accept loneliness rather
than the pale imitations he was offered.  Sighing quietly, he left them to
their private moment and returned his attention to the chamber.


Melsina De’ath was leading the
three Rochforte boys from the chamber.  Marcel made no argument against
their removal.  He had no desire for their last memories of their kinsmen
to be of them being sentenced to death. 


Mage Grapple waited until the
door had closed behind them before calling the chamber to order again. 
Cassius glanced over at his parents to see they were focussed again, both
listening intently to Mage Grapple reiterating the two sentences the chamber
were being asked to vote for.   


‘All those in favour of a
sentence of Lifetime Imprisonment raise your hand now.’  


Mage Grapple’s eyes flickered
over the chamber, silently counting the hands raised, but it was
unnecessary.  It was quite clear from the few half-raised hands what the
Rochfortes’ fate would be.


‘All those in favour of a
sentence of Immediate Execution raise your hand now.’


The hand of nearly every attendee
rose slowly into the air.  Cassius raised his own without a moment’s
hesitation.  It was not an act of revenge, but mercy.  To die by the
spell the warlocks would cast would be quick and painless.  To die in the
Council dungeons would be neither. 


‘I pronounce the sentence of
Immediate Execution upon the following member of the Rochforte tribe; Marcel
Rochforte, Jean-Luc Rochforte –’


Mage Grapple read out of the
names of the last fourteen members of one of the oldest tribes in sorcering
history.  When he spoke the final name there was silence.  He gazed
impassively at Marcel Rochforte for a moment then addressed him in a harsh
voice. 


‘You will be taken straight from
this chamber and executed by use of the Craft.  Do you have any final
words?’


‘Yes.’  Marcel met Mage
Grapple’s cold stare boldly; arrogant and uncowed to the last.  ‘I pray
there is more justice in the next life.’


‘You can go to the next life
knowing that justice has been served in this, Marcel.’  Mage Grapple
growled then turned to speak to the chamber once more.  ‘The execution
will not be a public event.  I ask you all to remain seated while the
Rochfortes leave and I also call for silence.  Permit them the same
dignity that you would wish to meet your own end with.’


Ivor rose to his feet and walked
over to Marcel, politely asking him to follow.  Without speaking or
glancing at any of his kinsmen, Marcel walked after the burly guard.  He
kept his gaze fixed straight ahead of him and walked with his shoulders thrown
back and his head held high, exiting the chamber with as much pride as the
heavy shackles around his ankles would permit.   


Mistral watched them leave. 
She felt no pity or satisfaction, only a grudging respect for the nobility with
which the Rochfortes were conducting themselves.  It would be their
lasting epitaph. 


‘De Winter?’


Mage Grapple’s voice speaking
quietly to Fabian drew her attention.  Fabian did not speak but gave a
short nod.  He turned, not to Mistral but to the twins stood on her left.


‘Please escort Mistral to our
house.  I will return once this matter has been concluded.’


Touching a hand briefly to
Mistral’s face, Fabian left her side to join Mage Grapple, Leo, Cassius, and
another Mage that Mistral didn’t know.


‘Where’s Fabian going?’ 
Mistral frowned at the twins.  ‘He won’t think of it!  I hate it when
he does that!’


Phantasm let out a long sigh and
turned to her, ‘Mage Law states that there must be five independent witnesses
at every Execution.’


‘But why Fabian?  I need
him!’  


‘Mistral.  Mage Grapple
knows that Mage De Winter will want to see the Rochfortes’ end with his own
eyes.  He needs closure.’


‘So do I!  Why didn’t he ask
me?’


Phantasm shrugged lightly,
‘Perhaps Mage Grapple is simply old-fashioned and considers it inappropriate
for pregnant women to attend executions.’


‘We both know she doesn’t
actually need to be present to witness the execution.’  Phantom whispered
to his twin while Mistral made disparaging comments under her breath about Mage
Grapple’s views on inappropriateness.


‘No.  But we can distract
her.  I don’t want her to See their deaths.’


‘Why ever not?  She’s killed
enough of them in her time!’


‘Mistral is governed by her
passions brother.  To take a life in defence of her own or the lives of
those she loves is natural to her.  To stand and watch fourteen lives be
terminated with cold indifference by warlocks would be a disturbing sight for
her, and not good for our goddaughter.’


‘So how’re we going to distract
her?’


‘Easy.’  Phantasm smiled and
turned to Mistral, who had just about exhausted the subject of Mage Grapple’s
innate sexism and was moving on to how she intended to correct it. 
‘Mistral?’  He asked quietly.


‘– he needs to spend a day with
Melsina!  What?’  


‘I miss my godson.  Tell me
what Marcus is doing right now.’


Mistral’s face instantly
changed.  A smile replaced the scowl and a softer light glowed in her eyes
where anger had blazed only moments before.  ‘Ah,’ she sighed
dreamily.  ‘I See Marcus –’


Fabian watched Phantasm leading
Mistral by the hand from the chamber with Phantom following closely
behind.  Catching Phantasm’s gaze briefly, Fabian nodded his unspoken
gratitude and turned away.


‘And what can you See Marcus
doing?’  Phantasm prompted softly.


Mistral smiled, her eyes gazing
unseeingly across the Council’s white marble atrium and out through the eyes of
her four month old son, already the size of three year old, ‘Delphine is taking
him around the paddock on her old pony –’


In the square dungeon that had
been the Rochfortes’ home for the last four months, the tribe were gathered for
the final time.  Fourteen hooded warlocks lined the damp stone walls,
waiting in unmoving silence for the order to be given.


‘Liliana is there too!  She
and Delphine are cooing over Marcus.  Liliana is telling him that he’s the
most handsome of all the De Winter boys!’  Mistral gave a happy
laugh.  ‘Marcus!  You should see his face!  He loves all the
attention –’


The iron door to the dungeon
opened with a grinding rasp.  Mage Grapple, Mage Thorold, Cassius De
Winter, Leo Sphinx and Fabian De Winter all entered the dungeon.  The door
closed behind them with a resounding clang that faded to leave a silence so
complete, it was deafening. 


‘Marcus can see the Training
Arena ... he’s waving to his brothers ... they see him and wave back.’
 Mistral smiled fondly.  ‘My boys –’


In the cold dungeon two floors
beneath the white marble tiles the twins were leading Mistral across, Mage
Grapple slowly raised his arms and held them aloft.  Turning his palms up
towards the dripping stone ceiling he closed his eyes and drew in a long
breath.  


‘Samson has seen Marcus
too!  He’s beckoning him over.  He’s telling him that Gemma will give
him his own pony so he won’t have to borrow Delphine’s old one anymore! 
Marcus is laughing –’


Mage Grapple abruptly jerked both
hands downwards.  The warlocks stirred and the air around them vibrated
with invisible power.  As one they reached up and slowly lowered their
hoods, revealing to the Rochfortes the faces of their executioners.  


‘And what kind of pony does
Marcus want Mistral?’  Phantasm asked while they crossed the Council
courtyard.


Mistral laughed and gazed
vacantly at the sky, ‘He is telling Samson that he wants something “flashy”
like Spirit!  An Arab, or maybe a Dawn Forest ... oh!’  


Phantasm and Phantom instantly
reached out to steady her when the paved slabs beneath their feet rocked. 
A deep rumbling roar reverberated around the courtyard and the shaking
intensified, rattling the iron gates ahead of them and making the warlock
guards stumble.  Suddenly it stopped, leaving behind a billowing cloud of
stone dust that masked the faint scent of ozone.


‘What was that?’  Mistral
gasped, hanging onto the twins to stop herself from falling. 


‘Earth tremor.’  Phantasm
lied smoothly.


‘Happens about once every twenty
years.’  Phantom continued.  ‘Do you remember when it last happened
brother?  We had the day off school –’


‘Ah yes, a happy day of not being
bullied by those charming Mage children.’  Phantasm sighed and joined his
brother to reminisce about an event that had never happened.











Resurrection 





The Ri left for the Valley the
day after the execution.  They spoke little on the return journey as there
was little to be said.  Mistral and Fabian had lain in the huge bed of
their house at the Council talking long into the night about everything from
Melsina’s last minute intervention to the mysterious earth tremor that had
shaken the whole Council building ... anything except the execution.  When
Mistral finally wore herself out by repeatedly vowing to keep a close eye on
Melsina and surrendered to the lure of sleep, Fabian had stayed awake, staring
up at the canopy of the four-poster bed, reliving the Rochfortes’ final moments. 
It was only the knowledge that his children would have the chance to lead safer
lives because of what he’d born witness to that stopped him from being engulfed
by self-loathing.  He let the memory play itself out in his mind until it
became fragmented and vague, slowly fading away to be forgotten, preventing
Mistral from ever sharing in what he’d seen.    


The journey back was without
event and they arrived in the Valley at sunset two days later.  Fabian
took both Spirit and Cirrus to stable them, leaving Mistral to hurry home and
be reunited with Marcus, something she had been desperate to do since leaving
the Council.  


Marcus was already fed and bathed
when Mistral burst in through the door.  She ran across the room and swept
him into her arms, swinging him around and making him laugh with delight. 
Delphine greeted her godfathers while Mistral hugged Marcus tightly and carried
him over to the sofa to sit him on her knee.


‘We’ll walk Delphine home ...
won’t be long.’  Phantasm called to Mistral.


Mistral nodded and buried her
face in Marcus’ hair, inhaling the clean smell of soap while she listened to
him telling her all about the pony he wanted, not letting him go until the
twins returned and Phantom’s repeated reminders about it being Marcus’ bedtime
forced her to hand him over.  


Phantom walked quietly down the
stairs a short while later to see his brother sat on the sofa reading a French
newspaper.  Mistral was curled up asleep on the same sofa with her head
resting on a cushion on his knee. 


‘You two look like an old married
couple!’  He laughed. 


Phantasm glanced down at Mistral,
‘I feel like we are sometimes.’


‘You certainly argue like you’re
married, more than she does with her Mage come to think of it ... and usually
about the children.’


‘Well someone has to make a
stand!  They’re both too liberal with them.  Especially the boys –’


‘Hmm, yes.  Anything
interesting in the paper?’  Phantom enquired before Phantasm could warm to
his favourite subject.  


‘What?  Oh, not really.’
 Phantasm returned his attention to the paper in his hands.  ‘It’s
full of scandal about some socialite who’s left her husband for the Marquis De
Belleforte.’


‘Never heard of him.  Is he
a Mage?’


‘No, it’s a human paper.’ 
Phantasm muttered distractedly. 


Phantom gave it a disgusted look,
‘What on earth are you reading that trash for?’


Phantasm lowered the paper and
favoured his brother with an exasperated look, ‘Because the Divinus
specifically requested that we keep informed of events in the outside world.’ 


Phantom was left looking at a
picture of a smiling couple on the front of the paper when Phantasm pointedly
raised it and began reading again. 


‘How did you get it?’  He
asked after a moment. 


Phantasm shook the paper
irritably and replied from behind it, ‘Master Shacklock brings them back
whenever he travels overseas.  He thoughtfully left this one here for me
while we were at the Council ... now please may I finish this article without
any more interruptions?  Only I’ve started to read it twice now –’


Mistral stirred at the sound of
raised voices and Phantasm dropped a hand to absently brush against her hair,
soothing her back to sleep while he continued to read the newspaper.


Phantom laughed, but more quietly
than before.


‘What is it now?’  Phantasm
sighed and looked at him over the top of the paper.  


‘It’s just how much Mistral has
changed since having children.  There was a time when she would have
ripped your hand off for that!  But now, well, it’s like a softer side of
her has been revealed.’


‘She’s always had a softer
side.’  Phantasm murmured and returned his gaze to the article.


‘Oh?  I must have missed it
then, because all I can remember is her shouting at us and causing
trouble!’  


Giving up on the newspaper with a
heavy sigh, Phantasm folded it in half and laid it down beside him to finally
give his full attention to his brother, ‘It was obvious really.  All that
anger and fierce independence was just a front to protect her from what she was
frightened of.’


‘Frightened?  Mistral? 
I really wouldn’t ever apply that description to her –’


‘Oh, she is brother.’
 Phantasm cut in softly.  ‘Frightened of being vulnerable.  I
think that’s why it took her so long to admit that she had fallen in love with
Mage De Winter.’


‘Hmm, that was rather a struggle
for her.’  Phantom agreed with a sigh.  ‘For us all actually –’ he
let his voice tail off and gazed into the fire, remembering the frustration of
watching Mistral literally pining to death but completely ignorant as to the
reason why.  Even though he and his brother guessed the cause, they
couldn’t have told her; she would never have listened.  Instead they’d
done their best to shield her from the worst of Columbine’s attacks and the
parasitical attentions of Konrad and hoped she would work it out for herself.


‘Was that when you discovered
this mysterious softer side then?’  Phantom asked, resuming their
conversation just as Phantasm was reaching for his paper again.


‘No, I realised she wasn’t as
tough as she liked to make out when we were travelling back from the Emerald
Forests after a Contract during our first year.’


‘The one where Mistral was
brawling on the forest floor with two goblins?’  Phantom frowned. 
‘Oh yes, how could I have overlooked that vital insight into her softer
nature!’


Phantasm smiled, ‘We camped for
the night at the base of the Southern Range on the way back, do you remember?’


Phantom nodded but still looked
perplexed, ‘But all she did was drink and gamble!  It was hardly an
outpouring of the soul!’


‘She fell asleep with her head on
my shoulder.  I realised then that she was desperate for affection but had
no idea of how to ask for it.’


‘Ah, yes.  I do remember
that.  Saul looked really jealous.’  


‘Hmm, it was probably a good
thing she was sat next to me when she fell asleep.’


‘I still can’t believe she never
had a clue about how he felt!  I know she didn’t have the Sight back then,
but she must have spotted it in his aura and realised!’


‘Realised what?’  Phantasm
shrugged.  ‘You know how ambiguous auras are.  If Mistral had read
Saul and seen something to suggest he was in love, she wouldn’t have thought it
was with her.  She’d probably assume he had a date with one of the village
girls, or was just a bit over enamoured of his new sword or something.’


‘Probably.’  Phantom agreed
with a sigh.  ‘It always makes me laugh what a complete mess of opposites
she is; a Seer who can never see what’s right in front of her face, a warrior
who can’t lie, the most stubborn, reckless person I’ve ever known who’s softer
than butter with her children ... and completely over-protective.’


Phantasm smiled down at
Mistral.  The gentle swell of her pregnancy was now showing clearly. 
‘Too lenient and not protective enough, I think.  Marcus is already
over-indulged beyond belief.  He spends far too much time in the company
of Liliana and her sisters for my liking.  I seriously worry that they are
going to steal him!’


‘Well he’s safe for a bit. 
They’ve all gone down south for The Festival of the Arcane.  It’s a big
earner for them.’


‘Don’t remind me.’  Phantasm
muttered and promptly immersed himself in his newspaper.


Phantom laughed and leaned back
into the armchair, stretching his legs to rest his feet against Prospero and
enjoy the heat from the fire.  A comfortable lull fell.  Phantom
closed his eyes and listened to the quiet crackling of the fire and the rustle
of Phantasm’s newspaper.  He had just begun to drift into a light doze
when Mistral stirred in her sleep again, mumbling indistinctly.


‘Yes, yes, I love you too. 
Now go back to sleep.’  Phantasm murmured distractedly, still absorbed in
his newspaper. 


Phantom opened one eye and
contemplated Mistral lazily, ‘I bet she’s dreaming about Mage De Winter if
she’s saying things like that in her sleep ... or maybe Prospero –’


‘Hmm, well, Mage De Winter should
be back soon.  Then she can tell him how much she loves him to his face
instead of interrupting me.’


‘My divine, my beloved. 
Oh!  How I adore you!’


Phantom opened both eyes to gaze
at her in horror, ‘That’s a bit strong!  Do you think we should wake her
up before she says anything else?’ 


‘Let my weak and mortal body
worship at the divine altar of your perfection ... take my pitiful heart, take
my broken soul, fill the empty shell of my body with your exulted glory ...
absolve me.  My beautiful –’ Mistral suddenly sat up and reached out to
cradle Phantasm’s face in her hands.  He was too shocked to do anything
but stare at her in astonishment while she gently stroked his face and crooned
softly to him.  ‘My love ... my love ... I worship you ... take my
devotion ... feed from me ... take all I am –’


Both twins started guilty when
the door opened and Fabian walked in.  He froze in the doorway, taking in
the scene before his eyes.


‘Mage De Winter!  Er, this
really isn’t how it looks –’


Fabian lifted a hand sharply to
silence Phantasm as Mistral began speaking again.


‘Let me atone for my sins ...
make me pure again –’


‘She’s in a trance,’ he muttered
and strode over to kneel beside the sofa.  Mistral didn’t even register
his presence but continued to stroke Phantasm’s face, gazing devotedly at
him.  


Phantasm turned his head slightly
to give Fabian an uncomfortable look, ‘She was fast asleep, and then this
suddenly happened!’


‘Be quiet!  And don’t
move!  Whatever you do, don’t disturb her!  It’s very disorientating
for her to be broken out of a deep trance.’  


They all fell silent and
continued to watch Mistral.  After a few more moments of caressing
Phantasm’s face she sighed and dropped her hands to clasp them in front of her
in an unfamiliar gesture.  Closing her eyes, she slowly bowed her head and
began to mutter words under her breath, too low for them to catch.


‘She’s praying!’  Phantom
exclaimed quietly.  ‘Who on earth is she channelling?’


Fabian shot him a dark look then
turned back to Mistral.  Gently reaching out to unclasp her hands he took
them in his own, ‘Mistral?  Can you hear me?’


A small frown puckered Mistral’s
brow.


‘Mistral, I want you to look at
me now.’  


Her eyes opened fractionally then
blinked in surprise to see Fabian and the twins staring intently at her. 
She suddenly blushed and bit her lip, ‘Was I talking in my sleep?’


‘No Mistral, you were reading
someone.’  Fabian said quietly. 


‘And it was a bit steamy to say
the least!  Well, right up until the bit where you started praying ... has
one of Liliana’s sisters found religion or something?’  Phantom asked with
a slight smirk. 


Mistral gave Phantom a confused
look but Fabian rounded on him with black fury in his eyes, ‘Don’t be
ridiculous!  The gift that lives within Mistral’s subconscious is
prevalent when she is asleep and would only alert her to the thoughts of anyone
wishing her harm!  Whoever Mistral was reading was no over-amorous nymph,
but a serious threat to her life!’


In the stilted silence that
followed, Phantasm sprang from the sofa and walked quickly into the kitchen
muttering, ‘I’ll get Mistral a drink of water.’  


His abrupt exit was less to
escape the tense atmosphere in the living room and more to hide his
mortification at being caught in what looked like a compromising position with
Mistral by none other than her intimidating husband. 


Phantom was less easily shamed
than his brother and quickly shrugged off Fabian’s sharply spoken words, ‘Fine,
so the Sight wouldn’t waste her time unless it was serious,’ he conceded then
fixed Mistral with his bright gaze.  ‘But I still want to know who you
were reading, because even Prospero’s blushing from the mush you were churning
out!  “Worship at the divine altar of your perfection”!  Who
actually says that kind of stuff?  Apart from Xerxes on a Saturday night,
of course.’


‘I don’t know.’  Mistral
stared off into space while she recalled her vision.  ‘I couldn’t see a
lot.  It was all veiled, like I was in a mist.  But whoever I was
reading was kneeling on the floor.  It was cold and hard.  A cave of
some sort maybe?’  She sighed then looked at Fabian.  ‘If you think
it’s important I could ask Cassius to show you what I Saw.’


Fabian frowned, ‘I am not certain
that we should be shown what you Saw Mistral.  The phrases you were
repeating ... it was the language of worship.  I fear that you may have
read a disciple of Onieroi.  Whilst you are protected against Onieroi’s
divinity by the strength of your gift, it would be dangerous to expose us to it
again.’


‘Here –’ Phantasm returned
from the kitchen with regained composure and a glass of water for
Mistral.  He handed it to her then walked across to sit in one of the
armchairs by the fire.  


Mistral took a sip of water then
lowered the glass and turned it slowly between her hands, gazing pensively at
the liquid moving in the glass, ‘How late is it?’  She suddenly asked.


‘Not very.’  Phantom
replied, glancing over at the clock.  ‘I’ve only just put Marcus to bed.’


Mistral nodded and looked up to
meet Fabian’s gaze, her own troubled, ‘I think you’re right.  It was a
worshipper.  I can’t be sure ... but I think it was someone I used
to know.  I can’t quite place the voice ... it was ... strange –’ she
drew in a deep breath and sat up a little straighter.  ‘I want to see
Leo.’


The twins shared a surprised look
but Fabian immediately rose to his feet and began to walk towards the door,
pausing with his hand on the latch he turned to her, ‘I will come straight
back.  Do not go anywhere Mistral, and please try not to fall asleep again.’


Mistral gave him a small smile
and watched him leave, closing the door quietly behind him to avoid waking
Marcus.  She continued to stare at the closed door for a moment then
sighed and turned to face the twins.  ‘Phantom?  Please could you go
and ask Delphine to come back?  I suppose Cain will want to come too ...
and I want the boys here, they’re in The Cloak with Cassius ... I need him for
this ... but he already knows –’


Phantom gave her a slightly
puzzled look but nodded and quickly left, leaving Mistral alone with Phantasm.


‘What is it Mistral?’  He
asked quietly.  ‘You said you didn’t know who you were reading, but I
think you do ... and why do you want the Divinus here?’


Mistral looked at him, her
expression uncertain, ‘I don’t know who I read brother ... at least it can’t be
who I thought it was ... but Leo will tell me for sure – providing he’s willing
to take the risk, that is.’


Phantasm stared at her, ‘You’re
going ask Cassius to show the Divinus what you Saw?  But that’s far too
dangerous for both of them!’


‘It will be their choice whether
they wish to hear my thoughts or not.’ 


‘Would you really risk your
son?’  Phantasm cried angrily.


Mistral abruptly stood up and
began to pace agitatedly in front of the sofa, ‘I need to know who I Saw! 
And if it is who I suspect ... but it can’t be ... although it definitely
wasn’t a shade’s echo –’


Phantasm stood up and walked over
to take her hands, halting her restless pacing, ‘Please, just sit down and
explain to me just who you thought you heard.’


She gazed at him, her eyes almost
fearful, ‘No brother, there’s no point, because it’s just not possible! 
But I need to know, and Leo is the only one who can tell me for certain.’


Phantasm sighed, ‘Fine, if you
want to play guessing games, then go ahead.  But please will you sit down
while you do?  Only getting all worked up really isn’t good for my
goddaughter.’


Mistral rolled her eyes but sank
back down onto the sofa and stared into the fire with a faraway look on her face. 
After a moment’s hesitation Phantasm sat beside her.


‘Don’t worry brother, I’m done
with patting your face for tonight.’  Mistral murmured, not taking her
gaze from the bright flames in the fireplace.  


Phantasm gave a short laugh, ‘I
could have died when Mage De Winter walked in!’


‘Hmm, his timing was nearly as
good as Phantom’s used to be.’  Mistral said in an oddly distant
voice.  ‘But don’t worry, he knew it wasn’t real, or I don’t think you and
I would be talking right now.’


‘No, I’d be dead, or at the very
least grievously injured.’  


‘Maybe –’ Mistral muttered
vaguely.


‘Mistral!’  Phantasm
suddenly grabbed her shoulders and turned her sharply to face him.  ‘You
heard Mage De Winter!  No falling asleep!’


‘I wasn’t!’  She snapped,
glaring angrily at him.


He narrowed his eyes to give her
a calculating look, ‘Then you were reading someone.’


The look of guilt that flashed
across Mistral’s face instantly confirmed his suspicion.


‘I knew it!’  He
cried.  ‘When will you ever behave responsibly?’


‘Fabian didn’t say not to read
anyone, just not to fall asleep!’  Mistral argued stubbornly.


‘Don’t be facetious!  You
know what he meant when he told you not to go anywhere!’


‘How do you know what he meant?’


‘And you can give up on trying to
side-track me into an argument Mistral, it won’t work tonight!  Now,
please stop being so obtuse and just tell me who you think you Saw and who you
were trying to read just now!’


Mistral regarded him steadily for
a long moment then lifted her chin in an all too familiar expression of
defiance, ‘No.  I don’t think I will actually.  You’re just going to
have to wait.’


‘Fine!’  Phantasm folded his
arms and sat deeper into the sofa.


Delphine and Cain walked in a few
minutes later to see Mistral and Phantasm sat on the same sofa, both with their
arms folded, staring in opposite directions and wearing matching stony
expressions.


‘I sincerely hope that Phantom
hasn’t dragged us out just to settle a row between those two.’  Cain
muttered while he hung his and Delphine’s cloaks up.  


‘I doubt it,’ she murmured then
turned to greet her mother and godfather.  


They both gave terse one word
responses but Delphine was so used to their continual squabbles that she merely
smiled and took Cain’s hand and led him over to one of the sofas.  She sat
down and pulled him down beside her, keeping a firm hold on his hand. 
Despite the fact that they were now married and living in the flat above his
shop, Cain still behaved with reserve bordering on awkwardness when they were
around her family.  


‘What’s all this about?’ 
Delphine asked when neither Mistral nor Phantasm appeared willing to explain
the urgent summons.


‘Ask your mother.  She’s
become unusually reticent all of a sudden and won’t tell me.’  Phantasm
replied shortly.


‘Oh dear.’  Delphine
sighed.  ‘This could take a while.  Where’s Cassius when you need
him!’


‘On his way actually.’
 Mistral said crisply.  ‘So are the boys and Leo.’


‘Leo’s coming?’  Delphine
couldn’t disguise the note of surprise in her voice.  ‘It must be
serious!’


‘I actually hope it isn’t.’ 
Mistral unfolded her arms and clasped her hands together in her lap.  ‘In
fact, I hope he can put all my fears to rest.  He’s probably the only one
who can.’


Delphine shared a look with
Cain.  It was unheard of for Mistral to even consider turning to Leo for
anything other than an argument.


Mistral lapsed back into silence
and stared into the fire.  Realising that any efforts at conversation
would be a complete waste of time, Delphine rose from the sofa and went into
the kitchen, returning a few minutes later with a tray of goblets and a pitcher
of wine.  Cain instantly sprang to his feet and hurried over to take it
from her and set it down on the low table by the sofa.  By the time
Delphine had poured wine into enough goblets for the ten people that would soon
be seated in the room, they had all arrived. 


Leo’s face betrayed none of the
surprise he must have felt at being asked to come to the De Winter household
without being offered any explanation as to why.  He accepted the goblet of
wine Delphine offered him with a smile only she could induce and sat down in
the armchair nearest to the fire. 


Delphine’s twin brothers stole
over to take goblets from her, their faces alive with curiosity.


‘What’s this about Del?’ 
Samson whispered.


‘It’s not about us going to the
Festival is it?’


‘Or that manticore cub that
someone’s been rearing in the hayloft, because that definitely wasn’t us!’


Delphine favoured Samson with a
hard look then gestured wordlessly towards one of the sofas.  Taking the hint,
the twins slunk over to the sofa and sat down.


Cassius took a goblet without
speaking.  Delphine met his eyes briefly and raised an eyebrow, silently
asking him what the impromptu meeting was about, but he merely returned her
look with cool indifference and walked over to take the armchair opposite Leo. 


Phantasm left his place beside
Mistral to join his brother on one sofa, allowing Fabian to sit down beside
Mistral.  He immediately began speaking to her in a voice too low for
anyone else to hear.  Delphine watched them conversing, their lips barely
forming the words before the other responded, seeming to understand  each
other before any sound had been uttered.  Her mother said something that
made her father suddenly frown and shake his head, but before he could argue
back, Cassius spoke up.


‘I accept that there is some risk
involved father, but it will be to me, not mother.  She is right, we need
to know.’


‘Could somebody please tell me
just what all this is about now?’  Phantom demanded peevishly.  ‘Only
I’ve just been sent all over the village in the middle of the night to retrieve
various members of this family without even being able to tell them why!’


‘It’s not the middle of the night
Phantom!  Don’t be so dramatic!’  Mistral said sharply.


Phantom scowled and looked away,
‘Well it will be by the time you get round to explaining yourself!’


Mistral drew in a deep breath and
turned to look around at her family, finally letting her gaze fall on Leo, ‘I
read a mind in my sleep, and that’s never a good sign.  It was a
worshipper of Onieroi, and someone I think we both know ... but I can’t be sure
... which is why I need your help.’


Leo’s face was emotionless, his
voice equally so, ‘As Divinus I seek to protect the Valley and all its
occupants.  I will assist in whatever way I can.’


Mistral nodded then looked at
Cassius and her expression tightened,’ Are you sure this won’t be
dangerous?  Only Imperato said –’


‘Imperato tends to be
over-cautious.  It is a trait of all centaurs that has ensured their
continued survival for thousands of years, but unfortunately makes them a
little heavy going sometimes.’  Cassius smiled briefly.  ‘It is a
second-hand memory mother, plus we are shielded by the increased power of your
gift whilst you are with child.’


Mistral drew in a breath and sat
up a little straighter, ‘Then it’s time we found out exactly who was ruining my
sleep.’


Cassius immediately rose to his
feet and walked over to the long table set at the back of the living
room.  He pulled out a chair and turned to Leo, gesturing for him to take
the seat.  Leo strode across and took the seat he was offered and
immediately laid both hands flat onto the table-top.  Cassius took the
seat opposite him laid his own hands out so that their fingertips were just touching.



‘Ready?’  Mistral asked
tensely.


‘Ready.’  Cassius responded
in a calm voice.


Leo gave a curt nod. 


‘Right, here we go then
–’ Mistral reached instinctively for Fabian’s hand, holding it tightly
while she closed her eyes and relived her vision. 


The tension in the room grew
palpably while every eye watched Cassius and Leo, knowing that Mistral might
well be showing to them the unseeable.  The face of a fallen god. 


Cassius’s eyes took on the vague,
misty look of a Seer then abruptly snapped back into his head, leaving the
sightless white orbs staring at the stone wall behind the table.  Leo
jerked sharply beneath the force of the vision Cassius was relaying to him then
his eyes closed and he became completely still.  


Silence filled the room. 
Every shallow breath drawn sounded louder than a ringing bell.  Prospero’s
gentle snores were shouted roars and the sound of a log shifting in the fire
was like a thunderclap.  The sense of tension grew, stretching out and
tightening until it was almost unbearable.  Phantom was chewing his
fingernails whilst Phantasm had forgotten his earlier pique at Mistral and was
staring intently at her, but not as intently as Fabian.  He was watching
her with an intensity that bordered upon frightening, the hand that held hers
rigid with tension.


Mistral sighed quietly and opened
her eyes, ‘That’s all I saw.’


Cassius gave a low groan and sunk
his head into his hands, massaging his temples.  Grabbing two goblets of
wine, Delphine rushed over to press one into his hand.  Without opening
his eyes he took a long drink and placed it carefully on the table.  The
base rattled against the wooden top for a moment; Cassius was shaking.  


Leo had not moved but was sat in
frozen silence with his eyes closed.  Delphine placed the second goblet of
wine down in front of him then rested a hand onto his shoulder and called his
name softly.  With a ragged gasp his eyes suddenly flew open to stare
wildly at her.


‘I think that perhaps we do not
repeat this experiment again.’  Cassius said over Delphine’s continued
demands to know if Leo was all right.  ‘That was a glimpse of a deity seen
through twice removed eyes and it still felt like I was being hit round the
head with a sledgehammer!’


‘Oh Cassius!’  Mistral leapt
from the sofa and snatched up the pitcher of wine, snapping at Cain over her
shoulder as she hurried to her son.  ‘Don’t just sit there!  Get some
valerian!’


‘No, no, I’m fine, it’s passing.’
 Cassius raised a hand whilst still keeping the other pressed over his
eyes.  ‘It was just a bit ... intense.’


‘Leo?’  Delphine whispered
softly while Mistral poured more wine for Cassius.  ‘Can you hear me?’


‘Yes  ... Delphine, I
can.’  Leo responded faintly.  He reached for his goblet of wine and
took a long draught then placed it with deliberate precision back onto the
table, careful to hide the tremor in his hand. 


‘Was it her?’  Mistral asked
quickly.  


Leo drew in a deep breath and
slowly lifted his gaze to meet Mistral’s urgent look, ‘Yes.’  


‘No!’  


The pitcher of wine Mistral was
holding slipped from her hands.  It struck the wooden floor and
shattered.  Red wine spilled onto the dark floorboards at her feet, making
her look like she was standing in a pool of blood.  Fabian leapt to his
feet but made no move to approach her.  He remained by the sofa, watching
her carefully.


‘It can’t be!  She’s
dead!’  Mistral cried.  


Leo held her stricken stare, ‘It
was unmistakably her.’


Mistral rounded on Fabian, her
face suddenly blazing, ‘Tell me that when you took the Rochforte Contract and
left me alone with our newborn son you killed that bitch!’


‘Mistral –’


‘Tell me Fabian!’  


‘I did not see her body in the
slain,’ he admitted quietly.


‘Why the hell didn’t you
tell me?’


‘She was crushed, fallen …
nothing and of no consequence to our lives anymore –’


‘Hardly!  She’s only gone
and brought a fallen god to the Isle!’


‘Are you really talking about who
I think you’re talking about?’  Phantasm asked in a disbelieving voice.


But Mistral wasn’t listening, she
was pacing the floor, ranting and waving her arms angrily, ‘How many times did
I beg you to let me kill her?  But, oh no!  You were all for natural
revenge!  Damn it Fabian!  Everything we’ve ever sacrificed and
worked for will be wiped away because of her!’


‘Wait!  Can we just back up
a bit here please?’  Phantasm demanded.  ‘Are you actually suggesting
that Golden is responsible for Onieroi’s presence on the Isle?’


Mistral spun around to glare
furiously at him, ‘Suggesting?  Oh no brother, I’m not suggesting
it!  I’m damned well telling you!’


‘That’s impossible!  The
purges on the Rochfortes were all-encompassing!  How could she have
survived?’


‘I don’t know!  Why don’t
you pop round to their place and ask her!’  Mistral snapped.  ‘She
might even introduce you to her friend if you’re lucky!’


‘But surely you read her to see
if she’d survived?’  Phantasm persisted. 


‘No!  Because I stupidly
thought that the idiot warriors who took the overpaid Contract to wipe out the
Rochforte tribe would have done just that!’  Mistral snarled and strode
over to stare out of the window, her hands clenched into angry fists by her
sides. 


‘Mistral!  Never leave
anything to chance!  You know that!’  Phantasm cried. 


‘I told Mistral not to read
Golden as I believed her dead.’  Fabian said quietly.  


‘Why?’  Delphine asked with
a puzzled frown.  ‘Surely mother would just hear silence if she’d died?’


Fabian frowned, ‘No
Delphine.  The dead can speak to Seers.  We cannot comprehend what it
is like to hear their voices, but I am told it is dangerously beguiling. 
The last Divinus of the Ri became obsessed with necromancy.  He would
spend whole days lost in a Death Trance, reading the echoes of passed
souls.  I could never risk the same happening to your mother.’


Delphine still looked confused,
‘Is it dangerous then?’


‘To be more dead than
alive?  Yes.’  Fabian abruptly walked over to stand in front of
Mistral, speaking her name in a soft murmur while he took her hands, forcing
the tightly curled fingers to open and accept his touch.  ‘Please calm
down.  She is here.  We will deal with it.’


Mistral stared into the
fathomless dark of his eyes and felt her anger immediately subside.  Even
sheer fury couldn’t hold out for long against the power Fabian exerted over
her.  Pulling her gently into his arms, Fabian held her against him,
whispering to her until she sighed, then nodded and allowed herself to be drawn
onto the sofa beside him. 


Suddenly the fraught atmosphere
in the room eased enough to allow several conversations to break out at the
same time.


‘Who’s Golden?’  Samson whispered
to his twin.


‘No idea –’


‘Phantom?’  The twins turned
expectantly to their godfather, the source of all information when it came to
knowing who was who on the Isle. 


‘Where do I begin?’  Phantom
blew his cheeks out while he sought a suitable way to describe Golden.


‘A jealous, self-serving bitch
who sought to ruin your mother’s life from the day they first met.’ 
Phantasm said in a cold voice.  ‘And one that should by all rights be
dead!’


The De Winter twins nodded mutely
then shared an awed look.  Neither had ever heard their godfather swear
before. 


‘I have a headache the likes of
which I have never experienced before.’  Cassius muttered and continued to
knead his temples with his fingers.  ‘Onieroi has grown considerably in
power since the first time mother read him.’


Leo didn’t need to speak to
agree; the furrow of pain between his eyebrows said it all.


‘I’ll go back to the shop for
some supplies.’  Cain was instantly on his feet, relieved to have an
active part to play in the proceedings, and perhaps less nobly, to avoid the
questions Delphine was surely going to ask. 


Delphine looked over as he pulled
on his cloak, ‘Do you need some help?  I could make up a skullcap
tincture?’


‘I can cope, thanks Del – but
good idea, I think I’ll add some peppermint too –’


When the door closed behind Cain,
Delphine turned back to Leo and Cassius and asked the first of the questions
Cain had feared, ‘Why would Golden want to betray the Isle?’  


‘For revenge.’  Phantasm
responded flatly.  ‘Golden’s life on the Isle was one long litany of
rejection; first by her natural father and then by her mother, which was what
prompted her to come to the Valley to train.’


‘She’s a warrior?’  Samson
and Fabian asked in unison.


Phantasm shook his head, ‘No,
Golden failed to Qualify.’


‘Ha, not very good then.’
 Samson muttered to his brother.  


‘Actually, I think she could have
been quite effective.’  Phantom interjected thoughtfully.  ‘Not in
the type of work that you two excel, but she definitely had the necessary
skills for Council work.  She is resourceful, manipulative, devious, and
completely willing to do anything to get what she wants.’


‘So why’d she fail then?’ 
Samson asked.


‘She failed to complete her
Qualification hunt.’  Phantasm replied shortly.


Delphine gave a small exclamation
of disbelief, ‘She’s brought a fallen god to the Isle just because she had a
bad start in life and failed Qualification?’


‘It’s not quite that
simple.’  Phantasm sighed.  ‘Golden left the Valley in disgrace and
promptly married a high-ranking councillor named Lord Putreo Darke.  He
was a Rochforte by blood and she was embittered enough by her experience of
both the Ri and her Mage father to embrace the Rochfortes’ longstanding feud
against Mage Grapple.  She formed a pivotal part of their plan to claim
power over the Council by helping to kidnap your mother and trying to torture
her into submission.  When their plan failed her husband forfeited his
life and Golden left the Isle with Christophe and Etienne Rochforte, becoming
no more than the ornament to adorn the arm of each successive head of the tribe
until their final attempt to seize control of the Council failed and the
Rochfortes were crushed.  She realised the Rochfortes’ time was done and
petitioned Mage Grapple for sanctuary on the Isle, but he refused her.’


‘Oh.’  Delphine gazed
unseeingly at the fire while she absorbed Phantasm’s synopsis of Golden’s life
story.  


A short silence fell while
everyone tensed ready for Delphine’s inevitable question.  They did not
have to wait long.  


‘But why would Leo be the only
one to confirm it was her that mother could hear?  Surely you all knew her
from training?’


There was a long pause. 
When no-one seemed about to answer, Delphine looked at her parents, ‘Why the
silence?  Hasn’t this family always agreed to be truthful?  No matter
what the truth was, or how wrong our actions had been?’  Delphine waited
expectantly for her parents to respond.  When neither did she frowned and
looked at her godfathers, but their green eyes were veiled, giving nothing
away.  With an irritated gesture she turned to Cassius but he had his head
bowed into his hands, apparently still in the grip of a powerful
headache.  


Leo finally heaved a sigh and
lifted his gaze to meet Delphine’s.  The perpetual iciness was gone and in
its place a never before seen hint of shame.  ‘Golden became the way she
did because of me Delphine.  She was my lover.’ 


Too taken aback to respond,
Delphine merely stared at Leo and waited for him to continue. 


‘When I ended our affair she was
deeply bitter.  I am not proud of the part I played in making her into the
vengeful creature she became, and I regret my actions.  I ask you not to
think less of me for what I did.  I was not the person then that I am
now.’


Delphine suddenly smiled, ‘If I
cared about pasts, would I have married Cain?’


‘Definitely not.’  Phantom
muttered under his breath, then said more clearly.  ‘To be fair to the
Divinus, I think Golden was always going to turn out the way she did.  She
had a pretty poor track record before she even came to the Valley. 
Phantasm failed to mention that she fell out with her mother because she got
caught with her mother’s new husband, and also that she spent most of her year
in the Valley trying to goad her side-kick into killing Mistral just for her
own sick amusement.  Her going on to be passed around the Rochforte tribe
like a gourd of wine was hardly out of character.’


Delphine caught Leo’s flicker of
anger and quickly tried to smooth over Phantom’s tactless remarks, ‘Well
... she must have been very pretty to cause so many people to fall in love with
her,’ she said loyally. 


‘Not really.  Her charm was
more obvious.  More like Liliana and her sisters, if you get my
meaning.’  Phantom said carelessly.


‘Oh!’  Delphine blinked and
dropped her gaze to avoid witnessing the steely glare Leo was giving
Phantom.  


‘I think it is time we
concentrated on the more pressing matter of Onieroi’s increased power and stop
wasting time on pointless gossip!’  Leo snapped. 


Cain chose that moment to return,
bringing with him a cure for headaches and a much needed change of focus from
Leo’s affair with Golden.  


‘Right, two cups each of this
should do it,’ he instructed, pouring out a greenish coloured liquid into the
tumblers Delphine set out for him.


‘What’s in it?’  Leo asked,
picking up one of the tumblers and sniffing suspiciously at the contents.


‘Willow bark, peppermint,
skullcap, oat straw and gooseberries.  But they’re just for
flavour.’  Cain responded breezily and poured a tumbler for himself. 
‘Cheers!’


Leo and Cassius watched Cain
drain the tumbler before taking tentative sips of their own.  


‘It actually tastes quite
pleasant.’  Cassius declared in a surprised tone.


‘Of course it does!  It’s my
recipe!’  Delphine said reproachfully.


‘Why didn’t you say so?’ 
Cassius quickly downed his second tumbler.  


‘Not everything I brew is made
with bestra mucus you know Cassius.’  Cain murmured.  ‘Now, have we
worked out a solution to Golden’s resurrection during my absence?’


‘No.’ Phantasm said shortly, then
turned to look at Mistral.  ‘However, I assume that was who you were
trying to read her earlier?’


‘What?’  Fabian’s eyes
darkened with anger.  ‘Please tell me you didn’t!  I specifically
said that –’


‘I wasn’t to go anywhere, I
know.’  Mistral said quickly.  ‘But I had to try Fabian!  I
didn’t want Cassius to take the risk of listening to my vision unless he really
had to!’


Fabian exhaled in a low hiss of
anger, ‘Promise me you will not try to read her again!’


‘Well?  Did you?’ 
Phantasm demanded bluntly.


‘Give me a chance!’  Mistral
snapped at him then turned to look sincerely at Fabian, ‘I promise –’


‘No not that!’  Phantasm
said exasperatedly.  ‘I meant, did you read her?’


‘Oh!  Well, no –’ Mistral
frowned.  ‘That was the other strange thing.  I couldn’t hear her at
all.’


‘Was she asleep?’  Delphine
asked.


‘No, mother would have heard her
dreams.’  Cassius replied.


‘Well, maybe she just wasn’t
thinking anything.’  Phantom shrugged dismissively.  ‘This is Golden
we’re talking about –’


‘It’s impossible not to think
anything.’  Phantasm cut in impatiently.  


‘Is she dead?’  Samson
suggested hopefully.


Mistral shook her head, ‘No, or I
would hear the echo of her shade.  I don’t know why I can’t hear her.


‘I think I do.’  Fabian said
thoughtfully.  ‘Imperato said Onieroi had the power of Morpheus; the
ability to place a person in a trance so deep that it mimics death. 
Onieroi must have sensed your mind connecting with Golden’s and placed her
under his power to sever the connection.  He will not be able to leave her
there indefinitely though, he will need to feed from her worship ... at least
until he gathers a following – then Golden may well become surplus to
requirements.’


‘That makes s-sense –’ Mistral
stifled a sudden yawn.  ‘I wonder how long he’ll keep her under. 
D’you think Morpheus behaves the same way a Death Trance does?’


‘I think we need to speak with
Imperato to find out more, but that is a matter we can address tomorrow. 
It has been a long day and I insist that you get some sleep now.’  Fabian
said firmly and rose to his feet, holding his hand out to Mistral. 


‘I agree.  My goddaughter
needs her rest.’  Phantasm immediately walked over to the coat rack,
pointedly holding out his brother’s cloak.  


‘Hang on! 
Goddaughter?’  Delphine gasped excitedly.  ‘I’m going to have a
sister?’


‘Oh no, not another one.’
 Samson groaned.


‘I hope she’s less bossy than
Del,’ his twin muttered back, but was careful enough to say it too quietly for
her to overhear. 


‘I’ll be back in the morning to
check on you.’  Cain said to Mistral while he pulled on his cloak. 
‘Oh, and congratulations.  You two make beautiful daughters,’ he added
with a grin. 


‘Thanks, but don’t think you’re
marrying this one as well.’  Mistral replied with another yawn.  


‘I’ve told you before Mistral,
I’m not the marrying kind.’  Cain laughed and led Delphine by the hand out
into the cool spring night.  


Mistral listened to the sound of
Delphine chatting excitedly to him about her baby sister and smiled when he
joined in with her, reflecting that there were worse sons-in-law she could have
than Cain.  


The twins brushed past her,
murmuring their goodnights to ghost silently down the cobbled street, looking
more like their namesakes than ever beneath the silvery moonlight.  She
raised an eyebrow when her twin sons sloped past with a muttered, ‘S’too early
for bed, going to The Cloak –’ but didn’t comment.  In fact, she
half-envied them the release that a few tankards of ale would provide.
 She watched them walking up the street, their dark heads bent together
while they talked, no doubt about the revelation of Leo’s past and maybe even
the far less interesting news that they would have another sister before the
year was out.  Suppressing another yawn, Mistral closed the door and
walked across the room to where Fabian, Cassius and Leo were finishing a
murmured conversation around the table.


‘Yes, tomorrow.  But we will
go alone.’  Fabian said firmly.   


Leo frowned and began to argue,
‘No, I need to be there –’


‘No.  Mistral and I will go
alone.’  Fabian repeated.  ‘I will speak with you when we
return.  Goodnight Leo.’  


There was no mistaking the edge
in Fabian’s voice or the hard set of his face.  Mistral frowned, wondering
what had caused his displeasure, but she was too tired to analyse his thoughts.



Without another word Leo swept
across the room, grabbing his cloak from the rack he flung open the door and
stepped out.  Mistral closed her eyes and sighed wearily, expecting him to
slam the door and wake Marcus, but he closed it with surprising gentleness,
making her realise that he had truly changed; the Leo of her apprenticeship
wouldn’t have considered the child asleep upstairs.


‘If you have no further need for
me, I think I will join Samson and Fabian.’  Cassius said quietly. 
‘Cain’s potion has eased the worst of my headache, but I feel that something
medicinal from The Cloak is needed.’


‘Goodnight Cassius.’ 
Mistral smiled at her son.  The dark eyes that met hers were exactly the
same as his father’s, deep and soulful, with the same ability to express a
smile that his mouth did not reveal. 


‘Goodnight mother.’


When the door closed behind him,
Fabian turned to Mistral, his ebony eyes glowing with a dark intensity, ‘We
need to talk.’


‘We do?’  Mistral tried to
keep the dismay she felt from showing in her face.  She had been hoping to
go straight to bed without having to dissect the evening’s events. 


‘Yes.’  


Taking her by the hand, Fabian
led her across the living room and towards the stairs.  Mistral threw an
envious glance at her dog as she was towed past.  He was sprawled by the
fire with all four paws in the air and didn’t look like he was about to come to
her rescue any time soon.  Sighing resignedly at the thought of spending
the next hour explaining why she’d tried to read Golden when Fabian had
forbidden her from doing anything of the sort, Mistral followed him into their
bedroom and sat down heavily on the bed.  To her astonishment Fabian
dropped to his knees beside her, gazing imploringly at her.


‘Please forgive me.’


‘For what?’  She asked in
bewilderment.


‘I have twice betrayed you
tonight.’


‘You have?’  She
frowned.  Hadn’t she betrayed him by trying to read Golden?  What had
he done wrong?


‘Yes, Mistral, I have.’
 Fabian’s eyes were eloquent with remorse.  ‘Please ... say you will
forgive me.’


Mistral stared at him, too
overwhelmed by the depth of emotion shining in his eyes to form a coherent
response.  


He sighed and bowed his head
against her knees, misinterpreting her silence for anger, ‘You have every right
to be furious with me.  I should have told you when I returned from the
Rochforte Contract that I had not seen Golden amongst the slain.’


Mistral gazed down at his bent
head and slowly curled her fingers through his tousled hair.  Lifting a
single lock she ran her fingers along its length then let it fall back
down.  ‘Please look at me,’ she whispered.  


He lifted his head to gaze at her
and Mistral felt her heart tear at the torment she saw there. 


‘No Fabian!  It’s me that’s
betrayed you!  I was angry, yes, but it was more out of shock than
anything.  I’m sorry ... so sorry ... I took it out on you when you hadn’t
done anything wrong!’


‘I will see her fall this time
Mistral.  I swear not to let you down again.  I will not let Golden
hurt our family.’


‘You could never let me down.’
 Mistral said softly and reached out to take his hands, drawing him to his
feet.


‘But I have Mistral.’  


‘How?’


Fabian didn’t respond but sat
down beside her on the bed and opened his arms, his expression almost hesitant,
as though he expected her to refuse the offer of his embrace.  She
instantly slid onto his lap, curling up against him with a blissful sigh that
the feel of his arms around her always evoked.  How could he ever doubt her
need of him?  


He did not speak, and for a while
she lay in his arms, listening to the beat of his heart.  She denied the
whisper of his thoughts, allowing him the chance to voice them as he saw
fit.  After a moment Fabian reached down to take her hands, turning them
over to run his fingers lightly over the palms.  He slowly followed the
crease of her life-line with a single finger, the gentleness of his touch
sending a shiver down her spine.  He finally gave a low sigh and slid his
fingers between hers, locking their hands together. 


‘Despite knowing that you were in
a trance, I confess to being consumed with jealousy at the sight of these hands
on another man.  You had done nothing to deserve such a reaction.  It
was simply my pride, and I am ashamed.’ 


Mistral listened to his words and
felt a bitter smile tug at the corners of her mouth.  Jealousy.  Now
that was a beast whose name she knew only too well.  Through a series of
false images of Fabian, Golden had submitted Mistral to more jealousy and despair
than it was possible for one person to endure.  Yet somehow she had. 
Because, like Fabian, she’d known deep down that what she’d seen wasn’t
real.  What was real was the heart she could feel beating in the body she
was resting against.  Her Mage.  She tilted her head to kiss the
underside of his jaw, pressing her lips to his warm skin.  Lifting her
hands from his, Mistral traced the contours of his face with her fingertips,
remembering a time when she had yearned to touch what she now took for
granted.  


‘I understand, because there is
nothing I have ever wanted more fiercely than you.  I love you Fabian De
Winter.  I’m going to bear you an army of children, then we’re going to
grow old together.  Disgracefully.’


Laughing softly Fabian caught her
hands and pressed them to his lips, ‘Ah, yes.  I can see us reclining in
rocking chairs on the balcony of our mountain house.’


‘Huh, only if I’ve got my
crossbow!  It’s a great vantage point.’


‘So it is,’ he agreed, bending
his head to kiss her neck.  


She smiled and closed her eyes in
pleasure at the sensation of his lips moving over her skin, wondering dreamily
how he had even imagined her unable to forgive him anything at all – ever –
when a sudden thought struck her, ‘Much as I hate to ruin this moment,’ she
began. 


‘But you are going to,’ he sighed
against her skin, making her shiver again.


‘Yes, but only briefly ... then
you can distract me again.’


Mistral felt Fabian’s lips curve
into a smile against her neck and had to force her mind to focus on the
question she wanted to ask, ‘What were you getting all forceful with Leo about
just before he stormed out?’


Fabian chuckled softly,
‘Storm?  The Divinus of the Ri is no petulant teenager Mistral!’


‘If you say so, now stop avoiding
the question.’


‘I was forcefully, as you so
succinctly put it, telling Leo that you and I would be spending tomorrow
afternoon together without his presence.’


Mistral frowned, ‘Why would Leo
want to spend a Saturday afternoon with us?’  


‘Well, I agreed that we would
visit the centaur tribe on the way back to discuss your vision –’


‘Way back from where?’


‘If you would let me finish, you
might find out.’  Fabian sighed, his voice betraying the smile she
couldn’t see. 


‘Sorry,’ she said, smiling
herself. 


‘I’m going to take you shopping
after training has finished tomorrow afternoon –’


‘Great.’  Mistral muttered
unenthusiastically. 


‘I sometimes wonder Mistral, how
many minutes of our lives we have spent having conversations that are twice as
long as they need to be because you insist on interrupting me!’


‘Hundreds.’  Mistral
laughed.  ‘But please continue.’


‘I’m taking you to Brintor
tomorrow to choose a pony for Marcus.’


Mistral let out a gasp and
twisted in his arms to gaze up at him with shining eyes, ‘Really?  Because
Marcus was going on and on to me about when he was going to get his pony! 
He wants something like Spirit ... but I still think Dawn Forest would be a
good choice, or maybe even something with a little bit of Arab –’


Laughing at her excitement,
Fabian suddenly bent his head and kissed her on the lips, halting her flow of
conversation and her ability to remember what they’d been talking about. 
He let her go and smiled, his dark eyes dancing, ‘There.  That look. 
That is the reason I want you all to myself tomorrow.’ 


‘What look?’  She gazed
breathlessly up at him. 


‘Your happy look.  I want to
assuage my jealousy by having you all to myself and know your happiness is all
mine.’


‘I’m always yours.’  Mistral
whispered back.  ‘And you always make me happy.’ 


‘Really?’  He raised an eyebrow,
his expression softly teasing.  ‘Even when I was being an idiot warrior
who left you alone with our newborn son to take an overpaid Contract on the
Rochfortes?’


Mistral buried her face into his
neck to hide her shame at the repetition of her angry words, ‘I should learn to
keep my mouth shut.  How could I belittle you risking your life to ensure
that our family had a chance of one.’


‘Enough recriminations for
tonight my love.’  Fabian said softly and lifted her chin to kiss
her.  ‘Tell me how much money Marcus is going to cost me tomorrow
afternoon.’


‘Oh, at least fifty.  And I
need a new knife belt –’


‘Of course you do.’  Fabian
sighed wearily.  ‘If only to match your other four.’


‘Three actually.’  Mistral
corrected quickly.  ‘And the twins’ birthday is coming up.  I think
we should get them something.’


Fabian frowned, ‘This is
beginning to sound expensive.’  


Mistral pouted up at him, ‘Am I
not worth it?’  


‘You are worth more than money to
me,’ he smiled and pulled her into the middle of the bed. 











A Star Foretold





Mistral and Fabian were rudely
awoken at dawn by Marcus bounding onto their bed, bursting with bright chatter
about a dream he’d had of a golden pony with silver hooves.


‘I suppose one benefit to our
children growing so fast is that this stage doesn’t last long.’  Fabian
sighed and moved over to let Marcus wriggle into bed between them. 


Mistral smiled and sat up to hug
their son while she listened to him describing the pony in his dream, ‘Silver
wings too huh?’  She said, nodding approvingly.  ‘Well, I’m not sure
that Gemma has anything that magnificent in her stock, but your father and I
promise to buy you best that she has today.’


There was a brief lull while
Marcus stared at his mother with wide blue eyes then he suddenly let out a loud
whoop of joy, making Fabian and Mistral laugh.


‘A pony!  A pony!  I’m
getting a pony!’  


‘Why don’t you go tell your
brothers all about it.’  Mistral suggested when he paused to draw breath. 


Fabian ruffled his son’s hair as
he clambered over him and jumped off the bed, running barefooted across the
wooden floor towards Samson and Fabian’s room calling their names at the top of
his voice.


‘Well, since we’re awake so
early, I think I’ll make a start on breakfast then go and see if the twins can
have Marcus this afternoon.’  Mistral sighed and reluctantly threw back
the covers.  


Fabian rolled over and pulled her
back down into his arms, ‘Where do you think you are going?’ 


Mistral smiled and melted back
against him, ‘Absolutely nowhere now –’ 


‘A pony!  A pony!  Can
I have a gold one like Spirit?  Or a white one like Cain’s! 
Oh!  Can I have two?’  


Mistral and Fabian closed their
eyes and sighed jointly when Marcus erupted back into their room and leapt onto
the bed and began jumping up and down with excitement. 


‘Breakfast.’  Mistral said
shortly.


‘Hmm, before I get seasick.’
 Fabian agreed.


Breakfast was a typically hectic
occasion with Cain arriving halfway through and joining them in laughing at
Marcus, who barely seemed to pause to ram a forkful of scrambled eggs into his
mouth before continuing to rattle on about his pony.


‘Chew it Marcus.  And please
don’t talk with your mouth full.’  Mistral chided while she put a plateful
down in front of Cain. 


‘Am chew’ n’it!’  Marcus
said indignantly, making everyone laugh except Cassius who was too busy wiping
sprayed flecks of scrambled eggs from his face.


‘Right, I’m taking you to see
your godfathers.  You can tell them all about your – ’Cassius paused and
made a show of trying to remember something.  ‘What is it you’re getting
again today Marcus?’  He asked with a frown.


‘A pony!’


‘Ah, yes.’  Cassius laughed
and held his hand out to his youngest brother.  ‘How could I have
forgotten?’


‘Thanks Cassius.’  Mistral
said gratefully.  ‘It completely slipped my mind that Cain was coming
round this morning.’


‘I know.’  Cassius gave a
rare grin and dragged his completely over-excited brother out of the
house.  


Suddenly it was time for everyone
to be leaving.  The twins grabbed their swords from the considerable pile
leant against the wall and hurried out of the door, talking about the morning’s
training session.  Fabian kissed Mistral quickly, promising to buy her
lunch before they left for Brintor and joined his sons, heading for the
Training Arena.  When the door closed behind him Mistral gave a long sigh
of relief and sank down onto the sofa.


‘Have you had breakfast?’ 
Cain asked.


‘What?  Oh no, not yet.’


‘Right, well you come and sit
down at the table while I make you something to eat.’


Mistral was instantly suspicious,
‘Have you upset Delphine?’


‘No!’  Cain laughed. 
‘I just like to look after my patients.’


Mistral eyed him mistrustfully
but attacked the plate of eggs he made with relish while he cleared the table
and washed the plates.


‘Thanks brother, that was good,’
she sighed, patting her stomach contentedly.


‘All part of the service.’
 Cain said briskly and walked back in from the kitchen drying his hands on
a towel.  ‘Now, are you ready?’


‘Oh, I suppose so.’  Mistral
pushed back her chair and followed Cain up the stairs of her unnaturally quiet
house.  Shifting Prospero off the bed she lay down and submitted herself
to the stethoscope and measuring routine that was now such a regular occurrence
she barely even flinched at the cold touch of metal against her skin.  She
gazed up at the ceiling while Cain listened to her baby’s heartbeat then
stretched a tape down the length of her midriff, measuring her growth.


‘When did you fall pregnant
Mistral?’  Cain asked with a frown.


‘Er?’  Mistral looked at him
blankly.


‘Of course you don’t know.’
 Cain sighed.  ‘Well I’m sure I can work it out.  Marcus was
born on the Saturday before solstice, which means that you would probably have
fallen again sometime around the third week of January –’


Mistral listened to him calmly
calculating her private life with Fabian and felt her cheeks redden, ‘What’s
that got to do with anything?’  She spluttered.


‘Rather a lot actually.  You
must have noticed that you’re quite a lot bigger than you normally are?’


‘Am I?’  Mistral glanced
down at herself in surprise.  ‘You know, I think you’re right!’


‘Yes.  Thank you for that
vote of confidence in my medical expertise.’  Cain said drily.  ‘Now,
you’re roughly twenty weeks into your term, but to be honest, you look more
like you’re about thirty.’


There was a short silence. 
Mistral eyed Cain coldly while he continued to press his fingers against her
belly, feeling for the baby’s head. 


‘Are you saying I’m too fat?’


‘Hmm?  Oh, no!  You’re
in fine shape – and so is your baby,’ he added quickly to ease the flash of
panic he saw in her eyes.  ‘But just a lot further on than I’d expect you
to be.’


Mistral’s face creased into a
worried look, ‘How can I be?’


‘Well, I’m not an expert on how
reading the mind of a renegade god can affect an unborn baby, but I’d have to
hazard a guess and say that it might have something to do with it.’


Mistral was instantly distraught,
‘You think I’ve hurt her?’  She cried, sitting up and wrapping her arms
around herself in a gesture that was half-comforting, half-protective.


‘No, not that I can tell.’
 Cain reassured her.  ‘Her heartbeat is strong, she’s moving nicely
... your blood pressure is fine.  In short, everything is perfectly
normal, just at a more advanced stage than the number of months would suggest. 
I think that your brush with Onieroi may have accelerated her growth rate,
that’s all.’


Mistral relaxed slightly, ‘So
when do you think she’ll be born then?’


Cain frowned thoughtfully, ‘I
can’t be sure, but you look to be at the halfway stage already.  So, if I
were a betting man, I’d be putting a small wager on September.’


Mistral nodded while she absorbed
this startling piece of news then looked at him sharply, ‘If I see Xerxes
waving that dratted piece of parchment around and calling for bets on my
pregnancy I will kill you Cain.’


‘No you won’t.’  Cain smiled
confidently.  ‘I’m your favourite son-in-law.’


‘You’re my only
son-in-law!’  Mistral retorted.  


‘Yet.’  Cain grinned and
nodded towards her bump.


‘Oh, don’t.’  Mistral
groaned and slumped back against the pillows.  ‘I hope she never gets
married.  I hate weddings.’


‘Yes, talking of never getting
married, did I hear right amongst the bat-like noises Marcus was making that
you’re going to see Gemma today?’


‘Yes.’  Mistral
smiled.  ‘Fabian’s going to buy him a pony.’


‘Well, can you do me a favour and
run your professional eye over Gemma?  Only Samson let slip at our wedding
that she was pregnant again, but she’s stopped riding out of fear that it might
lead her to miscarry and hasn’t been into the Valley for a check-up.’


Mistral immediately looked
uncomfortable, ‘I’m not really qualified at that sort of thing Cain.’ 


‘Really?  So, you aren’t the
mother of five who actually instructed someone on how to birth her last child
then?’  Cain pointed out wryly.  


‘Oh, well, it’s different when
it’s my own.’  Mistral muttered and plucked at the crumpled
bedsheet.  ‘Telling Gemma what to do would feel ... strange.’


‘You don’t have to tell her to do
anything.  That poor woman is so terrified of losing another baby that
she’s probably not even getting out of bed!  All I want you to do is make
sure she’s eating well and, if you can, listen to the baby’s heartbeat and
check her blood pressure.’


‘What, while I’m buying a
pony?’  


‘Don’t be difficult Mistral, I’m
asking a favour here.  Gemma was devastated about losing her last
baby.  And the fact that Samson hasn’t asked either me or Delphine to go
out and check on her tells me that she’s too frightened to be examined in case
we tell her that there’s something wrong with this one.’


Mistral instantly felt
chastened.  She gave absolutely no consideration to the ease with which
she fell, carried and gave birth to each of her children and couldn’t begin to
imagine how it would feel not to be able to.  ‘Yes, sorry Cain, I’ll er,
try and leap on her with a stethoscope when she’s not looking or something.’


‘You could try talking to
her.’  Cain suggested gently. 


Mistral gave him an uneasy look
but nodded, ‘Talking.  Right. Yes.’


Cain watched her obvious
discomfiture at being asked to do what was second-nature to most women and
shook his head in amusement at how different Delphine was to her mother, ‘Come
on,’ he said, rising to his feet and picking up his saddlebag.  ‘I’ll walk
round to the twins’ house with you on the way back to my shop.’


‘At the escorting stage already
am I?’  Mistral asked wearily.


‘Not quite, but you’re getting
there.’  Cain said and reached out a hand to help her off the bed.  


Mistral found the twins listening
attentively to Marcus telling them all about how his mother and father were
going to buy him a unicorn.


‘And it’s going to have
wings!  But not just two like normal flying unicorns –’


Phantom nodded sagely, ‘I agree,
normal flying unicorns are just so ordinary.’


‘Mine’s going to have four
wings!  Then it’ll fly really fast –’


Phantasm slipped away to greet
Mistral and left Phantom listening to Marcus going on to describe how his
four-winged unicorn would also be able to breathe fire.


‘How do you feel today?’ 
Phantasm asked while Mistral followed him into their small kitchen.


‘Fine,’ she shrugged. 
‘Shouldn’t I?’


‘Well, reading Golden must have
been a bit of a shock for you last night.’


‘Oh, well yes it was.  But
to be honest, I’d forgotten all about it.’  Mistral said then smiled when
she heard Marcus suddenly launch into a fresh debate with Phantom over whether
his pony should be allowed to graze with the Ri herd or have a field all of its
own.


‘Definitely one of its own if
it’s going to breathe fire.’  Phantom was saying seriously.  ‘I don’t
think the Equus will take too kindly to his herd being reduced to cinders –’


‘Yes.’  Phantasm agreed with
a low laugh.  ‘I can imagine that the minor inconvenience of a finding out
that Golden is actually still alive and has brought a fallen god to the Isle
pales into insignificance next to the more pressing matter of what pony to buy
for Marcus.’


‘It has rather.’  Mistral
laughed then winced when her baby kicked.  ‘Ouch!’


‘What’s ouch?’  Phantasm
frowned and pulled out a kitchen chair, almost forcibly shoving her into it.


‘Nothing!’  Mistral said
quickly.


‘Such an awful liar.’
 Phantasm muttered and strode over to the sink to fill a glass with water
for her.  ‘Now –’ he slid onto the chair opposite so that she couldn’t
avoid his piercing gaze.  ‘Care to tell me what the “ouch” was for? 
I’m guessing it has something to do with my goddaughter.  Cain was out to
see you this morning wasn’t he?  Is everything alright?’


Mistral frowned down at the glass
of water in her hand, ‘Do you mind if I speak with Fabian first?  Only you
delivered Marcus, and Phantom found out before he did that I’m having a girl –
and it should really have been him both times.’


Phantasm frowned heavily but
nodded his agreement, ‘Of course Mage De Winter should be the first to know
about anything to do with his children ... but please just assure me that
everything is alright.’


Mistral smiled at him.  His
beautiful face was composed into such a perfect depiction of concern that it
could have been hung in a gallery entitled “Anxious Angel.”  ‘Yes
brother, Cain checked me over this morning and everything is fine.’  She
pushed her chair back.  ‘And now I’m going to take Marcus off your hands
till lunchtime, or he’ll have worn your ears out with talk of wretched
ponies!’  


‘Where are you going?’ 
Phantasm asked, instantly rising to help her up.


‘I’m going to the school.’


‘But it’s Saturday!’


‘I know that Phantasm!’
 Mistral shot back.  ‘Virgil will be there though.  He’s always
there – and I want to see him about getting Marcus started next week.’


‘I agree he’s a bright child and
definitely ready for some extra stimulation, but I’m not sure Virgil will
accept him until he’s a bit older.’


‘Virgil will do what I say, not
what he thinks is best for my children.  And I’m more than ready to get
back to teaching the apprentices.’  Mistral replied over her shoulder
while she walked back into the living room, adding in her mind that once Fabian
found out about her accelerated pregnancy he would no doubt ban her from doing
anything more strenuous than breathing. 


Phantasm paused into the doorway,
frowning thoughtfully, ‘Well ... I think I must insist on taking Marcus to the
school and speaking with Virgil myself, only I don’t think he’s quite recovered
from you threatening him at knifepoint when he dared to suggest that Samson and
Fabian had issues with authority.’


‘How dare he say that my boys
were uncontrollable!’  Mistral snorted.  ‘I can’t believe that man
used to be a warrior!’


‘He was the Ri’s Advisor to the
Council Mistral.  I’m not sure he ever actually saw any action, just a lot
of dull meetings.’


‘Huh, that explains a lot. 
Right, well if you’re taking Marcus to meet the Valley’s most boring man I’m
off to the Training Arena.’


Phantom immediately sprang to his
feet with a gleam in his eyes that Mistral knew all too well, ‘I’ll walk with
you.’


Mistral suppressed a sigh,
knowing that she would be facing a Phantom inquisition all the way to the
Arena.  Her prediction came true shortly after they parted ways on the
doorstep with Phantasm taking Marcus by the hand and leading him off towards
the school.  Marcus paused briefly in his pony monologue to gabble a quick
‘bye mother!’ then immediately picked up where he’d left off.  Mistral
watched Phantasm bend his head to listen to her son’s endless prattling and swallowed
down the lump that suddenly rose in her throat.


‘You alright?’  Phantom
asked, looking at her closely.


‘M’fine.’  Mistral muttered
quickly and started to walk down the street towards the village square, not
trusting herself to speak for a minute, and certainly not to express the stupid
notion that it should be the twins raising the three Rochforte boys, not
Melsina.


Phantom was accustomed to her
wild mood swings and walked beside her in silence until he felt it was safe to
broach the subject Mistral knew he was dying to talk about.


‘So, last night –’


‘Do you mean the brief interlude
between you all leaving and me being woken up by Marcus at stupid o’clock this
morning, or are you referring to the bit where you were all still there?’


‘The bit where we were still there
–’


‘Oh yes?  What about
it?’  Mistral enquired, pausing to gaze interestedly at a window display
of kitchen wares while she warmed to her favourite game of teasing
Phantom.  ‘Hmm, I could do with a new set of copper saucepans.  The
last lot are all dinted from when I threw them at your brother –’


‘Are you going to make this hard
work?’  Phantom demanded. 


‘What buying saucepans?  No,
I think I’ll stick with the ones I’ve got  ... Fabian’ll have a heart
attack if I spend any more money today.’


‘Mistral!’


Mistral grinned, ‘Sorry brother,
it’s just that I can hear you squirming with impatience and it makes me
laugh.  You’re worse than Marcus!’  


‘I’m so glad I amuse you!’ 
Phantom sniffed, looking offended.


‘Don’t get miffed brother.’
 Mistral nudged him with her elbow.  ‘Ask away.  I’ll do my best
to bear up under your interrogation.’


‘Well.’  Phantom looked
around with comic furtiveness before tucking his arm through hers and
whispering in her ear.  ‘The Divinus ... his touching display of remorse
over his mistreatment of Golden ... was it real, or just to keep on Delphine’s
good side?’


‘Oh definitely real.’
 Mistral replied airily.  ‘You should have seen his aura!  It
was a crown of pure bronze!


‘Ha!  I can see him wearing
a crown!’  Phantom grinned wickedly then turned to mutter quietly to her
again.  ‘So our Divinus was the king of guilt last night, but what I want
to know is how recent is this miraculous penitence?’


‘What do you mean?’  Mistral
frowned; genuinely distracted by the window display of the shop they were
passing.


‘I mean,’ Phantom said, pulling
her firmly away from the door of Toothe and Nayle before her outstretched hand
could grab the handle, ‘how long have I been labouring under the
misapprehension that our Divinus has a lump of stone in his chest instead of a
heart?’


‘Huh?’  Mistral turned her
head to watch the window display of throwing knives vanish out of sight as
Phantom hauled her away.


‘Or, to put it more plainly, for
how long has he regretted dropping Golden quicker than a still warm piece of
dung?’  Phantom snapped, starting to lose his temper.


Mistral turned to him, laughing
incredulously, ‘Still warm piece of dung?  I like it!’


‘Not one of my finer turns of
phrase I admit, but please answer the question!  It’s kept me awake half
the night!’


‘Really?’  Mistral gave him
a “you need to get a grip” look then sighed.  ‘Well, I first noticed that
he felt guilty at Grendel’s wedding.’


Phantom stopped and stared
unseeingly into space for several long seconds then gave a happy laugh, ‘Ah,
yes, I remember!  You never did tell me what you saw in his aura that
day!’  He tucked her arm a little tighter in his, imprisoning her against
his side.  ‘But now you’re going to tell me everything.’  


‘Not a lot to tell really. 
As you know, weddings bore me –’


‘I sincerely hope that you’re not
including your own in that sweeping statement!’


‘No brother, mine was perfect.’
 Mistral said quickly, failing to add that she couldn’t remember a single
second of the actual ceremony, only the way Fabian had looked at her throughout
the entire proceedings.  ‘But even you admitted that Grendel’s was a bit
over the top!’


‘Yes, yes it was a spectacular
display of tackiness, but never mind Liliana’s poor taste!  What did you
read in the Divinus’ thoughts that day?’


‘Actually it was Liliana that set
him off.  She reminded him of Golden you see –’


‘The Divinus was thinking of
marrying Golden?  Perish the thought!’


‘Well yes, that’s what he thought
too, but instead of relief that he’d narrowly avoided being led up the aisle by
Golden, he actually felt guilty because he knew that she’d really loved him and
he’d broken her heart.’


‘It might be broken but the
damned things still beating!’  Phantom muttered savagely.  


‘Not for long brother.’


Phantom suddenly turned to her
with the same anxious look his brother’s face had worn only minutes before,
‘Dealing with Onieroi will be incredibly dangerous Mistral, and –’


‘Yes I know it’ll be no picnic
and yes, I know I’m pregnant – but when aren’t I?’  Mistral sighed
ruefully.  ‘Tell you what though brother –’ she added with a sudden
grin.  ‘I’ve just had an idea.  Come on, you can carry my shopping!’


‘What?’  Before Phantom had
time to fully register the alien word that had left Mistral’s lips he was being
dragged through a series of shops; first the bakers, then the butchers and
finally the greengrocers.


‘There, that should do it!’ 
Mistral declared happily and shoved the final wrapped parcel on top of the pile
in Phantom’s arms. 


‘At least when Delphine does this
to me she has the sense to bring a basket!’  Phantom complained from
behind the tower of parcels. 


‘Do you seriously carry a basket
for her?’  Mistral asked with a disbelieving laugh.


‘So does Cain!’  Phantom
said defensively.  ‘And he makes her breakfast in bed every morning.’


‘Don’t know why you’re making out
that Cain’s so under the thumb brother, you used to run her baths for her!’


‘He does that too!’


Mistral rolled her eyes, ‘I can’t
believe we all used to hunt and fight together and now all you lot do is pander
to Delphine!  You’ve become such a bunch of wimps!’


‘I hardly think a wimp could hold
up under the year’s supply of food you’ve laden me with!’


‘Oh whatever.  Come on,
let’s get it ready then I can go and pulverise, er, I mean teach the apprentices
–’


Half an hour later Mistral was
back in the Training Arena helping Fabian with an archery session. 
Mistral hadn’t seen much of this year’s batch of apprentices since she’d been
kept busy with Marcus, but the few training sessions she had managed to attend
had made her realise just how much she’d missed spending her days being with
Fabian.  She watched him correct one of the apprentices who was so nervous
that he could barely draw the string on his longbow.  He nodded jerkily in
response to Fabian’s quietly spoken words of instruction then managed to draw
his bow and fire, sending the arrow into the outer rings of the target with a
satisfying thud. 


‘Good shot.’  Fabian
murmured once the apprentice had finished loudly celebrating in a way not dissimilar
to Marcus.  ‘But try to tone down the enthusiasm.  Warriors who leap
around waving their hands in the air tend to make easy targets.’ 


Turning away to hide her
laughter, Mistral found herself looking at their twin sons.  She couldn’t
hide a flash of pride when they simultaneously notched an arrow, drew, fired,
and struck the same bull’s-eye with neither arrow appearing to strike before
the other.


‘Shockingly good aren’t
they?’  Samson muttered in her ear. 


She turned and grinned at the
scarred features of Fabian’s oldest friend, ‘Of course they are!  They’re
Fabian’s sons.’


‘Ah, there’s a lot of you in them
too.’ 


Mistral sighed, ‘I know, but try
not to hold it against them.’  


Samson grinned but his rogue’s
smile didn’t quite reach his eyes, which were looking at her almost hesitantly,
‘Mistral –’


‘I know Samson.  You don’t
need to say it.  I can hear your thoughts and you’re not betraying her by
asking me.  Cain’s already been on my case this morning too, and of course
I will try – but it’s not really one of my strong points, is it?’


‘Oh, I don’t know.’ 
Samson’s mantle of scars crinkled into a thoughtful expression.  ‘I’ve
seen severely injured apprentices get up and walk after one your pep talks ...
come to think of it, usually before you’ve even finished yelling at them –’


‘That’s because they’re trying to
escape, not inspired by me screaming at them!’  Mistral laughed.  


‘It really is not appropriate for
the Ri’s Training Lieutenants to be leaning on the fence chatting.’


Mistral started guiltily at the
sound of Fabian’s voice while Samson gave him a grin and strolled over to
adjust the aim of an apprentice who seemed intent on firing an arrow at his
neighbour. 


Fabian moved closer to Mistral so
that they could talk without being overheard, a smile lighting his dark eyes,
‘Would you like to share with your Training Captain just what Samson and you
were laughing about?’


‘Oh, yes, sorry.  We were
actually lost in admiration at the ability of those two apprentices over there
... they look vaguely familiar ... do you know their names?’  Mistral
nodded casually towards their sons. 


Fabian followed her gaze and gave
a short laugh, ‘No, but I’ve heard their mother has a reputation for being one
to shout first then ask questions later.’


‘Huh, well whoever told you that
was lying.  I never ask questions –’


‘No because details bore you,’
Fabian smiled and bent closer to whisper in her ear.  ‘Now please can we
get the minor detail of this session finished so that I can have you all to
myself this afternoon?’


The end of the session seemed to
take forever to come.  Mistral had to hold back a cheer when she finally
heard the low murmur of Fabian’s voice dismissing the apprentices.


‘Are you riding out straight
away?’  Samson asked while she stacked longbows into his arms.


‘Pretty much, but I think we
might stop on the way.’


‘Say no more Lady De
Winter.  I was going to offer to ride with you, but I can see that three
would be a crowd in this case!’  Samson dropped a knowing wink in her
direction and Mistral immediately blushed.


‘I’ve packed a picnic is what I
meant!’  She blustered.  


‘Right.’  Samson
grinned.  ‘See you in Brintor.  Later.’


And it was much later than
Mistral had intended when she and Fabian finally arrived in Brintor, but the
busy market town was still heaving with Saturday afternoon shoppers. 
Mistral waited while Fabian left Spirit and Cirrus under the watchful gaze of
the attendant at the horse enclosure and tipped him a silver coin to keep a
close eye on their horses.


‘Waste of money.’  Mistral
muttered disapprovingly when he strolled over to loop his arm around her
waist.  ‘No-one in their right mind will try and steal Cirrus!’


‘I was more worried about Spirit
actually.’  Fabian replied then laughed when she shot him a black
look.  


They joined the throngs of
shoppers milling lazily through the market, listening to the good-natured
banter of the stallholders beckoning passers-by into the shade of their bright
awnings.  The items on sale were far more appealing to Mistral than those
at the Council’s raucous market.  Brintor had a primarily elven
population, reflected in the goods sold at the stalls.  Most were of
exceptionally good quality – and because most elves had little use for money,
they could be purchased at very fair prices.  


‘Now.’  Fabian said, giving
her waist a gentle squeeze while he steered her away from a stall selling
longbows.  ‘Care to tell me what Cain said this morning about why I can
barely get my arm around you so early on in your term?’


Mistral sighed, ‘Cain came to see
you, didn’t he?’


‘Naturally.’


‘Well I don’t know why he felt
the need to that!  I was going to tell you, I just haven’t had a chance to
yet!’


Fabian laughed, ‘A two hour ride
and an hour’s picnic not enough time for you?’


Mistral lifted her chin stubbornly,
‘We were talking about other things on the ride and –’


‘And we weren’t talking at all
during the picnic.’  Fabian finished with a smile.   


Mistral dipped her head to hide a
grin and its accompanying blush while Fabian laughed softly and guided her over
to the leather goods stall that specialised in belts, scabbards and
holsters.  


‘New sword belt for the gentleman
is it?’  The stallholder enquired, smiling amiably at Fabian.


Fabian shook his head and
gestured to Mistral, still in the middle of a blushing fit, ‘I’m after another
knife belt for my wife actually –’


They left the stall a short while
later after with Mistral happily shoving her new knife belt into her saddlebag
which Fabian promptly took from her and slung over his shoulder.  They
wandered through the busy market in no particular hurry, enjoying just being
together with nothing much to do on a warm spring afternoon.  Mistral
stopped at a stall selling books and picked up one that was eye-catchingly
bound in scarlet leather.  She traced a finger across the gold lettering
on the front, her lips framing the unfamiliar words.


‘The Decameron.’  Fabian
murmured, leaning over her shoulder to translate the title from Italian for
her.  ‘It’s a collection of stories by Boccaccio, a writer who lived in
Florence in the thirteen hundreds.’


‘Is it any good?’  Mistral
asked, idly thumbing through the faded pages.


Fabian shrugged, ‘I prefer to
live my life rather than read about fictional ones.’


‘And so do I.’ Mistral
agreed.  ‘But I do know a certain couple of doting godfathers who could do
with some new stories to tell to our children, because if I hear Marcus telling
me the story of ‘Cornelius the Elven Prince’ one more time I think my ears will
fall off!’


Fabian smiled and passed the book
over to the stallholder, ‘Yes, the twins could probably do with stocking up on
a whole library of stories, considering that we have yet to complete the army
of children you rashly promised me.’  


Mistral laughed and picked up
another heavy book, ‘What’s this one about?’  


‘The Song of Ilion?  It’s a
poem by Homer about the destruction of Troy.’


‘Troy?  As in ancient
Greece?’  Mistral frowned.


‘Hmm, and heavy going doesn’t
quite cover it.’  Fabian muttered, taking it from her and flicking through
the book with an unusually bitter expression on his face.  ‘I had to study
it at school.  It was extremely frustrating reading for a restless youth
who wanted to be out having adventures instead of being trapped in a
classroom.’


‘D’you think the twins would
enjoy reading it?’  Mistral asked, eyeing the dusty tome in his hand
doubtfully.


‘Definitely.’  Fabian sighed
and passed it over to the stallholder then reached into his jerkin for his
money pouch.


‘Have you ever been to
Greece?’  Mistral asked once Fabian had stowed the books away in Mistral’s
saddlebag and they were walking arm in arm though the market again.


‘Yes.  A few times on
mercenary work, and also to round-up some of the creatures Eximius wanted to
bring to the Isle.’


Mistral was immediately
intrigued, ‘Oh?  Which ones?’  


‘Well, I helped to bring over the
first herd of chimera, which was a Contract that you would have loved.  I
was also in the group that took a Contract to bring back a gorgon.  I can
remember thinking how ridiculous it was that the Contract specifications stated
that no less than twenty warriors should be sent out to retrieve just one
gorgon, but I was glad of the other nineteen when we found her!  She was a
nasty piece of work to say the least ... oh, and Samson and I took another
group Contract with six other warriors to bring back a new male cyclops when
the female members of the Isle’s tribe took against their current male and ate
him.


‘Remind me never get on the wrong
side of a lady cyclops!’  Mistral exclaimed. 


‘Hmm, they are far more fearsome
than the males.’  Fabian agreed with a small smile in her direction, which
she fortunately missed.  ‘And finally, the only Contract I have ever
failed on was also in Greece.’


Mistral looked at him in
surprise, ‘You failed?’  


He nodded, but didn’t look at her,
‘Yes, and it saddens me to this day.  Eximius managed to secure the
purchase of a pair of sea horses, or hippocamps, to give them their correct
name.  They were incredibly rare and the two he had purchased were
probably the last breeding pair in existence.  Gleacher, Samson and I took
the Contract.  We managed to capture them, but they died during the
journey back.’


‘Why was that your
failure?’  


Fabian sighed, ‘Because the
Contract was issued to me Mistral.  As group leader the responsibility for
their capture and safe return was mine, as was the blame when all I could
present to Eximius were two corpses.’


‘You didn’t fail Fabian! 
They died, it happens!’


‘I was young and headstrong,
eager to get out and capture the creatures I had only read about in books at
school.  Perhaps if I had taken more time to re-read some of those books
then I would have known more about them and they might have survived the voyage
back.’  He paused and shrugged.  ‘But then everything can be improved
upon in hindsight.’


‘Oh, I disagree.  I wouldn’t
change a thing about you.’  Mistral smiled and turned to pull him into a
kiss.  


‘Ah, I see the influence of my
good name is at work again!’


Fabian and Mistral broke apart to
look at the bearer of the cheerful voice that had interrupted them and found
themselves staring into the blue eyes of an impishly grinning stallholder. 


‘Eros!’  He introduced
himself, stretching out a tanned hand to vigorously shake Fabian’s then turned
to wink at Mistral.  ‘I see you have no need of calling upon my
name!  When are you due?’


Mistral sighed, wondering how
many times she had been asked that yet never seemed to be able to provide an
accurate response, ‘No idea,’ she said with a shrug, which was probably the
most truthful answer she had ever given to that question.


While Eros threw back his head
and laughed Mistral gave Fabian a questioning look and whispered, ‘Why on earth
would I be calling upon his name?’


Fabian turned his head slightly
to breathe his reply directly into her ear, ‘Eros was the Greek god of physical
love and fertility.’


‘Huh, I guessed it had to be
something to do with gods!  He’s got hob blood.  They always go for
grand names to compensate for their small statures.’  Mistral muttered
back scathingly.  


Fabian coughed to hide his sudden
laughter and pointed to the makeshift pen Eros was standing in front of. 
Mistral followed Fabian’s gesture and realised that they had reached the horse
enclosures.


‘Isn’t this Gemma’s usual
pitch?’  She asked with a frown. 


‘Yes, she’s rented it to me until
she’s had her baby.  Friends of hers are you?’ 


‘We’ve bought a couple of ponies
from her before.’  Fabian said evasively and gazed across at the ponies
Eros was selling.  ‘Unusual breed,’ he commented.


‘Breed them myself actually.’
 Eros grinned proudly.  ‘Dawn Forest mixed with an import from, er,
abroad.’


‘Yes, most imports do tend to
come from abroad.’  Fabian remarked drily.  ‘Care to elaborate?’


‘Well –’ Eros made a show of
looking around cautiously before he leaned towards Fabian to mutter in a stage
whisper.  ‘The stallion’s a carriage pony from England ... but I put him
to a Dawn Forest dam and it’s made some rather nice ponies!  I got the
stallion from a dealer two years ago –’


While Eros went on to explain his
herd’s blood line and demonstrate his ability to talk more than Marcus, Mistral
ran a practised eye over the herd.  They were pretty enough, with fine, well-proportioned bodies and long arched necks. 
She watched them moving excitedly around the enclosure and instantly noticed
that they had a curiously exaggerated gait, quite unlike a pony’s clipped
strides.  


‘They’ve
got a horse’s strides!’ 


Impossibly,
Eros’ grin of pride deepened, ‘Yes!  I call them my miniature horses!’


Mistral
grinned.  Marcus would love that.  ‘Can I see that one?’  She
pointed to a gleaming bay gelding that was harassing one of the others. 


‘Zeus? 
Or Apollo?’


‘Er,
the bay.’  Mistral clarified.


‘Ah,
Zeus.  Good choice!’  He cried and let himself into the enclosure.


Mistral
rolled her eyes at Fabian and muttered under her breath, ‘A pony named
Zeus?  Who’s he kidding!  Hobs have such bad inferiority complexes!’


‘Oh I
don’t know.  Cain doesn’t seem to suffer from an inferiority complex.’


‘Only
because Delphine won’t let him have one!  I think she’s a bit of a tyrant
on the side!’


‘Really? 
I wonder where she gets that from.’  Fabian murmured and leaned his elbows
against the metal fence to watch Eros shoving his way through the herd to reach
the bay Mistral had singled out. 


‘Must
be you.’  Mistral moved to stand beside him.  ‘Everyone knows how
sweet-natured I am.’


Fabian
laughed and slipped an arm around her, pulling her closer to his side to watch
the amusing sight of Eros being buffeted by his unruly ponies.


‘Move
over Apollo!  Ouch!  That was my foot!  Shift Hades!  Ah,
hello my Aphrodite, going to move for daddy?  Thank you sweetheart ... now
come here Zeus, someone wants to meet you –’


‘It
sounds like he’s got the whole of Mount Olympus out there!’  Mistral
grumbled.  ‘This shopping trip is turning out to be a bit too
cultural for my liking!  Can we just buy the pony and go please?’


‘Hmm, well, he moves nicely.’
 Fabian said, studying the pony trotting towards them with elevated
strides.  ‘Carries his tail well, good clean lines too –’


‘How much is he?’  Mistral
asked bluntly when Eros brought Zeus out of the enclosure.


‘Oh, er –’ Eros looked taken
aback by being bartered with so early on in the sale but quickly recovered his
former grin.  ‘Well he is a very fine pony –’


‘Yes, yes he’s utterly
divine.  Now what’s the price tag?’


‘I couldn’t possibly let him go
for less than fifty five.’


‘Fifty five silver coins? 
That’s a fair price.’  Mistral said quickly and caught Fabian’s smile out
of the corner of her eye.  They both knew she was being deliberately
antagonistic. 


‘Silver?’  Eros spluttered
in an outraged voice.  ‘I’m sorry!  But you’re obviously mistaking me
for a seller of mules and donkeys!  These ponies go for gold coins only!’


‘Fine.  We’ll take him
then.’


Eros beamed, ‘Excellent –’


‘For thirty five.  And I
want full tack and a new set of shoes putting on him.’


‘What?’  


‘Oh, and we’re leaving soon, so
you’d best get a move on.  The queue for the farrier is quite long.’ 
Mistral added helpfully. 


Eros looked to Fabian as if asking
him to exert some sort of control over his wife but Fabian merely offered him a
sympathetic shrug.


‘Forty five?’  Eros tried
hopefully when he realised that Fabian wasn’t going to be of any help.


‘Nope, sorry.  Thirty five’s
my only offer, spent the rest on a new belt for my knives you see.’
 Mistral suddenly smiled and showed him the gleaming dagger she kept in
the back of her belt.  ‘I usually wear a whole set, but the baby gets in
the way a bit, so I keep an extra couple in my boots –’


Eros ran his eyes down to her
boots to see the hilts of the two daggers she was referring to, ‘Ri?’  He
whispered faintly.


‘Hmm, and my son-in-law is
half-hob too, so you can forget about trying to sweet talk me into accepting
your stupidly over-inflated price.  Believe me when I say that I am
totally immune to hob chatter.’


Eros suddenly grinned, ‘You’re
blessed with a hob in the family?  Why didn’t you say!’


‘Well I’d hardly call it a
blessing, and I certainly don’t feel the urge to boast about it.’  Mistral
retorted but Eros didn’t hear her, he was already passing the leadrope to
Fabian and asking what type of saddle they wanted.   


‘I like him.’  Fabian said a
short while later.


‘Who?  Zeus or Eros?’ 
Mistral asked.


‘Zeus!’  Fabian
laughed.  ‘Although I did warm slightly to Eros when he gave us three new
saddle cloths.  I think Marcus is going to have the best dressed pony in
the Valley.’


‘I know!  Let’s get him
home!  I can’t wait to see the look on Marcus’ face, although I could probably
do without the sound factor that’ll go with it.’  Mistral grinned and
tugged on Fabian’s hand to get him to walk faster.


Fabian resisted her pull and
looked at her reproachfully, ‘Did you forget everything that Cain said to you
this morning?’


Mistral’s face instantly fell,
‘Did he tell you about wanting me to do a sneaky check-up on Gemma too? 
Curse that talkative hob!  He can’t keep a thing to himself!’


‘Cain wasn’t indulging in idle
gossip Mistral.  He told me because he knew you would conveniently
forget.’


Mistral sighed, ‘I confess that I
must be the only woman on the Isle who’s uncomfortable talking about
pregnancy.’


‘Yes, in your case actions speak
louder than words.’  Fabian smiled and tugged her back against his
side.  ‘I promise it will be a brief visit.’


Curiosity overcame Mistral’s
reluctance as they left the busy market and headed down one of the quieter
residential streets.  Mistral had never seen where Gemma lived. 
Samson rented a small flat above one of the shops in the Valley and stayed
there during the week, although he ate most of his meals at Fabian and
Mistral’s house or in The Cloak.  He would leave once training had
finished each Saturday for Brintor, returning the following Monday morning to
resume his role as one the Ri’s Training Lieutenants, a temporary position he
had taken to cover when Mistral had been pregnant with Cassius that Leo had
since made permanent. 


‘Have you ever been to Gemma’s
house before?’  Mistral asked when Fabian took another turn onto a
different street. 


‘No.  But Samson told me how
to get there before he left today.’


Mistral fought the urge to roll
her eyes, ‘So Samson told you that he’d also asked me to try and leap on Gemma
armed with a stethoscope too, did he?’


‘He may have mentioned something,
although I don’t recall him requesting that you were armed.’


Feeling like she’d been set-up,
Mistral stomped along by Fabian’s side in sullen silence.  To avoid seeing
the smile of amusement she could hear in his thoughts, she began to take more
notice of her surroundings.  They were close to the outskirts of Brintor
now and the houses were larger and set further back from the street, many with
large paddocks in front of them.  They were mostly single-story buildings
made of the same honey-coloured stone as the houses in the Valley with red
pantiled roofs and small iron-grilled windows that glinted in the late
afternoon sun.  Mistral glanced at the deep-set windows they passed. 
The familiar sight of the slatted wooden shutters pinned open reminded her of
the first time she’d seen Fabian’s mountain house when he’d asked her to live
there with him.  And now they had three houses, which brought with it a
whole spectrum of problems; the current one being at which had she left her
favourite pair of trousers ...  she sighed and wished that Sight allowed
her the ability to locate lost possessions and guessed that knowing her luck it
would be the house at the Council; the least used of their three houses. 
The most used was their house in the Valley, but the mountain house was her
favourite and would always be the one she called home.  


Home.  It was a concept that
she had never even given a moment’s thought to until setting eyes on the house
she was to live in with Fabian.  Only then had she known what it felt like
to truly belong somewhere.  She glanced at Fabian out of the corner of her
eye, admiring again his faultless profile, partially obscured as ever by his
tousled dark hair.  Home was by his side. 


Zeus trotted along behind them,
completely accepting of his new owners.  He looked around with interest at
the horse-filled paddocks they passed until Fabian stopped and looked at a
house set back beneath the lower slopes of the Western Range. 


‘This is Gemma’s house.’  


Mistral looked at the long, low
house and instantly knew it was Gemma’s.  There was no garden, only a
paved pathway between two neatly fenced enclosures filled with quietly grazing
ponies. 


Turning Zeus out into one of the
enclosures, Fabian took Mistral’s hand and walked with her to stand beneath the
porch.  


‘Stethoscope at the ready?’ 
He asked her with a smile while he lifted the iron door knocker and let it fall
against the door.


‘Oh, very funny –’


The door was promptly opened by
Samson, looking cleaner and more neatly dressed than Mistral had ever seen him.


‘Come in!’  He swept a hand
across his body in a mocking bow and stepped aside to let them enter.


Mistral stepped into the hallway
of Gemma’s house and was instantly impressed by what she saw.  Gemma had
obviously done well in the horse trade.  Her home was simple, with smooth
stone-flagged floors and white painted walls, but there was an air of
prosperity reflected in the quality of the understated decor.  It was also
extremely clean.  Mistral wiped her boots thoroughly on the mat before
stepping onto the polished stone floor.  Evidence of the life that Gemma
led was everywhere.  Several pairs of polished riding boots were lined up
by the door beneath a row of leather jerkins and long leather riding coats, too
cumbersome for warriors to use, but ideal for riding in wet conditions.  


‘Gemma’s in the kitchen finishing
off a roast, we thought you might be hungry.’  Samson said and began to
walk down the hallway towards an open door at the end.


‘Oh, er, thanks Samson, but we
stopped on the way out.’  Mistral replied quickly, her unwillingness to
act out the part expected of her instantly returning. 


Samson turned and offered her a
flash of gold-toothed smile over his shoulder, ‘I really don’t need to know
these things Lady De Winter ... but hope that whatever you stopped for has
given you an appetite!’


‘Can’t you do something with
him!’  Mistral hissed to Fabian to cover her furious embarrassment.


‘No.’ Fabian laughed and followed
Samson into Gemma’s kitchen.


The first thing that Mistral
noticed was that the kitchen ran the entire length of the house, the second was
the view.  Gemma’s kitchen faced the lower slopes of the Western Range,
but it wasn’t the sun dipping below the mountains that held Mistral’s gaze but
the stableyard she could see through the windows.  A stableblock formed
the back and sides of the yard, the two wings coming right up to join onto the
house and create an open square in the centre.  The cobbled yard was
cleaner than any she had ever seen and the rows of nodding horses’ heads that poked
out over each stable door were groomed to a high shine.  Two boys were
working in the yard, one sweeping the already spotless cobbles and the other
filling wooden buckets with water from a pump and carrying them to the stables.


‘Damn Gemma!’  Mistral exclaimed
before she could stop herself.


‘I know, I’m huge.’


‘Huh?’  Mistral blinked and
turned to see Gemma for the first time in months.  The strong, sun-lined
features and blue eyes were the same, but the figure was not.  Gemma was
obviously a woman that bloomed during pregnancy.     


‘No, you’re not huge.’
 Samson admonished indulgently then kissed her.  ‘There’s just more
to love now.’


Gemma laughed and bent awkwardly
to open the door of a large range, at once the delicious smell of roasting meat
filled the long kitchen and Mistral’s stomach growled hungrily.  The
picnic she’d prepared had been mostly ignored and breakfast had been a long
time ago.


‘You sit down Gemma, I’ll get
that.’


Standing up with one hand pressed
against the small of her back, Gemma gave Samson a grateful smile and walked
over to lower herself into one the chairs set around a scrubbed pine table.


Mistral was torn between gaping
in open astonishment at the sight of Samson performing domestic chores and the
slightly more arresting sight of one of the stableboys opening the door to the
tack room to reveal row upon row of gleaming bridles and saddles.  


‘Mistral?’ 


Fabian’s quietly spoken reminder
ended any thoughts she had of either teasing Samson or continuing to ogle the
well-stocked tack room.  Heaving a sigh she nodded and walked over to join
Gemma at the table whilst Samson and Fabian began a serious discussion on
whether the joint of meat was cooked enough or not.


‘Did you meet Eros then?’ 
Gemma asked once Mistral had settled herself onto the chair opposite her.


‘Oh yes.’  Mistral sighed.


‘Hmm, you’ll be needing one of
these then.’  Gemma smiled and pushed a glass of beer towards her.


‘A whole glass?  You spoil
me Gemma.’


Gemma laughed, ‘What did he sell
you?’


‘One of those Dawn Forest
mixes.  He’s out in one of your enclosures at the moment actually.’


‘Oh good.  I’ll take a look
at him in a bit if you don’t mind.  I want to make sure that Eros is using
my pitch responsibly.’


Mistral nodded and took a sip of
her beer.  The cold liquid tasted good after the warmth of the afternoon
sun.  She took a long drink and made herself put it back down before she
finished it all, noting with regret that the glass was already half-empty.


In the brief silence that had
fallen between her and Gemma they could hear Samson and Fabian debating on how
to carve the joint.  Gemma closed her eyes and heaved a sigh.


‘He can ride the most unschooled
horse I’ve ever owned, shoot an arrow into a target blindfold, survive heaven
only knows how many battlefields and stupid Contracts, but he can’t carve a
damned joint of beef.’


Mistral listened to Fabian’s
thoughts for a moment and knew that both he and Samson were making a show of
ineptitude to give her the opportunity to do what she was supposed to be doing. 
Gritting her teeth, Mistral took the plunge.


‘So ... how are you doing
Gemma?’  She asked in a forced voice. 


Gemma sighed and ran a finger
around the rim of her untouched glass of beer.  A diamond ring glittered
on the third finger of the same hand, her engagement ring.  ‘Asked you to
speak to me, did he?’  She said without looking up.


‘Yes.  Cain did too. 
Sorry.’


Gemma smiled briefly, ‘Right
then.  Well since I know you hate this sort of thing, and so do I by the
way, let’s get it over and done with then I think we can sneak another glass of
beer before they notice.’


‘Sounds good.  Er, Cain
wanted me to check your baby’s heartbeat ... oh and your blood pressure.’


Gemma lifted her eyes from
following her finger’s progress around the rim of her glass and fixed Mistral
with her startling blue gaze, ‘You can do all of that.  Once you’ve done
something for me.’


‘Oh?’  Mistral was too taken
aback by Gemma’s instant surrender to be suspicious.


Gemma suddenly let go of her
glass and reached across to grab Mistral’s hands, gripping them tightly while
she continued to hold her gaze with a burning look, ‘Tell me what I’m having!’


‘What?’  Mistral stared at
her blankly.


‘I need to know Mistral!’ 
Gemma continued in an urgent whisper.  ‘It’s killing me!  Every day I
wake up and wonder if today is going to be the day that I lose another
baby!  And when the sun goes down I thank my lucky stars that I made it
through another day and I’m one closer to giving Samson the child he wants!’


‘You’re ... you’re putting
yourself through all this just to please Samson?’  


Gemma let go of her hands with an
angry gesture, ‘Don’t come the mother earth act with me Mistral!  I know
how you ran away when you found out you’d fallen with Cassius!’


‘That was different!’ 
Mistral bridled.  ‘I never knew I could have children!’


‘And I can’t!’  Gemma hissed
back.  ‘With every year that passes and every baby I lose I feel the slow
suffocation of hope ... and then I fall again and I don’t know what’s crueller,
the fear or the joy!  This baby is probably going to be my last chance to
give Samson the family I know he wants more than anything.’


‘But you can have children
Gemma!  Cain said you could carry –’


‘Yes, just not boys!’ 
Gemma’s face was suddenly distraught.  ‘And what if this is another
boy?’  


‘Oh, Gemma I don’t think I
–’  


‘No Mistral!  Don’t give me
a regretful look!  I know you found out the sex of each of your babies far
earlier on than I am.’


‘Exactly!  You’re halfway
through!  Have hope Gemma!’


‘I’ve lost one later than this
before.’  Gemma’s voice had fallen to a cracked whisper.  ‘And I
nearly lost Samson over it too.  It destroys me every time.  I know
he feels guilty for putting me through this, but I’ve spent most of my life
missing that feckless rogue over there and now I’ve got him back I absolutely
refuse to let him go again!  He wants a family and I am damned well going
to give him one.’  


Gemma fell silent, leaving
Mistral studying the strong, self-reliant woman before her.  Gemma had
spent a lifetime building a successful business and refused to compromise that
hard-won independence by marrying the man she obviously adored; yet the
evidence of her incompleteness glistened diamond-bright on each tanned
cheek.  Mistral watched Gemma dash away the tears with the back of her
hand and heaved a sigh.


‘Fabian means more to me than
anything too.  I would put myself through hell for him, and I know that
you’re doing the same for Samson because you love him.  So –’ Mistral
paused and let out a slow breath.  ‘I will do as you ask –’


Gemma gasped and reached forward
to grab her hands again, her blue eyes sparkling with fresh tears and her mouth
open to pour out a rush of gratitude.


‘Wait!’  Mistral said
quickly.  ‘I can’t promise I’ll know and ... and for crying out loud if I
do get it right, do me a favour and don’t tell anyone!  The last thing I
want is a reputation for predicting the sex of unborn babies, or I’ll have a
queue of pregnant women outside my house!’


Gemma gave a shaky laugh then her
expression suddenly tightened, ‘Tell me now Mistral.  I can’t stand
waiting any longer.’


‘I’m going to kill Cain for
this.’  Mistral muttered to herself then slowly eased her hands from
Gemma’s to lay them flat on the table.  


Slowing her breathing to deep,
steady breaths, Mistral let her unfocussed gaze rest on the air above Gemma’s
head and concentrated on calling forth her aura.  Almost instantly it
exploded into view, revealing Gemma’s hidden emotions in a swirling vortex of
colours.  She noted sadly that Gemma’s aura was predominately a heavy
swathe of bronze and pale green, trapped in by a thick band of white that
flexed and stretched to hold the whole shifting myriad of colours within its
perimeters.  It was a heartbreaking aura of overwhelming guilt and loss,
held captive in a noose of fear.  Mistral was about to begin reading
Gemma’s thoughts when a faint ripple of shimmering pearl caught her
attention.  Hope.  Smiling briefly Mistral pushed on past Gemma’s
aura into her thoughts, hearing and almost instantly disregarding them to move
deeper into her mind, listening for the vague murmuring of a mind not yet fully
formed.


Gemma watched Mistral gazing
serenely into space and was abruptly filled with envy.  Not for her gift
or the ease with which bore children, but for the peace she could see on her
face.  Gemma had known only gnawing anxiety from the second she had
discovered she had fallen pregnant again, and knew that it wouldn’t leave until
her fears were either confirmed and she lost the child, or a miracle happened
and she managed to do what her body was designed for; carry a baby then deliver
it, alive and healthy, into the hands of the man she loved. 


A heavy stillness had fallen
across the kitchen.  Unnoticed by either Gemma or Mistral, both Samson and
Fabian were watching them in tense silence, the joint of beef forgotten.  


Mistral finally gave a long
sigh.  Her eyes slowly slid back into focus to see Gemma staring intently
at her.


‘Tell me!’  


‘I Saw your baby – ’


‘Yes?’


‘Well, your baby has a good,
strong heartbeat.’  Mistral paused and tried to remember some of the
reassuring phrases Cain had said to her only that morning.  ‘Oh, it’s
moving nicely and its thoughts are full of contentment, so you’re obviously
eating well –’ Mistral petered off.  She had run out of things to say
about the healthy baby she’d Seen within Gemma – apart from the one glaringly
obvious piece of information she’d so far failed to provide. 


‘And?’  Gemma cried in a
voice filled with desperate yearning.


Mistral blew her cheeks out and
fiddled unhappily with her glass, ‘Please remember that I can’t be sure –’


‘I know!  Now dammed well
tell me Mistral!’


Mistral closed her eyes and
offered a silent prayer to absolutely any god that was listening to strike her
down with a lightning bolt and avoid this hole she’d got herself into. 
What if she was wrong?  What if Gemma still lost the baby?  Would
Gemma blame her?  After a couple of seconds it looked as though divine
intervention didn’t appear to be about to happen, so Mistral opened her eyes
and sighed heavily. 


‘A girl.’


Gemma’s face froze, then suddenly
she was laughing and crying at the same time and Samson’s face had creased into
a grin so huge he was nothing but gold teeth and eyes that were shining with
possibly more than joy. 


‘I’m going to have a daughter!’ 
He cried happily then turned to Fabian who was smiling at his old friend. 
‘And you’re going to have a goddaughter!’


‘And so is Mistral!’  Gemma
reminded him sharply.  


Fabian looked at Mistral’s
stunned expression and realised he would have to speak for them both on this
one occasion, ‘We are honoured, thank you.’ 


‘Ah, now this calls for a
celebration!’  Samson roared and spread his arms wide.  ‘Stay
tonight!  We’ll eat ... Fabian and I will drink, and you two can talk
horses!’


Mistral’s shocked look became one
of panic, ‘Oh!  Wait!  We can’t stay!  We’ve left Cirrus and
Spirit in the public enclosure ... and what about Marcus?’


‘I’ll send Lucien and Ralph to
get the horses.  They’ve nearly finished in the yard.’  Gemma said,
turning to look out of the window to where the two elven boys were hefting nets
of hay into each stable.


‘And you can check on
Marcus.  Cassius will tell him what we are doing.’  Fabian
said.  ‘Let us enjoy a night with friends Mistral.  It won’t kill
Marcus to wait one more night to get his pony.’


‘No, but it might kill his
godfathers.’  Mistral muttered. 


By the time Mistral had finished
sharing a silent conversation with Cassius who was two hours ride away in the
Valley, Spirit and Cirrus were stabled in Gemma’s yard and the dinner was
ready.


‘So how is Marcus taking the news
that he’s going to have to wait until tomorrow to meet his pony?’  Fabian
asked when Mistral’s eyes slowly slid back into focus to see him sitting
opposite her where Gemma had been.


Mistral smiled, ‘He’s
asleep!  Worn out by all the talk of the four-winged, fire-breathing
unicorn we’ve bought him.  He’s staying at the twins’ house.  Cassius
is going round to tell them where we are.  I’ve asked him to get Delphine
to make the boys breakfast in the morning.  I’m sure they’ll spend the
whole night in The Cloak if I’m not there to make dinner, but if I know they’re
going to get a decent breakfast tomorrow morning I won’t feel so guilty about
abandoning them.’


Fabian smiled at Mistral fretting
over the resourceful warriors that were their sons and leaned across the table
to kiss her, ‘They will be fine ... and my afternoon of having you all to
myself has just become longer.  I could become used to this –’ 


‘Are you going to carve that
joint Samson, or just look at it?’


Mistral and Fabian both turned to
watch Gemma bustling past Samson with a stack of plates in her hands, giving a
fine demonstration of the no-nonsense manner that had helped her to become one
of the most successful horse dealers in Brintor. 


‘I was just going to carve it, my
love.’  Samson responded mildly.


‘Good, and please don’t use your
dagger this time!  There’s a carving knife in the drawer.’


’Of course not my love!’ 
Samson laughed and pretended to pull up the back of his trousers when he’d
actually been reaching around for his dagger.


‘I could watch her boss him all
day!’  Mistral whispered to Fabian.  


Laughing softly Fabian rose to
his feet and walked across the long kitchen to take the plates from
Gemma.  Mistral leaned back in her chair, enjoying the rest of her beer
while she listened to him quietly telling Gemma to sit down and let him and
Samson serve dinner.


Gemma sat down on the chair
beside her with a sigh of relief and rested one hand over her belly in a
gesture Mistral recognised only too well.  For a few moments they sat
together in companionable silence, listening to the clatter of knives as Samson
searched through the drawer for a carving knife and talked with Fabian about a
hunt they were planning for the apprentices. 


‘So, those horses.’  Mistral
said, nodding towards the long row of windows that overlooked Gemma’s
immaculate stableyard.  ‘Are they all yours?’


Gemma shook her head, ‘No, my
stock is the ponies in the enclosures you passed on the way in.  They’re
cheaper to keep since they overwinter outside and also easier to sell. 
That lot out there are all paid livery.’


‘Oh?’  Mistral was surprised
at the concept of paying to stable a horse.  The Equus provided stabling
to all Ri warriors and only charged for shoeing.  ‘Who pays for that
then?’  She asked with a frown.


Gemma shrugged, ‘Mostly the rich
vineyard owners that want to ride around looking impressive at the Sunday
market but can’t be bothered with the daily work of mucking out, grooming and
exercising.  I used to take in a lot of youngsters to be schooled then put
up for sale, but I’ve stopped doing that since I’ve been pregnant.  In
fact I’ve stopped doing most things since I’ve been pregnant,’ she added with a
sigh.  ‘I’ve got Lucien and Ralph working for me to keep the yard running
and the rent I’m pulling in from Eros is good, but I miss working with the
horses.’ 


Mistral nodded
sympathetically.  She understood only too well how frustrating it felt to
put your life put on hold in order to create another.  She gazed out of
the window at the yard again, seeing again the horse she’d noticed
earlier.  


‘Who’s owns that warhorse?’


‘Mage Grapple.  He keeps
horses in livery all over the Isle just in case he ever needs them.’


‘Hmm, he’s got one in the Valley
too.  What about the skewbald?’


‘Ah, now that’s a
story.’  A conspiratorial smile lit Gemma’s face as she leaned back on her
chair.  ‘That belongs to Chieftain Larch.  He keeps a spare horse
here because he has a lover in the town and doesn’t want to be seen riding
through on his usual horse.’


‘How devious!’  Mistral
laughed.


‘That’s nothing!’  Gemma
nodded towards a pair of matched bays.  ‘See the two that are
identical?  Well, the Mage who owns them is running a racing scam. 
One runs like a dream and the other like a three-legged donkey.  He races
the slow one to get good odds, then races the fast one at the next race and
cleans up!  The goblins at the race track hate him but they can’t find any
proof of trickery –’


Samson and Fabian looked over at
the sound of Gemma and Mistral’s laughter to see both women leaning back in
their chairs, unconsciously mimicking each other’s pose with a hand laid across
their swollen bellies.


‘Did you ever think this day
would come brother?’  Samson laughed and returned his attention to carving
the joint of beef with his dagger, which was far sharper than any carving knife
Gemma owned. 


‘No.’ Fabian smiled.  ‘I
never imagined I could ever be so blessed.’ 


‘And neither did I, brother.’


‘Samson!’


‘Yes my love?’  Samson
looked up guiltily.


‘What did I say about using your
dagger?’


‘Oh!’  Samson looked at the
dagger in his hand as though seeing it for the first time.  ‘Is this my
dagger?  It was in your knife drawer –’  











Happily Ever After





‘Mother?’


‘Hmm?’  Mistral tore her
gaze away from watching Marcus riding Zeus around the paddock and turned to
look at Cassius.


‘Leo has asked for you.’


‘Oh, you go tell him what
Imperato said to me this morning –’ Mistral waved a hand dismissively and
returned her gaze to her youngest son.  ‘I know you were listening.’


Yes.  I heard everything.


Mistral stiffened slightly but
said nothing and thought nothing, keeping her attention fixed on Marcus, now
laughing joyously while he kicked Zeus into a rocking horse canter. 


You never talk about him.


There’s nothing to say Cassius.


I bear his name.  He must
have meant a lot to you.


Mistral turned to give him a
sharp look, He was a Ri brother Cassius!  There was never anything more
between us.


Then why do you never speak of
him?  Xerxes and Brutus tell stories ... Cain too when he’s had enough to
drink.  But not you.


Mistral heaved a sigh, It’s
complicated Cassius.


And? 


Mistral heard the irony in his
thoughts and smiled.  When wasn’t it complicated?


Oh, it’s a Sunday
Cassius!  I want to watch Marcus enjoying his new pony and then I want us
all to go out hunting together, catch something for dinner, have a long meal
and listen to Marcus telling us about his pony all over again ... not rake over
the past!


Well, from what I heard today,
the past is haunting you.


Saul isn’t haunting me! 
He just ... visits me occasionally.


Imperato said that part of his
soul lives within you.


Imperato says a lot of things.


Cassius shrugged, If you’re
going to be awkward I can always just listen in until I find out the truth.


Fine.  Do that.  But
you’ll hear a lot of stuff about your father that you really don’t want to
know!


Cassius abruptly changed tactics,
Good point, maybe I could just ask just ask father –


Damn it Cassius!  Leave your
father out of this!  Saul was part yarthkin!  You know that race are
blood bound to protect centaurs.  Well, despite the obvious lack of
hooves, I am a centaur’s child and he got a bit confused and mistook duty for
love.  That’s all.


That’s not quite right though,
is it mother?  You’re not a centaur are you?  


No.  What I am is bored
with this conversation!


Cassius ignored her putdown and
ploughed on, Imperato said that the blood ties between centaurs and
yarthkins didn’t extend to you because you’re a Seer, a breed apart.  


Whatever.  Mistral
gazed moodily at Marcus, already riding with the same natural ability all her
children had.  They bore none of the physical characteristics of the race,
but they all had an affinity with horses that spoke clearly of being the
grandchildren of centaurs.


Cassius watched her for a moment
to see if she would continue, but her face and thoughts remained
unresponsive.  With a sigh of irritation at her stubbornness, he pushed on
with their silent conversation.  Imperato said that Saul tied his soul
to you through love, and that is far deeper and more powerful than any blood
tie.  He loved you mother ... and you must have felt something for
him because you gave me his name. 


Leave it Cassius.  I hate
dragging up the past. 


No I will not leave it. 
You had a vision, and you must have thought it was important or you wouldn’t
have shared it with Imperato ... and if Saul was no more to you than a brother,
why do you feel such remorse for his passing?


Mistral spun around, so angry
that she spoke aloud, ‘Because the stupid idiot went and died in my place at
The Festival of the Arcane, barely two days after I’d rejected him for the
second time!  So as you can imagine, I felt just great about the
whole thing!’  


Cassius suddenly frowned, But
... you and father were already married by then, weren’t you?


Yes.  


Then why –


Like I said.  It was
complicated.


Were you and Saul once lovers?


NO!


Then why would he think – 


Cassius!  I am not
comfortable having this conversation with you!  


Ah.  Cassius’ face
cleared as understanding dawned.  You hadn’t mastered Sight.


No.


Now I understand why he
thought he stood a chance.


Good for you.  Can we
drop it now?


No.  I can appreciate your
guilt and your sadness at what you perceive to have been a life wasted, but
what I fail to comprehend is the connection that exists between you and
Saul.  He is not a shade, the vision I heard you repeat to Imperato was
that of a free-thinking creature ... was it a visitation of Sight using his
form to create significance in your mind?  


That’s what Imperato believes.
 Mistral hesitated and her thoughts took a sad turn.  Imperato
also says that I’m clinging to Saul on some subconscious level because I can’t
let him go.  And I don’t know why I would do that!  I have everything
... no, I have more than I have ever wanted!  And when I named you for
Saul I did it to honour my brother and let him pass ... but last night ... oh,
well you know. 


Hmm, you had a dream. 


Mistral nodded, watching Marcus
cantering in figure of eights, his blue eyes sparkling with laughter as the
wind blew back his dark hair.


Yes.  I had a dream of
Saul.  And ...Cassius?  


Yes mother?


I – I haven’t told your father
... yet.  He, er, well, he was a bit jealous about my behaviour when I was
reading Golden the other night, so I’m not sure how well he’ll take the news of
me dreaming about other men.


Hmm, you mean when you were
stroking Phantasm’s face and telling him how much you loved him?  I can’t
think why that would have upset him – 


Mistral pulled a face, Must
you remind me?  I feel sick!  


Why?  Cassius
laughed.  I’m not a woman, but I’m told Phantasm is very handsome. 


Oh come on!  You know I
love the twins, but really, really not like that!


I’m only teasing mother. 
I would never seek to cause trouble between you and father.  Now, tell me
again what Saul said to you in your dream.


Mistral sighed, He told me to
beware of the silences in my life ... what the hell does that mean?  Saul
was never that damned cryptic!  He just used to tell me that I held my
sword too high and my stance was all wrong!


Cassius laughed, Brave man.


Mistral smiled sadly, The
bravest ...well, apart from your father, of course.


Cassius reached out to place an
arm around her shoulders, ‘And he is awaiting for you now.  Let me take
you to him.’


‘Is it a full Magnate
meeting?’  Mistral asked wearily and let Cassius draw her away from
watching Marcus cantering around his godfathers whilst sitting backwards on
Zeus.  


‘No.  Just an informal
meeting between you, me, father and Leo.’


‘Just family then.’


Cassius smiled, ‘Come on. 
Let’s get this out of the way then we can all go out hunting.  Now, you
can tell me about my namesake while we walk.’


Mistral gave a short laugh, ‘Saul
never let me forget this one time when we were apprentices and Gleacher got us
a Contract to go down to The Emerald Forests.  Cain had this brew –’


By the time they reached Leo’s
tower room Cassius had heard the goblin brawling story and knew all about the
disastrous Wolverine hunt, but he’d heard far more than the words coming from
his mother’s mouth.  He’d listened to her unspoken guilt and knew she was
still clinging to the memory of her dead brother because, despite all of life’s
proof to the contrary, she still believed in the fairytale ending of happily
ever after and felt that Saul had died without his. 


Cassius knocked once on the heavy
wooden door to Leo’s room and opened it without waiting for a response. 
Mistral walked in behind him, glancing briefly at the room she had seen so many
times.  The huge four-poster bed had long since been replaced by a modest
single bed more befitting the Divinus of the Ri.  The pieces of armour and
weaponry that had littered the window ledges were gone and the ink-stained
table that Mistral had signed the fateful Desert Lands Contract on had been
upgraded to a large mahogany table with ten matching chairs.  Leo and
Fabian rose simultaneously from two of them.  Leo out of politeness and
Fabian to stride over and take her hands, leading her to take the chair he
pulled out.  Mistral suppressed a sigh and sat down.  As she had
feared, her accelerated pregnancy had only served to fuel Fabian’s
over-protectiveness.  


‘Thank you for giving up your
family time for this meeting.’  Leo began once Mistral had sat down.


Mistral blinked; astounded by him
using the phrase “thank you” and the appreciation of the fact that it was a
Sunday.  She resisted the temptation to look for the strings attached to
his arms and legs, convinced that someone was operating him from above.  


‘I will not keep you long. 
Fabian has covered most of the details; however, I would like to question you a
little further on your conversation with Imperato.’


Mistral shrugged, ‘Fire away.’


Leo rose from his seat and began
to pace with his hands clasped behind his back.  At the second turn he
paused and turned to look at her, ‘Tell me what affect Imperato believes the
power of Morpheus will have on its recipient.’


Huh, you mean Golden.


Mother ...


Come on Cassius, you know he’s
thinking of her ... ‘Yes, sorry Fabian, I forgot to tell you about that
bit.’  Mistral said to Fabian, then turned to address Leo.  ‘I was
quite interested in that because I wanted to know if it was the same as when a
Seer enters a Death Trance.  Imperato explained in rather a lot of detail
how a Death Trance is induced by Sight and in the same way that the Craft will
protect the vessel it exists within, so does Sight – hence the ability to
survive for long periods in a trance without any sustenance.  Well, to cut
what was a very long story short, Imperato basically said that Morpheus mimics
a Death Trance, but the two are essentially different.  Morpheus is an
unnatural state inflicted by Onieroi.  It controls the mind but not the
body, which will continue to function and inevitably perish if the recipient is
held under too long.’


Leo nodded and resumed his
pacing, his head bowed in thought.  


Taking advantage of his attention
being distracted, Mistral caught Fabian’s eye across the table, ‘Want to go
hunting this afternoon?’  She mouthed.


He raised an eyebrow, offering
her his silent response, Just you and me?  


Mistral smiled and felt Cassius
shift slightly beside her.  Still smiling at Fabian, she offered her son
an angry thought, Stop eavesdropping Cassius, or I will think something that
will make your regret being so damned nosy!


Force of habit.  Sorry
mother.


I should think so too ... ‘No,
all of us,’ she mouthed back to Fabian.  ‘Let Marcus show off on Zeus
while we catch something for dinner –’


‘And what of his followers?’


‘Huh?’  


Mistral, Fabian and Cassius all
gazed blankly at Leo.


‘Onieroi’s followers
Mistral!’  Leo frowned impatiently.  ‘Are there more, or is it just
Golden?’  


‘Oh!  Er, I don’t
know.  Sorry.’


‘Hmm.’ Leo turned to look out of
the window and another silence fell.


Fabian looked at Mistral, a smile
lifting the corner his mouth, I still think it should be just you and
me.  We could take a picnic ... maybe even eat it this time ... or maybe
not ...


Mistral raised an eyebrow,
mocking Fabian’s earlier expression, ‘Yesterday not enough for you?’  She
s mouthed silently.


You know I could never get
enough of you.


Trapped by Fabian’s dark gaze, Mistral’s
mind was suddenly flooded with his memory of the night they’d spent at Gemma’s
house, forcing her to bite her lip to hide the grin threatening to spread
across her face. 


Oh really! 
Mother!    


Do one Cassius!  


‘And how can he be killed?’


Mistral blinked at Leo, ‘I’m
sorry, what was the question again?’


‘Onieroi, Mistral!  Did
Imperato have any knowledge on how to destroy him?’


‘Oh, right.  Well, aside
from lack of devotion, gods tend to be fairly indestructible.  Goes with
the whole immortal thing you see –’


Leo sighed and walked over to
resume his seat beside Fabian, ‘Please try not to be so flippant Mistral. 
This is serious.’


‘Yes.  Sorry.’  Blah,
blah.  It’s always serious with you Leo.  Cassius?


Hmm?


Do you want boar or venison
tonight?


Oh definitely venison.


Good.  I’ve gone right
off boar.


‘So Golden must die.’


Yes, and not before
time.  It’s just a pity you didn’t manage to wear her out all those years
ago and save us a whole heap of trouble!


‘I am afraid there is no other
option.  And any other followers that Onieroi manages to gather
too.’  Cassius said smoothly, shooting his mother a warning look to let
her know that he had heard her. 


Regret flickered in Leo’s eyes,
too brief to register fully, but both Mistral and Cassius heard its lingering
touch in his thoughts, ‘So be it,’ he murmured.  ‘I will issue an open
Contract on her life tomorrow.  Now, if there is nothing else you think I
should know, I will bring this meeting to a close and let you enjoy the rest of
the day with your family.’


Fabian and Cassius made to rise
to their feet but Mistral remained seated, looking at Leo with a strange
expression on her face, ‘Er, actually ... Leo ... there is one thing –’


Leo raised both eyebrows in
response to her use of his first name.  


‘Marcus got his first pony today
and we’re all going hunting this afternoon ... would you like to come with us,
oh and stay for dinner too.  Cassius wants venison –’


‘Is that what you two do during
my meetings?’  Leo enquired after a moment’s pause.  ‘Plan your
meals?’


‘Sometimes.’  Mistral
admitted without a trace of compunction.  ‘Other times we try to listen to
you.’


A short silence fell, then Leo
laughed and suddenly Mistral was looking into Delphine’s twinkling blue eyes,
the eyes she had inherited from Leo’s mother ... and Fabian’s mother.


‘I can think of nothing I should
enjoy more.’  Leo said honestly.  


‘Good.  Oh, and I should
warn you that it’s traditional for the one who brings down the biggest kill to
buy the first round in The Cloak.’


Since when?


Shut it Cassius!  You
know what a power freak Leo is!  I’m just stopping him from taking over
the hunt that’s all!  If he thinks he’ll have to shell out some coinage in
order to prove how good his is with a bow he’ll back off a bit!


Women.  So sly. 


Wait till you meet Golden.


The De Winters gathered in the
stableyard ready for the hunt.  Fabian led Cirrus over to the mounting
block for Mistral and helped her up before swinging onto Spirit and joining her
to watch their twin sons proudly leading out new firebrands, a gift from
Clovis.  Cassius was already mounted on the mare he had brought back with
him from his year spent travelling around the Isle.  Sky was a blue roan
of unusual blood, finely built yet with stamina to equal the firebrands. 
Phantasm and Phantom rode over to talk with him, both still riding the same
quiet geldings they had purchased during their apprenticeships.  Cain was
on his faithful grey mare, chatting with Delphine, who was mounted side-saddle
on the liver chestnut the twins had given her as a wedding present. 
Marcus, who hadn’t got off Zeus since getting into the saddle that morning, was
jogging excitedly alongside his uncle, the Divinus of the Ri, proudly telling
him all about his new pony.  Leo listened, smiling occasionally while he
held back his grey stallion to match Zeus’ pace.  Grendel had been invited
too and was astride the huge firebrand stallion that Mistral’s twin sons had
tried to borrow on numerous occasions, only to end up with bruised bodies and
dinted egos when the stallion refused to tolerate their attempts to ride
him.  


‘Are we all here?’  Fabian
asked and pulled Spirit around in a circle to survey the hunting party.


‘Not quite.’  Phantasm
replied.  


‘Who’s missing?’  Mistral
frowned, doing a quick headcount of her family and finding them all present.


‘You’ll see.’  Phantom
grinned.


Mistral met his laughing green
eyes and suddenly smiled, ‘Ah, brother.  You think of everything.’


A short while later the hunting
party were riding across the sunlit meadows with the addition of Xerxes and
Brutus.


‘We couldn’t miss our godson’s
first hunt!’  Xerxes laughed and leaned down to ruffle Marcus’ dark hair
with one hand, the other holding out a specially made bow for him to
take.  ‘You’ll need your own bow now too –’


‘Brilliant!’  Marcus cried
and promptly dropped his reins to grasp the bow.  Zeus didn’t put a foot
wrong and continued to trot alongside Xerxes’ horse with his curious elevated
gait while Marcus notched an arrow to his new bow and sent it flying off into
the blue sky.


‘Not bad.’  Xerxes said,
watching the arrow’s progress as it arced across the sky and plummeted back
down towards the earth.  ‘But clouds don’t tend to make good eating ...
let’s try for something with legs.’


‘Er, not Prospero though.’
 Mistral said quickly and cast an anxious glance down at her huge dog,
loping along by her side.


‘Don’t be daft mother!  I
wouldn’t shoot Prosp!’  Marcus snorted and kicked Zeus into a canter to
ride ahead of them, a dark-haired boy on a pony riding at the head of a thirteen
strong hunting party. 


Mistral laughed and turned to
Fabian, ‘I think our son has delusions of grandeur!  Isn’t that your
place?’


Fabian smiled, ‘It’s his hunt
today Mistral.  But maybe I will ride with him, just to keep him company.’


Mistral watched Fabian spur
Spirit on to catch up with his youngest son and smiled at the image of father
and son riding side by side.  All of Fabian’s son’s rode like him;
straight-backed and square shouldered, more often than not riding one-handed
with the other resting on either the hilt of a sword or the stock of a
crossbow.  


‘Sister.’


Mistral glanced round to see
Brutus riding next to her.


‘Brutus!  I take it the
twins told you about the hunt?’


‘Of course they did. 
Something about our godson being the proud owner of a
fire-breathing unicorn!’


‘They missed out the bit about it
being able to fly then.’  Mistral laughed then added more quietly. 
‘Glad you could make it brother.’


‘We wouldn’t miss out on Marcus’
first hunt!  It’s a big moment in a man’s life ... I can still remember
mine.  I didn’t catch a thing and must’ve fallen off about twenty times,
but I loved every damned second of it!’


‘Hmm, my first hunt was on foot,
but it was still good.’


‘Did you catch anything though?’


‘Just a bear.’


Brutus laughed, ‘Of course you
did.’


‘Getting it back to the house was
a bit of a nightmare.  It would have been far easier with a horse, or
Prospero.’  Mistral smiled down at her dog.  He looked back up at
her, his long pink tongue lolling happily from the side of his mouth.


‘Ladies and gentlemen!’ 
Xerxes announced in his showman’s voice.  ‘The forests beckon ... place
your bets now!  The one to bring down the largest buck gets free drinks in
The Fallen Warrior for –’


‘The first five minutes of their
stay!’  Brutus interjected swiftly.


‘Don’t be so tight!’  Cain
called loudly.  ‘Make it ten minutes at least!’


‘I don’t recall you paying for a
drink in my tavern, ever!’  Xerxes retorted.


 ‘Or you paying rent when
you lived in my flat.’  Cain reminded him with a grin. 


‘Ah, touché brother ... which is
a word I picked up on the last Rochforte Contract when Cain was desperately
battling against his irrepressible urge to drop down on one knee and propose to
you Delphine.  Did you know that?’


‘No.’ Delphine smiled and kicked
her horse on to ride beside her uncle.  ‘But I would love to hear all
about it.’


‘Er, I think I’d like to be in on
this one too, if you don’t mind – just in case Xerxes decides to elaborate too
much on reality.’


Brutus and Mistral laughed at
Cain’s anxious expression.


‘I never, ever thought I’d see
the day that Cain was married and utterly under the thumb.’  Brutus said.


‘Neither did I!  And I
certainly never envisaged being his mother-in-law.’


‘No, I bet you didn’t!’
 Brutus laughed, then glanced meaningfully at her burgeoning waist. 
‘Talking of all things motherly, you’re blooming a little early aren’t you
Mistral?’


Her smile faded slightly, ‘Cain
told you?’


‘The twins did actually.’


‘But ... I haven’t told them
yet!’  Mistral exclaimed then closed her eyes and sighed.  ‘Cassius.’


Brutus shrugged apologetically,
‘Sorry, but having a Seer for a son and two insatiable gossips as his
godfathers who also have the ability to plant little nuggets of information in others’
minds is a combination guaranteed to rob you of the luxury of secrecy.’


‘You know who I Saw that night in
your tavern then?’


‘Oh yes, and it’s been all I
could do to prevent Xerxes from adding onto the bottom of our sign “The Fallen
Warrior ... Frequented by Fallen Gods”.  He thinks it’s a marketing dream
come true!’


‘Does he really.’  Mistral
muttered sourly.  ‘And does he know just how this marketing dream came to
be in his scabby tavern?’


‘Er, that’ll be my scabby tavern
too Mistral ... and yes, he knows that Golden is back.  That scraggy
half-nymph is harder to kill than a cockroach!’


‘Cockroach?  Not something I
would include in your new marketing slogan Brutus!’


‘My tavern is very clean!’  


‘I know it is brother.’
 Mistral laughed.  ‘I’ve stayed there plenty of times and never
suffered a single bed-bug bite.’


‘No.  The only thing that
bites in bed is my damned brother!  I’ve lost three barmaids this year
because he can’t keep his hands to himself.’


‘Oh dear, losing his touch is
he?’


‘No, mores the pity.  But
Marietta can’t abide the competition.  She sacks anything younger and
prettier than her in the first week.  At this rate all my barmaids are
going to look like Columbine.’


‘Eugh!  Not pleasant.’


‘I wish he’d just marry Marietta
and be done with it.  She might feel a bit more secure then and back off
the other staff.’


‘He’ll never marry her. 
He’s got no reason to.’


‘I know.’  Brutus
sighed.  ‘She loves him so much that she lets him do pretty much what he
wants.  It’s pitiful really.’


‘Love isn’t pitiful brother.’
 Mistral chided him with a sidelong smile.  ‘You wait.  You’ll
meet the barmaid of your dreams one day.’ 


‘I’m not the marrying kind
Mistral.  I’ve told you that a thousand times.’


‘Huh!  I’ve heard that
before from the Valley’s ultimate bachelor, and now he’s my son-in-law!’


They both laughed and looked over
at Cain who was holding Delphine’s hand while they rode side by side.


‘Can father and I take Prosp in
and flush out a couple of deer?’  Marcus called back in an excited voice.


Mistral realised they’d reached
the outskirts of The Velvet Forests.  She quickly scanned the treeline,
more out of habit than any real reason to search for danger.  Aside from a
couple of nervous fallow deer that bounded back into the safety of the trees at
the sound of their approach, the forests were still.  


‘Yes, just don’t get carried away
and shoot him by mistake.’  Mistral said, looking sternly at Marcus. 



While Marcus rolled his eyes
Fabian smiled, knowing that she was only half-joking, ‘I promise Prospero will
return to you with no extra holes.’ 


Mistral glanced down at her dog,
‘Go hunt boy –’


With a loud bark, Prospero
bounded away through the long grass, his long tail waving like a banner. 
Mistral watched Fabian and Marcus canter after him, slowing to a trot when they
entered the trees.  She glanced across at the rest of the hunting party,
which mostly consisted of her family; not quite the army she had promised
Fabian, but a good start none the less.  


Cassius and Leo had halted their
horses to stand together and were involved in a conversation that Mistral
didn’t need Sight to know was terminally dull.  Everyone else was gathered
around Xerxes while he busily scribbled down their predictions for the
afternoon’s hunt.  She immediately kicked Cirrus into a trot and rode over
to him.


‘Right, what’ve you got?’ 
She demanded and leaned over his shoulder to look at the piece of parchment in
his hand.  ‘Hmm, Cain’s bet that Marcus brings down a doe, you and your
brother reckon you’ll bring down a boar apiece ... Cassius is after a buck ...
what’s that?  Samson and Fabian bet that Delphine will shoot
Prospero!’  Mistral glared over at her twin sons who gazed nonchalantly
back.


‘Del never hunts.’  Samson
shrugged.  ‘Her aim’ll be so bad she’s bound to get Prosp by mistake.’


‘No I wouldn’t!’  Delphine
cried indignantly.


‘Oh come on Del!  Just when
was the last time you shot anything?  Everyone knows you hate hurting the
poor fluffy bunnies with those nasty sharp arrows.’  


‘For your information I hunted
with you all during the solstice break, and I don’t have a problem with killing
things, especially not you two, but I just think it’s a bit unnecessary for us
all to hunt today.  We couldn’t eat thirteen deer, could we?’ 
Delphine replied haughtily. 


‘I could!’  Fabian muttered
to Samson.  ‘I hope father and Marcus flush out a whole herd!  I’m
starving!’


‘You two are always
hungry!’  Delphine snapped and tossed her head angrily.


‘Only when you make breakfast!’


‘You know the answer then don’t
you Samson!  Make your own next time!’


‘Who the hell bet that I would
shoot Leo?’  Mistral cut across Delphine and Samson’s bickering in a sharp
voice. 


‘That would be myself and my
brother.’  Phantasm replied smoothly.


‘Er, why?’


‘We couldn’t think of any other
reason for you to invite the Divinus unless you wanted to do away with him and
make out it was a hunting accident.’


Mistral laughed, ‘Well, I confess
to having been sorely tempted to stick an arrow in his pompous –’


‘Mistral!  The pompous parts
to which you refer are sat in a saddle not far away!’  Phantasm warned.


‘Yes, sorry.  Well I can’t
really explain why I invited Leo today.  Blame it on the hormones.’


‘You blame a lot of things on
your hormones.’  Phantom muttered. 


Mistral grinned, ‘I know! 
It’s a brilliant excuse since none of you can ever argue with it!’  


Prospero’s distinctive bay
brought their attention sharply back to the hunt.


‘We’re on!’  Mistral cried
joyously. 


‘Standard formation!  I’ll
take point –’


Leo’s attempt at assuming control
of the hunting party immediately went unheeded as Samson and Fabian urged their
firebrands into a thunderous gallop towards the trees, leaving Mistral and the
others laughing.


‘Ah, to be young and reckless
again.’  Brutus sighed.


‘Speak for yourself brother, but
I intend to be reckless until the day I die!’  Mistral grinned at him over
her shoulder and galloped after her sons.


‘Which will be all too soon with
that attitude sister!’  Brutus called.


Mistral’s voice floated back to
him, ‘Whatever ... old man –’


Xerxes raised his eyebrows at his
brother, ‘Are you going to stand for that?’   


‘Not likely!’  Brutus
laughed and spurred his horse on after her.


The hunt was everything expected
from a gathering of Ri warriors; competitive, intense, and of course, extremely
successful.  By late afternoon they were gathered again in the
sun-drenched meadows, comparing hauls.  Mistral watched Fabian riding back
alongside Marcus with a fallow doe slung across Spirit’s withers that Marcus
kept pointing to while he talked animatedly to his father, making it clear that
the kill had been his.  She sighed and gazed happily at the glorious blaze
of Fabian’s aura, wishing she could capture it somehow and keep it to look at
whenever she wished.  He rode up to her with Marcus still in full flow by
his side and leaned over to kiss her.  She closed her eyes and savoured
the touch of his lips that to the casual observer was no more than a peck, but
she could hear his thoughts and they were filled with a promise that made her
hope Cassius wasn’t listening in for once. 


‘Three deer, four boar, five
pheasants, twelve rabbits ... a fox?  Why?  Oh, right, Marcus wanted
the tail as a trophy.  Fair enough  ... and six spriggans, well
that’ll be our pest control effort for the week then!’  Xerxes concluded
happily and dropped a bag of silver coins into Marcus’ hand.  ‘Your
winnings, Master De Winter, spend it wisely, oh and mine’s a tankard if you’re
buying –’


‘I think that Marcus is a little
young to be buying rounds in The Cloak and Dagger.’  Leo cut in sharply. 
‘However, since I formally own the lease, I have quite good credit with Floris
and shall stand the first round.’  


Xerxes and Brutus shared a look
and were instantly business-like, plying their former Training Captain with
questions on the lease all the way back to the Valley.   


Mistral and Delphine headed back
to the house with Grendel stomping along behind them carrying the deer Marcus
had shot.  He deposited it in the tiny backyard then promptly left to join
the others in The Cloak and Dagger.


‘Good to know our place.’
 Mistral sighed and yanked her favourite dagger from the back of her belt
to begin skinning the deer, watched hungrily by Prospero. 


Delphine brought out a wooden
bucket for the offal and sat down on a stool to help her, ‘I’m not sure Marcus
should be allowed to go with them,’ she began with a frown.  ‘He’s a bit
young to be in The Cloak.’


‘I agree.’  Mistral said,
not lifting her eyes from her task.  ‘But it’ll be easier to get this done
without another running commentary on how he shot it.’


Delphine laughed, ‘He is rather
living up to his name, isn’t he?’


Mistral smiled, ‘Which one? 
The warrior part or the lion part?’


‘Oh, both.  Plus he’s
terribly handsome –’


‘Huh, he’ll be like his brothers
and have more scars than handsome bits on his face before his third year is
out.’


‘Pessimist.’  Delphine
teased.


‘Romantic.’  Mistral
retaliated with a smile.


They worked together in silence
for a while, neatly cutting the meat and dropping it into a large cooking pot,
pausing occasionally to ward off Prospero when his inquisitive nose drew too
close to the contents. 


‘Do you think Marcus will want
the head mounted on his bedroom wall?’  Delphine suddenly asked.


Mistral pulled a face, ‘I do hope
not, they give me the creeps!  No matter how Titus stuffs them they always
end up with this reproachful look on their faces, like they’re saying, “there I
was, quietly minding my own business, then you came galloping up and stuck an
arrow in me!”.  Plus, I can’t be doing with the dusting.  Just chuck
it and claim ignorance ... works for me every time.’


‘Don’t be so heartless
mother!’  Delphine chided.  ‘This is your youngest son’s first kill!’


‘Yes, and if I’d kept all my
children’s first kills I’d have a whole wall of reproachful looks from a
sabre-tusked boar, a rabbit, a red deer and Eudora’s cat ... which she still
doesn’t know was Samson, so I’d be grateful if you never told her.’


Delphine paused and gazed over at
the jasmine covered walls of the backyard, staring into the past, ‘I still feel
guilty about that rabbit,’ she admitted with a sigh.


‘Don’t be, it lined the boots you
wore on your first day of school.’


Delphine looked aghast,
‘Oh!  I loved those boots too, that’s just ruined them for me!’


Mistral laughed, ‘Be grateful you
weren’t wearing Samson’s on his first day of school then!’


‘You didn’t!’    


Mistral shrugged, ‘I had to get
rid of the evidence somehow.’


‘Oh!  Oh!  Words fail
me!  I’m going to fetch Marcus and give him his bath while you have a good
long think about just how wrong that was!’  Delphine cried and left
Mistral laughing quietly while she finished up with the deer and thought
completely the opposite.


Two hours later they were all
gathered together again to eat.  The firelight that flickered over the
smiling faces of the full table gleamed on Marcus’ still wet hair while he
enthusiastically relived his moment of glory, not caring that no-one was even
pretending to listen anymore.  Fabian sat at the head of the long table
and watched Cain engage Mistral in a conversation about Gemma’s pregnancy that
he knew she would hate, but would at least command her full attention for a
while and permit him to speak to his son without her overhearing, or
overSeeing. 


‘Did your mother speak with you
about her dream?’  


‘Not willingly.’  Cassius replied
cautiously.  ‘And she was adamant that I shouldn’t talk with you about it
either.’


Fabian smiled briefly, ‘Then it
is fortunate that your mother forgets that she talks in her sleep.’


Cassius frowned and bent his head
to speak more quietly to his father, ‘Please understand that I’m uncomfortable
with speaking out of turn.  She didn’t wish for you to know out of fear
that you would misunderstand.’ 


‘I would be a fool to be jealous
of the dead Cassius.’


‘You are no fool and there is
nothing to be jealous of, I assure you.  I have Seen her thoughts and
there is nothing in them to warrant jealousy ... however I am not sure that I
fully understand the connection she has with him.  I don’t think she does
either.’


‘I do not think it can be
understood.  Saul gave his life for her, not out of duty, but love, and in
doing so he bound them together for an eternity.  There is no bond more
enduring.’ 


‘Oh there is.  The bond
between your two living souls is far more powerful.’


Fabian smiled softly, ‘Yes. 
I am truly blessed to have a lifetime of love.  And if she belongs to
another in the next life, then I shall spend my eternity in Elysium remembering
this one.’   


Cassius shook his head, ‘I don’t
think you’d lose each other simply because your hearts stopped beating. 
I’ve studied the subject of Bonding and most theories claim that death is
merely a stage in the journey.’ 


Fabian turned the stem of his
goblet thoughtfully, ‘There was a time in my life when I would have dismissed
such theories as the pointless meanderings of sentimental fools.  But that
was before I met your mother.’  He paused and smiled.  ‘It feels like
another lifetime now, and in truth it was – but to use the term life would
imply that I was living, when all I was really doing was existing.  I only
truly started to live when she agreed to be mine.’


‘And she will always be
yours.  Even death cannot destroy what is indestructible.’  


Fabian lifted his eyes to meet
his son’s sombre gaze and smiled, ‘And I hope that death is a long time
coming.  We have an army to complete yet.’


Cassius gave a rare laugh, ‘I
wish I could feign ignorance, but I admit that I listen too much to mother’s
thoughts.  She amuses me –’


Fabian glanced over at his wife,
who was looking at Cain as though she would like nothing more than to assist
his journey to the next life to stop him from quizzing her any further on
Gemma’s baby. 


‘I don’t know whether it was
lying head down or not!  All I know is she’s having a girl!  Now can
we drop it?  Only you’re starting to put me off my dinner!’


‘Yes, she has a refreshing view
on life.’  Fabian agreed.  ‘Whenever I allow myself to become too
caught up in Eximius’ politics she never fails to remind me of what really
matters.’


‘Like four-winged, fire-breathing
unicorns?’  Cassius ventured.  ‘I know.  She cares more about
the pony you bought Marcus than the threat of Onieroi.  I envy her
that.  Even having the power to See people’s innermost fears and desires
hasn’t changed her.  She lives for the moment.’


Fabian nodded; his expression serious
again, ‘That is why I believe all Seers are Arcanes.  A Mage would never
be able to resist using their gift for personal gain, whereas Arcanes have
little care for money or power.’


‘Have I considered a water
what?’  Mistral’s raised voice cut across their murmured conversation.


‘A water birth Mistral.’
 Cain repeated patiently.  ‘You give birth whilst submerged in warm
water.  The water supports and relaxes you.  It also helps to ease
some of the labour pains.’


‘I am not giving birth in the
bath!’


‘Why not?’  Phantasm asked
reasonably.  ‘You’ve already done wandering off and to give birth alone in
the forests in the middle of the night, gone into labour during a meeting in
the Main Hall –’


‘I’ve never seen Mage Grapple
finish a meeting so fast!’  Phantom laughed.  ‘I just wish you could
do that during every one.’  


‘The twins were nearly born in
the Training Arena because you were being typically stubborn and refusing to
stop teaching ... and Marcus was born on our sofa!  I would’ve thought
that giving birth in a bath would be merely another location to tick off on
your list.’  Phantasm finished with a shrug. 


‘Marcus was not born on
your sofa!’  Mistral snapped.  ‘And anyway, wouldn’t the baby drown?’


Cain and Delphine burst out
laughing.  


‘Hard to believe she’s got five
children.’  Phantom sighed.


Phantasm shook his head, ‘I’ve
told you that Mistral still thinks the stork brings babies.’


‘Oh for crying out loud, not this
again!’


Leaving Mistral defending herself
against the twins’ teasing, Fabian and Cassius resumed their conversation.


‘Did she elaborate any further on
Imperato’s interpretation of her vision?’


‘No.’ Cassius shook his
head.  ‘Only that he believes Sight used Saul’s living image to give
significance to the vision, and that he believes she is clinging to Saul’s
memory ... but she has no idea why.’


‘But you do?’  Fabian asked
after a moment’s pause.


Cassius shrugged a looked
slightly discomfited, ‘I confess, I was curious as to why I carried his name
and asked her to tell me some stories about him whilst we walked up to Leo’s
room, not so much to hear her memories, but to See them.’


‘And?’  


Cassius reached for his goblet of
wine but didn’t take a drink.  Instead he turned it slowly in his hand and
watched the lees swirling.  Eventually he sighed and lifted his gaze to
meet his father’s again, ‘Mother feels a threefold guilt over his death. 
Firstly, and most obviously, because he died in her place; secondly because she
twice rejected his offer of love, both of which have led her to develop an
oddly naive concept.’  Cassius stopped and gave a mirthless laugh.  


‘What?’  Fabian demanded in
a sharp undertone.


Cassius shrugged, ‘That Saul died
without knowing happiness.’ 


‘It is not naive to wish
happiness for those we care about.’  Fabian said quietly.  ‘Just
because Saul is no longer alive does not mean that your mother has ceased to be
fond of him.  Why do you think she never speaks of him?’


‘Because it pains her.’ 
Cassius admitted with a sigh.   


Fabian nodded and raised his head
to gaze down the long table.  Marcus had finally fallen asleep on
Phantasm’s knee, his head resting against his godfather’s shoulder. 
Delphine was still talking enthusiastically to Cain about Gemma and Mistral’s
pregnancies.  Fabian smiled at her excitement; her mixed Mage and Arcane
parentage meant she could never bear children, but she would not be without
children in her life.  His twin sons were talking intently to
Grendel.  Fabian sighed.  He had no doubt they were trying to persuade
Grendel to let them ride Saturn, his firebrand stallion.  Whatever bribes
they were offering him were obviously falling on deaf ears because Grendel’s
expression had gone beyond stony and assumed an expression consistent with the
texture of granite.  Xerxes, the perpetual womaniser, and Brutus, his
happy-go-lucky brother, both wore looks of intense seriousness while they
discussed a possible future where Floris had finally retired and they held the
lease on The Cloak and Dagger.  Leo was deliberating with Phantom whether
to override Bryden’s proposed policy on expanding the current elven curriculum
taught in the Valley’s school and Phantom was doing his best to appear
interested, and Mistral ...  


Mistral was gazing straight at
him, her dark eyes glowing with an emotion that set his soul on fire, burning
him out from the inside to leave him an empty husk to be filled with the words
she rarely said, but showed him with every breath and every beat of her heart.
 Talk, laughter, the stories that are only told when old friends gather;
it all flowed unheard around him until the evening drew to an end and their
bedroom door was closing behind them.  And then they finally spoke.


‘Fabian –’


He smiled, needing no borrowed
gift from Cassius to read in her eyes the guilty confession she was about to
make.


‘I know.’


‘Oh.’  Mistral dropped her
head, avoiding his gaze.  ‘Cassius told you.’


‘No,’ he lifted her chin with a
single finger, gazing once more into her eyes.  ‘You told me.’


She looked up, frowning.


‘You talk in your sleep Mistral.’


‘Oh!’  


A different exclamation this
time, not of resignation, but of surprise, making his smile deepen.


‘I am not jealous Mistral,
although, I admit that I cannot compete with the dead when it comes to your
affections.’


‘There’s no competition Fabian!’ 



Fabian looked into the eyes of
the wild creature he had tied his soul to and saw more in her gaze than she
ever managed to convey in words, ‘I know,’ he whispered, placing a softer
infliction on the same words spoken only moments before.


Her eyes seemed to darken until
there was barely any white surrounding the blackness.  She spoke in the fierce
whisper of his tigress.


‘I love you.’


He closed his eyes and pulled her
close, sighing deeply, ‘I will never tire of hearing you tell me that.’


‘I don’t tell you enough.’


‘No.  You do more than
that.  You show me every single day of our lives together.’


And suddenly, with the
unpredictability that defined her nature, Mistral was crying, ‘I don’t know why
I dreamt about him Fabian!  I swear I didn’t want to!’


‘Hush,’ he murmured softly. 
‘I know it was the Sight.  And Mistral?  Look at me now.  I need
to see you when I say this.’


She looked up at him, tears
clinging to the dark lashes framing her wide eyes to make them seem impossibly
large.


‘Saul knows happiness with every
day that you live.  You are his happily ever after ’  











An Absence of Festivities





‘What’s that?’  Mistral
asked, glancing disinterestedly at the scroll of parchment Phantasm laid on the
kitchen table.


‘Your schedule of Council and Ri
meetings for the next month.’


Mistral snorted and returned her
attention to chopping vegetables with the kukri knife Fabian had given her, ‘I
think you’re mistaking me for Cassius brother, he does the whole meeting thing
now.’


‘Not when he’s at The Festival of
the Arcane he doesn’t Mistral.’


Mistral’s face darkened and the
chopping sounds accelerated, ‘Well the Council ones are out.  Fabian won’t
let me travel,’ she said shortly.


‘Mage Grapple is well aware of
your condition Mistral.  He’s coming to the Valley for the Council
meetings.’


The chopping increased to become
a thrumming sound, like an angry bee.  Phantasm resisted looking at her
hands, torn between the urge to reach out and stop her before she chopped her
fingers off and the desire to be impressed by the speed at which she was
annihilating vegetables. 


‘I am not going to any meetings.’


Phantasm sighed at the oft heard
note of stubbornness in her voice, ‘Yes you are.  It’s your duty.’


‘I don’t think so!  My duty
is to my boys.’


Phantasm sighed again.  Her
boys’ intention to compete in the looming Festival of the Arcane had been
gradually turning Mistral into a black cloud of gloom for weeks.
 ‘Mistral, I know I have said this to you roughly a thousand times now,’
he began patiently, ‘but Cassius, Fabian and Samson were literally born with
the skills to win that damned Festival.  You really are fretting over
nothing –’


‘Nothing?’ 
Impossibly, the chopping intensified.  Phantasm didn’t need to look at the
chopping board to know that it was going the same way as the minutely diced
vegetables.  ‘Gargillians?  Werewolves ... a giant?  Nothing?’


‘Mistral.  I really think
you need to get your priorities in order –’


‘I need to do what?’ 



‘You’re completely overreacting
about the Festival and being shockingly complacent about the situation with
Onieroi –’


‘What the hell do I care if some
clapped-out god wants to retire on the Isle?’  Mistral demanded
furiously.  ‘I care about my boys!’


Phantasm closed his eyes and
prayed to any clapped-out gods listening for patience, ‘Your boys will be fine
–’


‘I said NO!’


The chopping sounds abruptly
ceased to be replaced by a thud and a double exclamation of surprise.


‘Mother!’


‘That was too close!’


‘Close?’  Mistral
snarled.  ‘I missed!’


Phantasm spun round to see
Mistral’s twin sons in a frozen tableau of guilt by the front door. 
Samson’s outstretched hand hovered inches from the latch where Mistral’s kukri
knife was buried into the wood, its hilt still quivering from the force of the
impact.


‘Missed?’  Samson repeated
incredulously.  ‘You were aiming for me?’


Mistral shrugged, ‘It would only
be a stab wound in your hand Samson, nothing too critical.’


‘But enough to stop me competing
in the Festival!’


Mistral glared unrepentantly at
her son then raised an eyebrow, ‘So?’


‘So what?’  Samson shot
back, still looking astounded by her attempt to wound him.


‘So why are you two still
standing there when I quite clearly told you both that you weren’t going
anywhere for the rest of today!’


‘It’s Sunday!’  Fabian
howled.


‘We need to practise
mother!  The Festival’s only a week away and –’


‘And neither of you are
going!’  Mistral snapped then jerked her head towards the stairs. 
‘Up to your room.  Now!  And no climbing out of the window!’ 
She shouted after them as they trudged over to the stairs, muttering
mutinously.


Phantasm watched his godsons
vanish up the stairs then walked over to retrieve Mistral’s knife from the
door.  He walked quietly back into the kitchen and passed it to her. 
Mistral gazed unseeingly at the proffered knife then with typical contrariness,
burst into tears.


‘I know, I know.’  Phantasm
murmured soothingly and held his arms open.  ‘You can’t go with them and
it’s killing you.’


Mistral sobbed into his shoulder,
‘I have to be there!’


‘Ah Mistral.’  Phantasm
sighed and stroked her hair, letting her soak the shirt he had only just
bought.  ‘You must let them find their own way.  They are your sons
–’


‘I know they are!’  Mistral
lifted her head to glare at him tearfully.  ‘Why the hell do you think I’m
so worried about them?’


‘No.’ Phantasm smiled. 
‘I mean they are your sons ... they are like you.’


‘Oh.’  Mistral sank back
against his shoulder with a choked sob.  ‘Damn.’


‘Yes.  And if by “damn” you
mean that they are wilful, resourceful and –’ he paused and looked down at her
until she tilted her head to meet his amused gaze, ‘extremely gifted, then you
also know that they will be fine.’


Mistral’s eyes suddenly widened,
‘Oh!  Make them be fine brother!  Please ... use your gift!  I’ll
help you ... I’ll See and ... and –’


‘And my brother and I will what
Mistral?  Make them even more confident than they already are? 
Impossible!  Or perhaps we should adjust the mind-set of the
gargillians?  Tame the werewolves?  Fell the giant?  We’ve never
tried to influence creatures before and I really don’t want to experiment when
it’s my godsons at stake.  What if our gift had an adverse effect? 
Made the gargillians more, not less, aggressive?  The werewolves more
voracious?  The giant invincible?’


Mistral’s expression hardened
into stubbornness then just as abruptly softened again, ‘I know they’re
skilled,’ she sighed.  ‘But have you any idea how hard it is for me to
just let them go when I can’t be there with them?’


‘I know you’re finding this hard.’ 
Phantasm sighed.  ‘But I really fail to see your problem.  You’ve
been letting them go on mercenary work with Master Shacklock since their second
year.  Those two fulfilled more Contracts before they’d even officially
begun training than we did in our first year of being Qualified!’


Pride overcame Mistral’s anxiety
and she smiled, ‘I know.’ 


Phantasm laughed and hugged her
gently, mindful of her pregnancy, ‘Let them go train.  I saw Cassius in
the Arena drilling with Samson and Mage De Winter on my way here.  I’m
sure they would welcome the opportunity to practise with them.’


She sighed resignedly, ‘Go on
then.’ 


Her words had barely left her
lips before a clatter of boots on the stairs and a chorus of “see you at
dinner!”  and “thanks mother!” was followed by the door slamming behind
the twins. 


Phantasm looked hesitantly at her
in the silence that fell, ‘Done with crying now?’


‘I think so ... for the moment
anyway.  Er, sorry about your shirt.’


‘Shirts I can replace, the mother
of my godchildren I cannot.  Come on,’ he smiled and took her hand. 
‘Let’s go watch my godsons train.’


They reached the Arena to join
Cain, Delphine, Phantom and Marcus at the fence to watch the twins and Cassius
taking it in turns to train with Grendel.


‘He’s not quite a giant.’
 Cain explained to Mistral without taking his eyes from the training
session.  ‘But he’s the closest thing we’ve got.’


‘Mother?’  


Mistral tore her gaze from the
sight of her eldest son grappling with Grendel to glance down at Marcus, ‘Hmm?’


‘Can I go to the Festival too?’


‘No.’


‘But why not?’


‘You’re too young.’


‘I’m only two years younger than
Samson and Fabian!  Why can’t I go?’


Mistral couldn’t argue with the
simplicity of his logic and fell back on the time honoured refrain of all
parents, ‘Because I said so.’


‘S’not fair –’


Mistral rolled her eyes and
ignored the onset of a full-blown Marcus tantrum to continue watching
Cassius.  He had managed to secure Grendel in a headlock and was going for
a choke-out.


‘Nice move.’  Cain said
appreciatively over the sounds of Marcus crying. 


‘Hmm, Grendel’s a bit too long in
the tooth to fall for that though.’  Mistral muttered and sure enough
Grendel suddenly jerked his head back, ramming it into Cassius’ face with a
bone-crunching blow that sent Cassius reeling back clutching a hand to his
bleeding nose.


‘Damn it Grendel!’  Mistral
yelled.  ‘Be a bit more careful!’


‘What, like the giant will
be?’  Cain muttered.


Mistral shot him a black look
then returned her attention to the Training Arena.  Her twin sons were
arguing about who would go first, not out of reluctance, but seriously debating
that whoever went last wouldn’t have as good a training session since Grendel
would be tired.


‘Both at once then.’
 Grendel growled. 


Her boys shared a look then shrugged
and turned to face their huge uncle.  Without speaking or looking at each
other they began to circle Grendel in opposite directions, assuming a slightly
crouched stance with their hands raised, ready to grab.  Grendel watched
them calmly, not bothering to try and turn to keep up with them but standing
still in the centre of the circle they were treading around him, waiting
passively for their attack.  With no sound or signal from his twin, Samson
suddenly threw himself into a slide towards Grendel’s legs, slamming into him
with a force that knocked the half-troll from his feet with a grunt of
surprise.  In a heartbeat Fabian was upon him, grabbing one massive
forearm in both of his hands and twisting it into a hold behind Grendel’s
back.  Samson flipped to his feet and joined him, kneeling on Grendel’s
throat to trap him to the ground and pressing both hands onto his head to
prevent him from moving.


‘Concede?’  Samson asked
with a grin.


Grendel let out an oath that made
Phantom reach down to cover Marcus’ ears, not that he could hear anything over
the sound of his own wailing.


‘Good work boys!’  Mistral
cried, clapping enthusiastically.


‘Yes, but what’re the rules about
teaming up to attack the giant?’  Cain asked as Grendel lumbered to his
feet and glowered at his nephews.


‘Strictly forbidden.’
 Cassius replied while he wiped the last of the blood from his face. 
‘Unfortunately.’


‘Weapons?’  Mistral asked
tersely.


Cassius shook his head, ‘None
permitted in the final.  That’s why we’ve been practising unarmed with
Grendel for the last two weeks.’


‘And I thought it was because you
loved his smell.’  Cain murmured then winced when Delphine stamped on his
foot. 


‘It’s very good of Grendel to
give up his free time to help my brothers, isn’t it Cain?’


‘Oh, yes.  Very good.’ 
Cain responded dutifully, earning himself a disgusted look from Mistral.


Marcus’ tantrum had abated to a
less noisy snivelling which Mistral decided she could cope with and bent to
pick him up, hugging him to her while she watched her other three sons begin a
sword session.  By sunset they had duelled with each other twice over and
displayed an ability that would have left more seasoned warriors gaping in
astonishment, but had only served to fuel Mistral’s apprehensions.  Her
sons were skilled and confident fighters ... in short, possessed of all the
attributes that would ensure them a place in the final.  And that was
exactly what she was terrified of.


The next week flew by in a haze
of Mistral teaching with Fabian during the day then watching her sons practice
until the sun set and darkness made it impossible for them to train
anymore.  Then they would eat together with Phantom, Phantasm and Samson,
his scarred face set in a serious expression while they discussed endless
strategies about hunting selkies, duelling techniques, everything they knew
about gargillians, werewolves, phoenixes and, of course, giants.  After
dinner, Mistral’s three sons would announce their need for an early night and
disappear upstairs, pretending to go to bed when she knew they were really
sneaking up to the third floor Training Room to train by torchlight until the
early hours of the morning.  She let them be, knowing that every minute
they drilled might give them the vital extra practise they needed to survive
the Festival. 


The Monday morning that the Ri
contestants were due to depart for the Festival found Mistral up at dawn
preparing a huge breakfast.


‘Are we feeding the
Valley?’  Fabian asked, wandering into the kitchen and finding her
mounding a platter high with sausages, bacon, chicken legs, and cold ham.


Mistral didn’t reply but placed
the platter on the table then returned to the kitchen to begin making enough
pancakes for her family, plus a few others along the street.


Fabian watched her flipping a
half-cooked pancake into the air with a practised flick of the wrist and
sighed, ‘Mistral.’


She didn’t respond and continued
to prepare the gargantuan breakfast.


‘Mistral.’  Fabian walked up
behind her and placed both arms around her, resting his hands lightly over
their unborn daughter.  ‘Please stop.’  


Mistral remained tense in his
arms, both hands gripping the handle of her frying pan, ‘I – I don’t think I
can let them go Fabian,’ she finally whispered.


He didn’t reply but began to
softly hum a tune.  Mistral leaned her head back against his shoulder and
listened to the soothing sound, recognising it from the rare times she had
heard him hum before.  


‘What is that song?’  She
asked when he came to the end.


‘The Ballad of the Two
Knights.  Samson used to sing it to pass the time on sea crossings.’


‘I’ve never heard him sing it.’


‘No.  It was a long time
ago, when we were young warriors.  We took a lot of mercenary Contracts
back then and the journeys could become rather tedious.’


Mistral listened to him begin to
hum the haunting melody again, ‘What’s it about?’


‘Ah, I could never do the tale
justice.  Maybe Samson will sing it to you.’


Mistral turned in his arms to
look up at him, ‘Won’t you sing it to me?’


He smiled and shook his
head.  Catching her lightly around the waist he whirled her across the
kitchen in time to the music he was humming.


‘Oh I don’t believe you
two!  There’s a pancake burning on the stove and you’re waltzing around
the kitchen!’


Rudely snapped out of their
moment, Mistral looked over Fabian’s shoulder to see Delphine rescuing the
blackened pancake remains before it burst into flames, ‘What’re you doing here
so early?’  


‘Well I thought that I should
have breakfast with my brothers, just in case I never see them again.’
 Delphine said briskly.  ‘The twins are on their way, and uncle
Samson turned up at our flat about ten minutes ago saying something about
wanting to be fed ...  oh, and I think Leo is popping by too –’


Still holding her in his arms,
Fabian smiled and turned Mistral in a circle, finishing their dance by dropping
her neatly onto one of the kitchen chairs, ‘Then it is fortunate that your
mother decided to cook enough food for an army this morning.’  Giving
Mistral a private smile, he walked over to help Delphine finish making
breakfast. 


Suddenly the door to their house
seemed to be opening and closing with more regularity than The Cloak’s on a
Saturday night.  First the twins arrived, stealing in quietly with
Phantasm immediately going upstairs to fetch Marcus and Phantom to take over
from Fabian and help Delphine with the breakfast.  Cain turned up with
Samson, full of talk and laughter about the last Festival and excited at the
prospect of going to another.  Gleacher arrived and immediately began to
give his godsons advice on sword techniques for the duelling event, which Leo
promptly took over the moment he stepped through the door.  Xerxes and
Brutus made another surprise appearance bearing gifts of gourds of home-made
liquor and new longbows.  Under the influence of a good breakfast topped
off with several shots of liquor, a carnival atmosphere quickly developed. 


‘Another toast!’  Xerxes
roared.


‘To my godsons!’  Phantom
cheered.


‘And mine!’  Samson called
loudly from the kitchen where he was making another round of pancakes.


‘And mine.’  Gleacher added
with a slight smile. 


‘And mine.’  Clovis growled,
appearing in the doorway with a heaped armful of leather and metal. 
‘Gift,’ he announced unnecessarily and dumped it onto one of the
sofas.  


‘What is it Clovis?’ 
Mistral asked and moved over to examine the mound of tack.


‘New battle armour for the
horses.  Selkie hunts can be dangerous.’


‘Thanks Clovis!’  His twin
godsons chimed and began to disentangle the straps and pieces from the pile on the
sofa. 


‘Thank you Clovis, you are most
generous.’  Cassius said more quietly.


Clovis gave a dismissive shrug,
‘Don’t want my horses hurt.’


‘Ah, another person with
disordered priorities.’  Phantasm sighed and lifted a squirming Marcus from
his knee to let him go and investigate.


Brutus watched his godson
clambering onto the sofa and rooting through the armour, loudly asking where
Zeus’ was, ‘Marcus is being surprisingly good about this,’ he commented to
Phantasm.  ‘I was worried he’d feel left out.’


‘Oh, he’s had a few rather
impressive tantrums over the last week.’  Phantasm smiled.  ‘Mistral
even caught him packing her spare saddlebag last night, claiming he was “just
going camping” for a couple of days and she wasn’t to worry.  It was quite
funny watching him trying to lie.’


Brutus laughed, ‘Lies like his
mother then?’


‘Hmm, terribly.  Thank
goodness, otherwise I think he’d be worse than all of his brothers put
together.’


They looked over to see Xerxes
giving Marcus a piggyback ride across the room whilst promising to take him
hunting that afternoon


‘For a selkie?’  Marcus
asked excitedly.


‘Oh yes, we’ll get a selkie ...
they’re very clever you know though Marcus, they often turn into deer just to
confuse anyone trying to hunt them,’ he said, dropping a wink in Mistral’s
direction.


Mistral smiled her thanks to
Xerxes, grateful for him distracting her youngest son.  Turning away with
a sigh, she walked back into the kitchen, her face quickly resuming its former
preoccupied expression.


‘Oh dear.’  Xerxes muttered
to Cain.  ‘You lot might be going to a festival, but I think there is
going to be a serious absence of festivities around here.  For pity’s sake
bring her sons back in once piece Cain, or your life won’t be worth living!’


‘Don’t worry, Grendel and I
worked out a plan ages ago.  Grendel’s got no interest in winning. 
He’s going to shield them as much as possible.’


‘Where is Grendel?’  Samson
asked through a mouthful of pancake.  ‘We need to be going soon.’


Cain rolled his eyes, ‘Liliana’s
having a possessive fit.  Doesn’t want her beautiful “Grendie-Wendie” to
get damaged at the Festival.’


Samson threw back his head and
roared with laughter. 


‘I know, it’s pathetic really.’
 Cain sighed.  ‘Grendel’s virtually indestructible.’


‘And definitely not beautiful.’
 Samson added with a grin.  ‘But he is still coming, isn’t he?’


‘Oh yes.’  Cain said. 
‘Liliana always pulls a stunt like this before Grendel goes off on any
Contracts, but he just ignores her.  I’ve seen him walk across the village
square with her hanging onto his ankle before.’


‘Don’t be so cruel.’
 Delphine chided.  ‘She misses him when he’s away.’


Cain looked over at Delphine and
his grin faded to something softer, ‘It’s time I got my horse ready. 
Would you care to walk to the stables with me?’  He stood up, holding his
hand out to her.   


Suddenly everyone was getting
ready to leave.  Mistral watched her twin sons hastily shoving clean
shirts into their bulging saddlebags and had to force down a wave of
panic.  Before she had time to respond to the rash urge to leap up and
stand between them and the door, Fabian was by her side, taking her hand and
leading her to the open door she desperately wanted to shut and bolt. 


‘We will all ride out into the
meadows and watch them meet the centaurs.  They will be travelling to the
Festival together.’


Mistral gave a jerky nod and let
herself be led out of their noisy house and into the street.  She was
surprised at how quiet it was and realised that it was still very early and
most of the villagers wouldn’t even be out of their beds yet.  One or two
windows were open to let in the fresh morning air and the scents of breakfasts
being cooked carried out to her, mingled with the sound of children’s chatter. 


‘Marcus!’  She suddenly
gasped, realising that she’d been so busy fretting about three of her sons that
she’d left the fourth one back at the house.


‘Planning a selkie hunt with his
godfathers.’  Fabian said calmly.  ‘Then they’re taking him to the
Arena to try out his new bow while we ride out.’


‘Another bow?’  Mistral
frowned.  ‘Xerxes only gave him one last month!’


‘He’s outgrown it already.’
 Fabian shrugged.  ‘This one’s not quite a full-sized, but it’s
larger than his last one.  However I really think that Xerxes wanted to
give him something to take his mind off the fact that his brothers are going to
the Festival without him.’   


Mistral nodded and wished there
was something to take her mind off the fact that her sons were going to the
Festival without her too.  With a smile, Fabian turned to do just that,
leaving her looking at him with a slight frown when he released her.  ‘Are
you sure you don’t have the Sight?’  She asked. 


He laughed softly, ‘I have no
need of Sight to know what is in your heart Mistral.’


They gathered in the meadows
beneath a bright June sun.  Sparkling diamonds of dew clung to the lush
grass and soaked Prospero’s fur as he bounded around, chasing startled rabbits.


‘Do you remember when it was us
going to the Festival?’  Phantom sighed, looking over at his godsons with
an almost wistful expression.


Mistral nodded, her gaze locked
on her three dark-haired sons, ‘It feels like yesterday, but so much has
changed since then it could’ve been another lifetime.’


‘You’ve definitely changed.’
 Phantom said.  ‘Look at you!  You’re nearly climbing out of the
saddle with desperation to stop those three going whereas the Mistral of five
years ago would have been galloping off, full of impatience to get the Festival
started!’


‘I am still full of impatience
brother, but the Mistral of five years ago wasn’t slowed down by being
eternally pregnant.’


Phantom grinned and looked at her
thickening waist, ‘I’ve got so used to seeing you pregnant that I can’t
remember what you used to look like!’


Mistral scowled at him then
flinched.


‘Is she kicking?’  Phantom
immediately reached over to feel the baby move.


‘And five years ago you wouldn’t
have dreamed of doing that!’  Mistral snapped but didn’t have the heart to
stop him when his face glowed with joy.


‘That’s my goddaughter in there
–’


The sound of cantering hooves and
voices hailing the guard on duty at the North Gate announced the arrival of the
rest of the Ri party.  In all twenty four warriors were attending the
Festival.  Mistral knew most of them since many had been apprentices
taught by her and Fabian, but there were other more experienced warriors in the
group too, including Grendel, Samson and Cain, although he wasn’t competing but
attending as their healer.  


Delphine was sat beside Phantasm,
the expression on her face tightly controlled.  It would be the first time
she and Cain had been apart since their wedding and it was only the tight grip
Phantasm had on her horse’s bridle that stopped her from galloping over to her
husband and begging him not to leave.


‘Don’t let go,’ she muttered
through gritted teeth.  ‘Or I’ll put Liliana’s little display in the
village square to shame.’


Phantasm grimaced at the memory
of Liliana clinging to Grendel in floods of tears, ‘Don’t worry, I won’t,’ he
reassured her firmly. 


A rumbling sound rose above the
hubbub of raised voices and laughter.  Cassius broke off from his
conversation with Leo and Fabian to look over at the distant treeline. 
The centaurs were coming.


‘It’s time!’  Samson roared
and assumed his position at the head of the group, his scarred face glowing
with newfound pride.  Gone was the warrior who liked to play the fool and
in his place rode a trusted and respected Training Lieutenant of the Ri,
responsible for the twenty four strong group that rode at his back.  


At once the party was charged
with a heady sense of anticipation.  The horses picked up on the buoyant
mood and jostled each other excitably.  Farewells, jibes and last minute
banter were shouted then the Ri party fell into silence and followed Samson in
neat formation across the meadows towards the approaching line of
centaurs.  


Mistral stared frozenly at the
sight of her sons cantering away across the meadows.  Phantom glanced at
her then quietly reached over to take hold of Cirrus’ bridle.  


The steady beat of hooves started
to fade.  Mistral felt her heart accelerate.  Her hands tightened
reflexively on the reins, straining to keep in check her growing panic. 
Her sons were riding to a festival where death was more celebrated than
victory.  A drumming sound rose above the weakening sound of the Ri’s
departure.  Mistral frowned; it was unmistakably the sound of a horse
being ridden hard, had someone been left behind?  They all turned towards
the source of the noise to see Marcus erupt through the North Gate, riding Zeus
like he’d stolen him.  


‘Wait for me!’


He shot past the crowd of
well-wishers without a glance and streaked across the meadow after the Ri
party.  For a brief moment only the sound of Zeus’ snorting breaths and
the drumroll of his hooves broke the stunned silence then Mistral rounded on
Fabian, her face livid.


‘Damn it Fabian!  Marcus is not
going too!’ 


‘No.  He is not.’ 


Kicking Spirit into a gallop,
Fabian flew after his son.  More hoofbeats beat a double tattoo on the
hard ground as Xerxes and Brutus burst through the North Gate with anxious
looks on their faces, galloping after their godson.


‘Sorry!  He gave us the
slip!’  Brutus yelled to Mistral as he galloped past.  


‘I’ll give him the damned slip
when I get my hands on him!’  Mistral seethed and yanked Cirrus’ head
round only to find Phantom was holding him back.  ‘Damn it Phantom! 
Let Cirrus go!’  She howled furiously.  


‘No.  Sorry.’  


‘Oh you will be!’  Mistral
snarled and kicked Cirrus hard.  


Cirrus baulked at the confusing
messages he was being given then resorted to what came naturally and began to
fight against both.


‘Let go brother or he will throw
her!’  Phantasm shouted urgently, not daring to release Delphine’s horse
to go and help him.


With a snapped oath Phantom let
go.  Cirrus immediately lunged into a gallop and thundered across the
meadow, spurred on by Mistral, frantic to catch her runaway son.  


Oblivious to the drama unfolding
across the far side of the meadow, the centaurs continued their stately
approach.  Imperato cantered with unhurried majesty at the head of his
tribe, the most noble and dignified of all the Arcanes and proud grandfather to
the small child about to cause complete uproar in the ranks of the Ri.  


With an effect similar to glass
marbles being struck in a game of ringer, Marcus galloped Zeus straight into
the tightly ordered Ri party, single-handedly turning Samson’s defining moment
into one of chaos.  Startled horses scattered left and right, earning
Marcus a hail of shouted curses from their angry riders.  Despite having
caught up with the Ri, Marcus didn’t slow down; he had lost control of Zeus and
the bolting pony was soon swallowed up in the churning turmoil of much larger
horses.  


Fabian plunged into the mayhem,
urging Spirit to barge the other horses out of the way.  Spirit was kicked
and pummelled in the milling crush of horses.  She wheeled nervously,
trying to escape, forcing Fabian to fight for control.  By the time he had
calmed the frightened mare Marcus was lost in the sea of panicking
horses.  


Xerxes and Brutus didn’t follow
Fabian but split up to circle around the outside of the group, their eyes
searching through the confusion for a small boy astride a bolting pony. 
Both gave simultaneous cries of relief when they saw him burst past Samson and
out into the open meadows again.  Kicking their horses on, they rode
straight for him.  Just when it seemed that a collision was inevitable,
Xerxes shot past the back of Zeus with one hand outstretched and yanked Marcus
from the saddle.  At precisely the same moment his brother galloped in
front of Zeus and seized his reins, almost pulling the pony off balance when he
was jerked sharply round.  With matching squeals of surprise, Marcus and
Zeus were separated and their bid for freedom came to an abrupt
end.   


Xerxes slowed his horse to a walk
and balanced Marcus more securely across the pommel of his saddle before giving
a shaky laugh, ‘Just how can something so small cause so much trouble?’ 


‘I want to go with them!’ 
Marcus promptly wailed.


‘You can next time.’  Xerxes
said then caught sight of Mistral’s thunderous expression and added in a lower
voice.  ‘If you live that long.’ 


Marcus looked up to see his
mother and suddenly turned in the saddle to gaze beseechingly at his godfather,
‘Can I come and live with you and Brutus now please uncle Xerxes?’


‘If the look on your mother’s
face is anything to go by she might have already packed for you –’


By Tuesday life had resumed its
usual routine.  Aside from the brief distraction of Delphine turning up at
their house claiming that the flat no longer felt like home without Cain and
asking if she could stay, Mistral and Fabian had spent an uneventful Monday
evening trying to reason with a bereft Marcus, but to no avail.  They had
finally given up and sent him to bed still in tears.  Delphine had taken
pity on him and fetched him to sleep in her bed, letting him cry himself to
sleep before she did the same.  


Mistral was subdued during
Tuesday morning’s training session and only half-heartedly agreed to Fabian’s
suggestion that they take lunch together in The Cloak, claiming she had a
couple of things she wanted to do in the village first.  Naturally
suspicious, Fabian offered to go with her before they ate, prompting them to
have a whispered argument in the Training Arena. 


‘I just want to go see the twins
Fabian!  It’ll only bore you.’ 


‘The twins do not bore me
Mistral!’


‘Well this will!  Phantasm’s
had a load of dresses made for me and he wants my approval.  If I don’t go
look at them he’ll just say yes to the whole lot and expect me to wear
them!  Even the really vile ones!’


Fabian frowned, knowing that what
she really wanted was to vent her fears for their sons on someone other than
him, ‘Fine, I’ll walk you to the twins’ house then wait in The Cloak and Dagger
for you.’ 


Mistral had given in with a
sullen shrug and midday found Fabian waiting alone at a table in The Cloak and
Dagger when the twins walked in.


Phantom nodded a greeting while
Phantasm murmured a polite, ‘Good day Mage De Winter.’ 


Fabian frowned sharply in
response, ‘Where is Mistral?’


‘I haven’t seen Mistral since she
dropped Marcus off at ours before school this morning.’  Phantasm replied
with a slightly puzzled look.  ‘Why?’


‘Because I left her at your house
not ten minutes ago!’  


Phantasm instantly looked
panicked, ‘But, we’ve only just left our house and she wasn’t there!’


‘Did you actually watch her walk
in?’  Phantom asked quickly.


Fabian scowled, ‘No, Gleacher
came out of Bragg and Napier and cornered me to discuss another matter ...
damn!  How could I have been so stupid?’


‘She’ll be halfway across the
meadow by now!’  Phantasm cried. 


Fabian leapt to his feet and
rushed to the window, ‘Cirrus is still in the paddock –’


‘That means nothing.  She
could have taken another horse.  I’ll go see the Equus –’ Phantasm
abruptly turned on his heel and hurried ‘from the tavern.


Phantom wasn’t far behind him,
‘I’ll go make sure she hasn’t taken Marcus out of school ... and I’ll call in
at Cain’s shop and ask Delphine if she’s seen her.  I wish Cassius was
here!  He could tell us where she was –’


Fabian was instantly striding for
the door.  Phantom’s words had given him an idea.  He may not have
Cassius, but he did have someone who could find Mistral just as easily.  


He ran up the stone steps to
their house two at a time, calling Mistral’s name as he flung open the door
without any real hope of finding her there.  His panicked calls were greeted
by silence then a muffled thud from upstairs as Prospero jumped off their bed
and bounded down the stairs to greet him, wagging his tail
enthusiastically.  Grabbing Mistral’s leather jerkin from the row of hooks
by the door, Fabian knelt beside Prospero and held it out to him.  Knowing
instantly what was required of him, Prospero sniffed the familiar scent of his
mistress then promptly sat down, staring expectantly at Fabian. 


‘Go find her boy.’


With a loud bark Prospero was
gone, his plumed tail whipping through the closing door and running off down
the street with Fabian doing his best to keep up.  


Fabian waited impatiently when
Prospero stopped at the Training Arena and sniffed around, wishing he could
tell the dog that, yes, Mistral had spent the morning teaching there, but the
Arena was now completely empty.  After a few more seconds of sniffing
Prospero appeared to reach the same conclusion and sprang away.  To
Fabian’s surprise he ran past the stableyard without giving it a second glance
and headed up the path leading to the Main Building.  Panic overwhelmed
Fabian.  Was she in the Infirmary?  He hardly dared think of the
reason why. 


He pushed himself on, running
faster, convinced that he would find Mistral in the bed she so hated. 


Prospero leapt up the steps to
the Entrance Hall, but instead of turning right into the corridor leading to
the Infirmary he carried straight on up the twisting flight of stairs leading
to the dorms.  Fabian skidded to a halt and stared down the corridor to the
Infirmary, torn between his trust in the dog that had never once failed to find
its prey and his conviction that Mistral was in the Infirmary.  A loud
bark from Prospero snapped him out of his indecisiveness and sent him sprinting
up the stairs.  Prospero was waiting at the landing leading to the
dorms.  The moment Fabian appeared at the top of the steps he gave another
bark and bounded away up the stairs to the third floor.  Fabian ran after
him, his mind working furiously.  Had Mistral gone to see Leo?  Then Fabian
suddenly knew for certain where she was.  She had gone to see Bryden
Wolfsnare and demand that he put a stop to Ares’ plans for the Festival. 
Fabian groaned inwardly.  Why hadn’t he foreseen this happening? 
Hadn’t she threatened to do just that on numerous occasions over the last
month?  


Prospero left the stairs and
slowed to a trot along the long wooden corridor, following Mistral’s
scent.  To Fabian’s confusion he passed the flight of stairs leading up to
Bryden’s tower room without pausing and carried on past the library, past the
stairs to Leo’s room, past the Training Room ... then finally sat down outside
the closed door to the last place on the Isle Fabian would have expected
Mistral to be.


‘Good boy.’  Fabian
murmured, patting him absently whilst seriously doubting the dog’s
ability.  


The door that Prospero was
looking fixedly at and wagging his tail was the door to the Meeting Room. 
Certain he was wasting valuable searching time, Fabian pushed open the
door.  Fully expecting to see nothing he immediately froze in astonishment
at the sight of Mistral curled in one of the huge throne-like chairs, her arms
looped loosely around her drawn-up knees, staring vacantly into space.


‘Mistral!’


Awareness seeped slowly into her
blank eyes, then she was abruptly contrite, ‘Oh!  Fabian!  I’m
sorry!  You’ve been looking for me, haven’t you?’


‘Yes.’  Fabian frowned and
strode across the room to stand before her while Prospero padded in and
collapsed at her feet.  ‘But what are you doing in here?’ 


Mistral sighed and looked down at
Prospero, her brief smile quickly fading again, ‘I thought I wanted to see the
twins,’ she sighed and picked distractedly at the knees of her trousers. 
‘But then I couldn’t face their talk ... so I went home.  But it was too
quiet, and I didn’t fancy The Cloak.  Everyone would only be talking about
the Festival ... so I came here.’


Fabian pulled out the chair next
to her and turned it to face her.  He sat down and leaned forward with his
hands clasped between his knees, gazing at her with a look of
bewilderment.  ‘But why here?’


Mistral looked around the huge,
empty room she had spent so many boring hours stuck in and shrugged, ‘It’s
quiet.’


Fabian’s look of bewilderment
deepened, ‘But you said home was too quiet.’


Mistral stopped looking around
the room and gazed at him, her eyes sad, ‘Home was the wrong kind of
quiet.  It was ... empty.  Here is just peaceful ... well, it is when
Mage Grapple and Leo aren’t filling it with hot air.’


Fabian shook his head, laughing
with relief at having found her still in the Valley, safe and whole ...
 and mercifully not in the Infirmary.  He leaned back in his chair
and opened his arms, the smile on his face more compelling than any words of
invitation could be.  


Mistral immediately unfolded her body
to stand upright, stepping carefully over her sleeping dog she curled up on his
lap, savouring the comfort of his arms around her and the whisper of his
thoughts in her mind.  She listened to them for a few minutes then sighed
quietly, ‘You thought I’d gone after the boys.’ 


Fabian drew in a deep breath and
expelled it slowly before he replied, ‘Yes.  I am sorry to admit that I
thought that.’


Mistral nodded but didn’t reply,
letting a silence fall between them that she finally broke in a small voice, ‘I
did think about it.’


‘I am sure that you have done
nothing else since the moment they left.’  Fabian sighed then added in a
perplexed voice.  ‘But tell me why you didn’t.’


Mistral lifted her head from his
shoulder to gaze up into the ebony eyes that seemed to look into her very soul,
confessing her reason in a shamed whisper, ‘I couldn’t leave you.’


Fabian smiled and bent to murmur
in her ear, ‘Good.  Now, I assume that you have hidden yourself away up
here to listen to our sons, so why don’t you tell me what they are doing right
now?’


A soft sigh escaped her as she
let her mind reach out for their sons’ thoughts, ‘Well, right now Samson is
dividing the group into two hunting parties to bring down a small herd of roe
deer he’s spotted grazing on the Southern Downs –’ she paused to give a low
laugh.  ‘The boys are arguing.  They want to be together but Samson
is splitting them up, he says it’ll give the other warriors a chance to
actually shoot something if they’re separated.’  Her voice drifted off,
leaving her staring unseeingly at the wall above the fireplace while she Saw
her sons preparing for the hunt.


‘And Cassius?’  Fabian
prompted softly.


Mistral smiled again, ‘Ah,
Cassius ... he’s laughing with Samson about the boys, saying they’ve inherited
my “dangerous enthusiasm” ...  and Samson is agreeing with him!  I’ll
kill him when he gets back ... ah,’ she paused and sighed faintly.  ‘They
are hunting now.  There is nothing in their thoughts other than the deer
before them and the bow in their hand.’


Fabian heard the catch in her
voice and knew she was crying.  There were no words of reason or comfort
he could offer that had not already been spoken a hundred times over the last
few weeks.  Sighing deeply, he held her a little closer and began to sing.


Mistral recognised the song as
being the one he occasionally hummed.  Intrigued, she stopped crying and
listened more closely.  She had never heard Fabian sing before.  His
voice didn’t have the purity of the twins’, or Samson’s rasping appeal. 
It was lower, like a soft growl ... and she could have listened to it forever.  She quickly became lost in the sad ballad of two brothers who
were driven apart by their love for the same girl, a beautiful princess called
Evelyn.  Their competition for her affections caused the brothers to hate
each other and fight a duel, the winner of which could claim Evelyn for their
wife.  When one brother killed the other he was overcome with remorse and
took his own life.  Distraught at what she had caused, Evelyn threw herself
from the top of her tower and died a lingering death, lying broken amongst the
flowers in the palace gardens.


‘This final embrace, so silent and cold, shall make me
whole.


May death be
blind and see not my beauty, but the penitence in my soul.’


Fabian finished singing and for a
while there was just the silence of the room.


‘I’m not sure I would have
chucked myself off a tower just because two idiots died fighting over me.’
 Mistral finally said.


Fabian chuckled softly against
her hair, ‘No.  I think you would probably have offered them a few
pointers on their duelling techniques, or maybe killed one of them in a
demonstration of how to duel correctly.  Now –’ he lifted her from his lap
and stood up.  ‘There is still time for something to eat, and then you can
offer whatever pointers you wish to the apprentices this afternoon.’


A slow grin lit Mistral’s face,
‘Whatever I wish?  Really?  You won’t stop me by giving me that
look?’


Fabian nodded solemnly, ‘I may
live to regret this, but, for this afternoon only, you may unleash your full
repertoire of putdowns and swear words and I promise not to stop you, or give
you “that look”.’


‘What’re we waiting for
then?’  Mistral cried, tugging him by the hand towards the door. 
‘Let’s grab something from The Cloak and get to the Arena!’


‘I think we need to make a quick
detour to find the twins first.  I have rather inconsiderately left them
searching for you whilst I was actually serenading you in a secluded room.’


‘Oh don’t feel guilty.  I
can See them, and they’re alright.’  Mistral shrugged dismissively then
suddenly pulled a face.  ‘Oh dear.  Let me amend that last
statement.  Phantom’s just made the mistake of asking after me in Eudora’s
shop and might need rescuing.’


The next day saw the start of The
Festival of the Arcane and also Mistral’s attendance at her first meeting in
place of Cassius.  It was with a sinking feeling of impending boredom that
she walked with the twins up to the third floor Meeting Room.  Phantasm
opened the door and stepped aside to let her enter first.  She walked in
and was marginally cheered to find the room still empty.  Heaving a sigh,
she wandered over to one of the long windows and gazed down at the view of the
village.  She could see Fabian in the Training Arena.  It was already
warm and he had rolled up the sleeves of his shirt.  Bright rays of
morning light danced across the pale skin of his forearms and cast a halo of
light around his dark hair, so black it appeared almost blue in the sun’s
glare. 


‘Yes, he is perfection personified,
but could you please concentrate on what I’m trying to tell you?’ 
Phantasm said wearily.  ‘It’ll only be the third time I’ve tried to tell
you what this morning’s meeting is about.’


‘Sorry brother.’  Mistral
heaved another deep sigh and turned away from the window.  


‘Is that Master Shacklock in the
Arena?’  Phantom asked, leaning against the window ledge and peering
curiously out.


Seizing the excuse to
legitimately stare at her husband again, Mistral immediately turned around and
joined him, ‘Oh yes.  I forgot to mention that he’s offered to help out
while Samson’s at the Festival and I’m stuck in here being bored to death.’


‘Could we please return to the
purpose of this meeting?’  Phantasm demanded fractiously.


Heaving an epic sigh, Mistral
reluctantly tore her gaze away from Fabian, ‘D’you know The Ballad of the Two
Knights?’  She suddenly asked.


Phantasm threw his hands up in
exasperation, ‘Yes, of course I do!  But can you please focus?  Only
I’m starting to get slightly frustrated by your apparent determination to enter
the meeting completely ignorant of what’s expected of you!’


Mistral shrugged, ‘Don’t care ...
I’ll just read you two in a bit and find out.  Can you sing it to me?’
 She asked more brightly.


‘What, the meeting
details?’  Phantasm demanded sarcastically. 


‘No!’  Mistral
laughed.  ‘The ballad!’


‘Are you being serious?’  


‘Hmm,’ she sighed dreamily. 
‘Fabian sang it to me yesterday.  I’d like to hear it again.’


‘Mistral.  It really would
not be appropriate for the Council delegates to enter the meeting and find two
Magnate members singing to the Ri’s Seer!’


‘Actually, she only asked you
brother.’  Phantom said from the window.


Phantasm shot his twin a filthy
look then looked at Mistral to see her still gazing at him hopefully, ‘Oh, I
tell you what,’ he sighed wearily.  ‘I’ll make you a deal.’


‘I’m listening.’


‘I promise to sing it to you
after the meeting –’ he raised a finger, halting her flood of protestations
about there being loads of time before the meeting.  ‘If you promise to listen
to the brief before Mage Grapple actually arrives.’


Mistral scowled and folded her
arms but Phantasm remained unflinching beneath her withering glare, ‘It’s my
only offer,’ he warned darkly.  


Mistral unfolded her arms with an
impatient gesture, ‘Go on then.  Bore away about today’s meeting.’


‘Finally!’  Phantasm
muttered and walked over to the table to pull three scrolls of parchment from
the pile on the table.  ‘I’ve prepared a synopsis of the issues we will be
covering this morning –’


Mistral snatched one of the
scrolls from his hand and unrolled it.  Her eyes travelled slowly down the
length, glazing over long before she reached the end, ‘Synopsis?  I’d hate
to read something you’d tried to pad out!’


‘Basically, there is only one
subject to the meeting, but it’s been divided into three points.  The main
subject is Onieroi.  The points we’re to cover are Mage Grapple’s progress
in locating Onieroi, the Divinus’ progress in the same, and the third point is
the projected outcomes of Onieroi’s continued presence on the Isle.’


Mistral’s eyes slid back into
focus to meet his piercing green gaze, ‘I’m sorry.  What was that last bit
about projectiles again?’


Phantom laughed and turned
around, leaning back against the stone window ledge with a grin on his face,
‘You’re fighting a losing battle there brother.  Just let her wing
it.  It’s more amusing anyway –’


‘Amusing?’  Phantasm
exploded in a rare display of temper.  ‘You two are unbelievable!  Do
you even care what Onieroi’s continued existence on the Isle could mean?’


‘Not really.’  Mistral
shrugged.  ‘But I have a horrible feeling you’re going to tell me –’


‘Don’t be so impudent Mistral!’


‘Impudent?’  Mistral
laughed.  ‘I’m not twelve brother!’


‘Then stop acting like you are!’


It was the sight of one of the
Ri’s Magnate and the Isle’s Seer having a heated row that met Mage Grapple’s
gaze when he strode into the room.


‘I think it would have been
better if you’d sung to her.’  Phantom muttered when Mage Grapple’s cold
stare swept over them, taking in Mistral’s red cheeks and Phantom’s furious
expression. 


‘Lady De Winter, you are
positively glowing,’ he said coolly.


The blush on Mistral’s cheeks
deepened.  She quickly turned away to take her seat at the far end of the
room.  After muttering a perfunctory greeting to Mage Grapple, the twins
quickly took their seats on either side of her.


By the time the other attendees
had arrived and taken their seats Mistral’s blush had faded along with her
anger at Phantasm.  She sighed and tried to listen to Mage Grapple’s
opening comments but could already feel her attention sliding out of the window
and away across the Isle to a grassy vale filled with brightly coloured
tents.  Slipping easily into Cassius’ mind, Mistral saw through his eyes
and felt his instant awareness of her presence in his thoughts.


Hello mother.


Ah, Cassius.  I miss
you.  This meeting is dire.


Cassius’ thoughts took on a wry
edge, Is the only reason you miss me because I save you the boredom of
fulfilling your role?  I’m offended.


Oh don’t be stupid. 
Where are the boys?


With me.  We’re
registering for the selkie hunt.  It’s groups of six.  The Ri have so
many it’s almost embarrassing.  


How are they?


Who, the Ri?


No Cassius!  My
boys!  I can’t read them ... it makes me too anxious!


They’re fine mother, in their
element actually.  We got here last night, just in time for the feast –
which was a bit wild to say the least.


Hmm, Arcanes know how to live
it up.


Yes ... and so do the
Ri.  Uncle Samson got drunk and sang a lot then told me about how you’ve
Seen that Gemma is having a daughter.


Mistral groaned, Oh don’t
remind me about that.  I’m terrified I’ve got it wrong.  I keep
reading Gemma to make sure she’s still pregnant and I’ve read her baby more
times than I’ve ever read my own.


And?


And I still think it’s a girl,
but you never know...


Have a little faith in your
abilities mother ... oh, give me a moment – Cassius broke off to speak to
the dryad at the registration tent.  ‘Yes, another Ri party.  Cassius
Saul De Winter, Fabian Imperato De Winter, Samson Brothertoft De Winter,
Samson, Grendel, and Chester.’ 


‘Fabian De Winter?  As in the
Mage De Winter?’  The dryad asked sharply.


‘No, his son.’


‘Ah, Arcane then.’ 


‘Very.’


The dryad laughed and looked up,
seeing Cassius for the first time she gave him an appraising look, ‘So ... no
Mistral De Winter this time?’


‘No.’


‘I see.’  The dryad finished
writing down their names and gave Cassius a long look from beneath her
eyelashes.  ‘Well, if you feel lonely in the night, my tent is just over
there.’


Cassius gave a low laugh and
thanked her politely, trying his best to ignore Mistral’s outraged splutterings
in his mind.


Propositioning my son in broad
daylight!  Oh if only I was there!  Lonely in the night my –


Mother.  If you will
insist on listening in then you are bound to hear things that you won’t like. 


Don’t you dare go near her
tent!  Or the nymph tent for that matter!


I have no intention of
visiting Liliana’s sisters.  Now please can you let me concentrate on the
small matter of hunting a selkie?


Oh, yes.  Have you got
your crossbow?


Mother.  Please try and
pay attention to the meeting.


Sorry.  Um, Cassius?


Yes mother.


I miss you ... look after the
boys won’t you?


Of course I will.  We
will see you on Sunday night.


‘Why are you crying?  It’s
not that boring is it?’  Phantom hissed out of the corner of his mouth and
passed her a spotless white handkerchief.  


Mistral shook her head and blew
her nose noisily, ‘What’s happening?’  She muttered and made to pass Phantom
back his handkerchief.


‘Keep it,’ he whispered
quickly.  ‘And as for the meeting, Mage Grapple’s warlocks have drawn a
blank on hunting for Onieroi.  Gods don’t have the Craft, and that’s
pretty much all warlocks have the ability to track, so they’ve come up with
nothing.  The Divinus is delivering his report now.’


Mistral nodded and tried to focus
on the sound of Leo’s voice.


‘I have issued an open Contract
on the life of Onieroi’s worshipper to the value of one thousand gold
coins.  I hope to see that yield results within the near future –’


The Emerald Forests loomed in her
mind.  She could See Samson riding at the head of his hunting party, the
dark firebrand mare he rode wearing full battle armour.  Samson was taking
no chances.  She felt Cassius experience the sultry heat of the forests
and smiled, remembering how it felt to be submersed in the same sweltering
confines.  She Saw through his eyes the moss covered tree trunks and felt
his irritation when he swiped away the drips that fell like rain from the
canopy of heavy foliage.  At a signal from Samson, Cassius abruptly became
completely focussed; his mind occupied with the thoughts of the five selkies
that had been released into the forests and the twenty hunting parties that
were stalking them. 


Back in the meeting room, a
councillor’s voice droned on, ‘Of course, we must consider that all religions
should be embraced on the Isle, given that it was created to be a haven for
freedom of belief and the right to exorcise those beliefs –’


Samson raised a hand, halting his
hunting party.  Signalling wordlessly, he drew their attention to a
movement in the undergrowth.  Holding up a three fingers he indicated for
Mistral’s three sons to split up and circle round on foot, armed with crossbows
–


‘Yes, but a god such as Onieroi
would not embrace the concept of freedom of belief.  Onieroi is an ancient
god that will seek to gather a following and assume power.  He will
challenge Mage Grapple for the right to rule –’


The three brothers slipped soundlessly
from their saddles and crawled towards the disturbance in the undergrowth,
stopping a short distance away to quietly reach for their crossbows. 
Notching a bolt into place, they each slowly drew back the trigger and tilted
their heads, aiming for the gently waving fronds on the forest floor. 
With a triple snap they released their bolts, sending them flying straight into
their target – 


‘Yes!’


Mistral’s jubilant exclamation
created instant silence in the meeting room.  She stared unseeingly at the
far wall, her hands gripping the arms of her chair and her face fixed in an
expression of intense concentration.  Mage Grapple spun around to stare at
her, his scars twisting into a worried expression.


‘No Mage Grapple, I do not think
that Mistral has gone into labour this time.’  Phantasm sighed quietly.


‘Ah, then I believe that the Lady
De Winter is seeing something we cannot.’  Mage Grapple remarked drily and
turned back to Leo.  ‘If you have no objections, I feel we have covered
all the salient points of today’s meeting and I should like to hear the
progress of my –’ he caught himself before he said “grandchildren” and
continued after a slight pause, ‘goddaughter’s brothers.’


Leo gave a curt nod and leaned
back in his chair, turning to regard Mistral’s strangely vacant yet intense
expression.  She was muttering under her breath, forcing everyone in the
room to almost hold theirs to be able to hear her. 


‘Ha!  It was a boar not a
selkie!  The hunt is still on ... Samson is taking them west. 
Cassius has summoned a breeze to cool them and blow their scent out behind them
... they move deeper into the forests ... they can hear the sounds of the other
parties –’


It was by far the most unusual
meeting that had ever been held.  Every Mage sat, riveted ... their complete
attention fixed on the pregnant figure relating to them events from the fabled
Arcane-only event.  It was a glimpse of the underbelly of the Isle,
secret, hidden; the very definition of Arcane.  


When Mistral related the end of
the hunt and sighed, drawing herself slowly from her trance, she was shocked to
find herself the recipient of a round of applause.


‘What’s going on?’  She
hissed, turning to Phantasm with a confused expression.


‘You’ve just provided the
morning’s entertainment Mistral.’  Phantasm explained quietly.  ‘And
I hate to say it, but I think an encore is required this afternoon.’


‘Huh?’


‘Let us buy you lunch and we’ll
spell it out for you in small words.’  Phantom muttered and pulled her
from the room before she could be bombarded with questions from the curious
Mages.


Mistral ate lunch in The Cloak
and Dagger with the twins and Fabian, telling him all about the selkie hunt
between mouthfuls of stew, ‘It was a disaster!’  She exclaimed.  ‘The
boys got a real one, of course, but most of the other parties just killed the
first creature they found and tried to pass it off as a selkie.  Ares
couldn’t refute the kills because once a selkie is dead, it doesn’t change
shape anymore.  So even though he knew that only five live selkies had
been released into the forests, he had twenty hunting parties all claiming a
successful kill and he can’t argue with a single one of them!’


‘Oh dear.’  Phantasm sighed
sympathetically.  ‘It appears that Ares’ inexperience has showed itself a
bit in the first event.’ 


Mistral frowned, ‘I just hope he
doesn’t stuff up this afternoon’s duelling.’


‘Hmm.  I’m sure we’ll see if
he does.’  Phantom muttered under his breath.


Mistral and the twins returned to
the third floor Meeting Room after lunch to find Leo, Mage Grapple, Bryden and
the rest of the attendees already sat around the table in silence.


‘Oh!  Sorry.  Are we
late?’  Mistral apologised and hurried over to take her seat between the
twins.


‘No, Lady De Winter.  Your
timekeeping is accurate.  We are early.’


Mistral nodded and tried to look
interested while she waited for the meeting to start.  She had absolutely
no idea what was on the agenda, but didn’t doubt that whatever it was would be
utterly mind-numbing.  After a few moments of silence Mistral glanced
hesitantly at the twins, but they lifted their shoulders in the faintest of
shrugs to indicate that they didn’t know what everyone was waiting for either.


‘I wonder, Lady De Winter, if you
would care to tell us what is on the agenda for this afternoon?’


Mistral blinked at Mage
Grapple.  He was asking her?  Swear words failed her. 
‘Er, Phantasm gave me a schedule ... I think –’ she muttered, trying not to
look flustered while she patted her trouser pockets for the screwed up piece of
parchment she’d shoved into one of them that morning.


‘No, Lady De Winter.  I
rather feel that the matter of Export Regulations has been superseded by the
more pressing matter of this afternoon’s event.’


A long silence fell while Mistral
stared at Mage Grapple, finally giving in to ask, ‘You don’t mean the meeting,
do you?’


‘No.  I mean the Festival of
the Arcane and my burning need to know how your sons are faring.’


‘Oh.’  Mistral glanced
uncertainly at both of the twins who offered her their silent commiserations.


Told you!


Get on with it.  I want
to know how my godsons are doing!


‘Um, well this afternoon is
duelling.  Are you all familiar with the rules?’


A ripple of ascent ran around the
room.  Mistral briefly met Leo’s icy blue gaze and was surprised to see no
irritation there, but the same fascinated gleam that lit the eyes of each Mage
around the table.  He was a Mage too, forbidden from entering the event
that his nephews were competing in, and just as curious to know of their
progress. 


‘Well, er, let me See –’ Mistral let
her mind snap back into Cassius’, seeing through his eyes the same grassy Arena
she had competed in at the last Festival.  She fell silent, watching the
first bout taking place, familiarising herself before resuming her commentary,
‘It’s a duel between one of Ares’ elves and Griffon – he’s a Ri warrior that
Qualified last year.  Fabian taught him, so he’s fairly handy with a
sword,’ she added with a touch of pride, then returned to the scene only she
could See.  ‘Griffon has struck first!  It’s a score!  Oh! 
Damn it!  He’s fallen for a feint and counter –’ 


Mistral related each bout to her
rapt audience, eliciting gasps of excitement when the bouts grew fiercely
competitive and groans of dismay at each perceived poor judgement against the
Ri; the newfound champions of the group of Mages around the meeting
table.  The afternoon passed by in a blur of thrusts, parries, counters
and feints that left everyone sagging in their seats, worn out by the intensity
of the event.  


That evening Mistral and Delphine
cooked dinner for Leo, Mage Grapple, the twins and Gleacher.  


‘Do you think we should have
invited Clovis?’  Delphine asked.


Mistral didn’t look up from the
chicken she was basting, ‘No.  I was actually intending to have a break
from cooking for loads of people every night, not increasing the quota.’


Delphine smiled and glanced
through the open kitchen door to see Marcus sat on Mage Grapple’s knee asking
how he gained each of his scars.  


‘What about that one?’ 
Marcus pointed to the jagged line that cut down the right side of his face,
leaving his eye a strange milky colour.


‘Ah, a thrilling tale of my
stupidity.  Listen and learn Marcus, and never turn away from your
enemy.  It was during the civil war between the Rochfortes and Nobles –’


‘I must have heard that story a
thousand times.’  Delphine sighed and returned her attention to the potato
she was peeling.  


Mistral smiled.  She had
only heard it once.  Fabian had told it to her during the night they had
spent on the deck of Mage Grapple’s warship travelling to the Desert Lands.


‘Mother?’


‘Hmm?’  Mistral replied,
still lost in the memory of a starry night and the dark Mage who had told her
stories until she’d fallen asleep. 


‘Tell me what Cain is thinking.’


‘What?’  Mistral was
suddenly fully alert.


‘Cain.  I really miss him
mother.  Please tell me what he’s thinking.’


‘Sorry, but the answer’s no
Delphine.’  Mistral shook her head and busied herself with making the
gravy. 


‘Why not?’  Delphine
demanded, her voice trembling dangerously.  ‘You’ve just spent the entire
afternoon reading Cassius for Eximius and his meeting, but you won’t read my
husband for me!’


‘You forgot to add “it’s not
fair”.’  Mistral muttered dryly.


‘I am not having a Marcus
tantrum!’  Delphine snapped, stamping her foot and starting to cry.


Mistral sighed and turned to look
at her daughter, ‘I’m sorry Delphine, but I haven’t read Cain since the day you
and he came to the mountain house and told us you were getting married.’


Delphine was so surprised that
she stopped crying, ‘Why ever not?’


Mistral shrugged and avoided her
daughter’s eyes, ‘Some things are best left unknown.’


‘Oh mother!’  Delphine
laughed lightly.  ‘Cain doesn’t think about me all the time.’


Mistral rolled her eyes at the
pleased note in Delphine’s voice that suggested she thought quite the opposite,
‘Still, I don’t think I’ll take the risk.’


‘Please mother!’


‘No.’


‘Father!’


Before Mistral could berate her
daughter for dragging Fabian into their argument, he had appeared in the doorway,
his dark eyes taking in the distressed look on his daughter’s face and the
obstinate expression on Mistral’s.


‘What is the matter?’


‘Mother won’t read Cain for me!’


Mistral threw her daughter a
disgusted look and returned to the gravy bubbling on the stove.


‘Hush Delphine.  Mistral
will read the boys and Cain after dinner.’  Fabian said quietly.


‘Oh I will, will I?’ 
Mistral muttered from the stove.


Fabian gestured silently for
Delphine to leave the kitchen and walked up behind Mistral.  Placing his
hands around her, he spoke softly in her ear, ‘I would like you to read
them.  For me.  I am not sure that I appreciate hearing second-hand
how my sons fared in the duelling event.’


Mistral twisted in his arms, her
expression abruptly rueful, ‘I’m sorry about that.  I didn’t mean to tell
the whole meeting.  I just got bored and started to read Cassius while
they were on the selkie hunt, then I got a bit carried away and when we came
back after lunch they were all expecting me to continue –’


Fabian smiled, ‘I
understand.  But tell me more about the duelling.  Eximius is being
pestered for scar stories by Marcus and Leo is unwilling to appear boastful
about his nephews’ abilities.’


Mistral’s eyes lost their guilt
and gleamed with pride, ‘The boys were amazing!  Oh, and Samson wasn’t too
bad either,’ she added grudgingly.  ‘But they caused Ares a few
problems.  In fact, the first day of the Festival might be enough to make
him wish he’d never taken it over from his father.’


‘Oh?  Why?’


‘Because the Ri won every
bout!  Then when they were matched against each other they deliberately
drew each time!  Ares had no choice but to declare them all winners! 
He was fuming!’  


Fabian looked thoughtful, ‘Hmm,
so all twenty hunting parties were successful in the morning’s selkie event ...
and how many Ri were formally announced winners in the duelling?’  


Mistral grinned, ‘All of
them.’ 


‘What?  All twenty four?’


‘Twenty three.’  Mistral
corrected.  ‘Cain’s just ornamental this time.’


Fabian laughed, ‘At this rate
there won’t be enough room in the Arena for all the finalists, never mind the
giant!’ 


Mistral’s grin faded,
‘Don’t.  I’m dreading tomorrow’s event.  Never mind the final.’


Across the other side of the
Isle, far away from the smell of roasting chicken and the stories of scars,
Cassius and his brothers were walking back to the circle of ten black canvas
tents, all flying the Ri’s striking black and white banner.  


‘Ah, the delectable De Winter
boys,’ a voice sighed longingly.  


They turned to see one of
Liliana’s sisters smiling seductively from the entrance of a large silver and
pink tent.  


‘Is your mother with you?’ 


‘No Magda.’  Cassius replied
shortly and carried on walking.   


‘Well, what are you waiting for
then?  We won’t charge ... you’re practically family –’


Samson and Fabian stared at her
in horror but Cassius shook his head, laughing softly, ‘That’s wrong on so many
levels Magda.  I wish you a busy Festival and bid you goodnight.’


‘I’d give you sweet
dreams!’  She called after them.


‘Nightmares more like!  Did
you see how long her nails were?’  Samson muttered to his twin.


‘Don’t!’  Fabian
shuddered.  ‘I have no idea what Grendel sees in Liliana.  I can
barely work out what she’s saying to him half the time!  She’s either
talking in some weird breathy whisper or this horrible shriek like a dying
rabbit!’


Cassius listened to his brothers
bemoaning the fairer sex and smiled.  He knew precisely what Grendel saw
in Liliana but had no desire to explain it to them. 


The next day Mistral finished the
morning teaching session with Fabian and ate a hurried lunch with him before
leaving for her scheduled afternoon meeting.  She trudged wearily up the
path to the Main Building with the twins on either side of her, ignorant to
their bright chatter, and they equally so to her brooding silence.  Left
to stew in her thoughts, she returned to the events of the night before. 
She had read the boys after Marcus had gone to bed to avoid another marathon
tantrum and then finally, after a silent battle of stares with Fabian, she had
given in and read Cain.  To her relief and Delphine’s obvious
disappointment, he had not been thinking about her but was completely absorbed
in the typically riotous goings on of the Festival.  


‘So what’s this one about?’ 
Mistral sighed and drew herself from her musings as they mounted the steps to
the Entrance Hall.


‘You’ll see.’  Phantasm
replied enigmatically.


‘Or rather you’ll See!’ 
Phantom added, laughing at his own joke. 


Mistral turned to scowl at him
but was startled out of her anger by the twins taking an arm each and steering
her sharply down the corridor towards the Main Hall.


‘Aren’t we up on the third floor
today then?’  She asked in a puzzled voice.


‘No.’


‘Why not?  Imperato’s at the
Festival!  We only hold meetings down here when he’s around –’


‘You’ll see.’  Phantasm
repeated with a smile.


‘Yes I will.’  Mistral
muttered and promptly listened to his thoughts then made a frustrated
noise.  ‘Why the hell are you thinking about your laundry bill?’  


‘I wouldn’t want to ruin the
surprise for you.’


‘I hate surprises.’


‘No you don’t.  You loved
your wedding and that was a surprise.’  Phantom corrected. 


Mistral wasn’t sure that “loved”
was an apt description of how she’d felt about her wedding.  “Shocked” and
“terrified” would have been far more accurate words to apply, but she decided
not to disabuse Phantom of his romantic notions and return to the more urgent
matter of what the hell was going on.


‘Oh no.  It’s not a full
Magnate and Council meeting is it?’  She groaned, starting to drag her
feet and resist the twins’ inexorable grip on her arms.  ‘Those things go
on for hours, and the boys are in a race this afternoon.’


‘Yes.  We know.’


‘Do me a favour will you? 
Use your gift to make Mage Grapple cancel the meeting.  I was hoping to
spend the afternoon reading the boys without having to try and pretend to be
listening to more pointless waffle.’


‘For once Mistral, all your
wishes are about to come true.’  Phantom pushed open the double doors to
the Main Hall and swept her in. 


Mistral instantly recoiled from
the sight of the Main Hall packed with people, all looking at her, ‘What have
you done?’  She immediately hissed under her breath.


‘Actually, it’s more what you did
yesterday.’


‘What?’


‘I think you may have whetted the
appetites of the Mages at the meeting yesterday, and now they want more.’
 Phantom whispered and steered her across the room. 


Mistral looked at the chair that
Mage Grapple was holding out for her.  It was placed in front of the huge
inglenook fireplace.  It was a warm summer’s day and no fire burned in the
grate, but the heat Mistral felt rising in her cheeks made it feel like she was
sat before a roaring furnace.


‘Er, Mage Grapple?’  Mistral
muttered quickly while she took the seat he offered.


‘Yes Lady De Winter?’


‘You don’t really expect me to
read Cassius for everyone here do you?’


‘No Lady De Winter.’


‘Oh thank goodness –’


‘Because not everyone has arrived
yet.’  Mage Grapple continued.  ‘When they have, then you may begin.’


‘Oh.’  Mistral had nothing polite
to say in reply to that and filled the silence that fell by glaring daggers at
the twins, who smiled unrepentantly back, their angel’s faces tinged with an
irritating hint of smugness at her obvious discomfort. 


The doors to the Main Hall opened
again and to Mistral’s joyous relief, Fabian walked in.  Her joy swiftly
faded when the apprentices filed in behind him.  He wasn’t there to rescue
her, but to join the audience.


‘Ah, now we are all here. 
Please –’


The doors were flung open once
more to reveal Liliana in the doorway, her usually perfectly made-up face
tear-streaked face and her glossy mane of hair dishevelled.  She stared
wretchedly at Mistral, ‘Is it true that you’re reading my Grendel today?’ 



‘No.’ Mistral quickly
replied.  


‘But oh!  You must –’


Mistral gritted her teeth and
fought the urge to cover her ears as Liliana burst into wails Marcus would have
been proud of.  


‘Of course she will Liliana.’
 Delphine said soothingly.  Shooting her mother a hard look, she took
the tearful nymph by the hand and led her to a chair.  


‘Oh great.  Any other
requests?’  Mistral muttered more to herself than for anyone’s benefit and
was slightly surprised to hear Bryden’s voice murmur a response.


‘Actually, Lady De Winter, I
would be grateful to know how my son is bearing up, considering that yesterday
was hardly a resounding success.’


‘Oh, right.’  Mistral was
careful not to mutter any more sarcastic comments.  Telling Bryden what a
stuff-up his son was making of a centuries-old Festival was not something she
would particularly relish.  


‘Are you ready now Lady De
Winter?’  Mage Grapple asked.


Mistral looked up, her eyes
sweeping the packed Hall, filled with the Magnate, all of the Council attendees
of the day before, the apprentices, Clovis, Gleacher ... even Bernadette had
left her domain of the kitchen and was stood at the back, her beefy arms
tightly folded across a dirty white apron.  Finally her unhappy gaze came
to rest on Fabian and the faint smile that touched the corners of his mouth
gave her all the courage she needed.


‘Oh.  I suppose so.’


Sighing deeply she let her gaze
drift away from the sea of expectant faces and up to the ornate plasterwork of
the ceiling, seeing not the intricate pattern but out through the eyes of
Cassius and into the double gaze of her boys, looking intently back at her.


‘Take your shirts off and put
your jerkins back on.  Button them up to the neck.  Tuck your
trousers into your boots and lace them tightly.  The rules state we can
only go in armed with one dagger, but I think yesterday proves that Ares hasn’t
fully considered all the angles of each event, so conceal a dagger in each boot
and a spare in your belt.  Lash your kukri daggers to your hand with
leather bindings, that way you’ll be able to swim without worrying about
keeping a grip on it.’  


Mistral watched through Cassius’
eyes as her sons nodded and immediately began to comply with his instructions,
yanking their loose shirts over their heads without bothering to unbutton them
and tossing them into the mouth of the tent behind them.  Both then pulled
on their leather jerkins and buttoned them up.  Being both close-fitting
and sleeveless they wouldn’t impede them whilst they swam, but would offer some
protection against sharp gargillian claws.  Cassius looked over at the
other Ri warriors, Samson was relaying similar instructions to them and
suddenly everyone was pulling off their shirts, a few were even adding pieces
of armour before they put their jerkins back on.  Daggers were being
strapped to every limb.  Some warriors didn’t even bother trying to
conceal them ... cheating at The Festival of the Arcane was so common that it
was almost an accepted part of competing.


Mistral could hear Cassius
debating in his mind whether to recommend that the boys put on some of their
armour beneath their jerkins too and was relieved when he decided not to. 
The extra bulk would make it harder for them to manoeuvre in the water, and
even gorgon skin couldn’t provide any protection against werewolves that chewed
through metal cages and ate horses whole. 


‘Mistral?’


Fabian’s voice, confusing her
above the sounds of Cassius talking and the general noise of warriors preparing
for the event.


‘Mistral ... what are they doing
now?’


‘Oh.’  Mistral withdrew
slightly from Cassius’ mind and realised that she’d been too caught up in
watching what she was Seeing to relay it to the silent room. 
‘Sorry.  They’re preparing for the first part of the race ... it’s a swim
across a lake infested with gargillians.  Samson isn’t sure, but he
overheard one of Ares’ tribe members saying that fifteen gargillians have been
released ... so that’s fairly good odds considering the number of competitors
–’ 


‘Hmm, but if I know races at the
Festival of the Arcane, it’s usually the other competitors you’ve got to watch
out for.’  Phantom muttered to his twin.


‘Ares has diverted the stream
that flows through the Vale of Belleville to make a lake.  The gargillians
are already in it.  They’ve been held in separate tanks for a week to stop
them fighting, oh, and they haven’t been fed, just to make them that extra bit
more savage.’  Mistral couldn’t help herself; she paused and shot Bryden
an accusatory look.  He shifted in his chair and looked uncomfortable, but
nowhere near as uncomfortable as Mistral wanted him to be.  


Drawing in a long breath she
slipped deeper into Cassius’ mind again to relate what he was seeing, ‘The
competitors are lined up by the side of the lake.  They’ll swim to the
other side then begin the race against the werewolves across the grasslands to
reach the lower foothills of the Southern Range for the final leg, a climb up
to retrieve the eggs of a nesting phoenix.’  Mistral stopped again, her
eyes roved unseeingly across the plaster rose in the centre of the ceiling.


‘They are ready.’


The silence in the Main Hall was
broken by the sound of chairs creaking when every occupant leaned forward
slightly.


‘Ares is drawing his bow to give
the signal to start –’


Mistral watched the flaming arrow
streak away across the blue of the summer sky and heard the roar of the crowd
and the splash of the competitors diving into the water.  At once her
vision became blurred as Cassius’ eyes adjusted to the murky water he was
swimming through.


‘Oh!’  She gasped and
reached up a hand to her throat, her eyes widening but remaining strangely
blank.  ‘Cassius!’


‘What?’  Fabian, Phantom,
and Phantasm demanded in unison.


But Mistral’s ears were Cassius’
ears, full of water, and she didn’t hear them.  She clutched at the arms
of her chair, digging her fingers in hard enough to force out flakes of wood,
‘Damn it Cassius!  Go for the eyes!  That’s right!  Now ... oh!’


Mistral fell silent, her mouth
open in a silent exclamation and her eyes staring fixedly straight ahead. 
The tension in the room became unbearable.  Fabian’s face was drawn tight;
his eyes locked on the sight of Mistral watching their sons compete for their
lives.


Half-starved and crazed by the
sudden influx of food into their watery prison, the gargillians swarmed around
the competitors, churning the grey water into spumes of white with their
thrashing limbs.  Shouts and gurgling cries rent the air; explosions of
crimson stained the white foam.  


Then suddenly Mistral was
laughing.


‘What!’  Phantasm was sat
right forward onto the edge of his seat with a frantic look on his face. 


‘Oh!  Oh!  Ares didn’t
think about that did he?’  Mistral laughed, wiping a tear from her
eye.  ‘Gargillians will eat anything if they’re hungry enough! 
Except a troll –’


‘Ha!’  Phantasm’s face burst
into a victorious grin.  ‘Grendel’s scent will have repelled them!’


‘Yes, and most of the warriors
went in wearing either troll or gorgon skin armour, which smells pretty rank
too – plus they’re all armed to the teeth!  The gargillians obviously
don’t fancy trying to chew through the blade of a dagger just to get a mouthful
of foul-tasting armour because they’ve gone and eaten each other!’ 
Mistral sank back into her chair, her eyes moving sightlessly over the far wall
again.  ‘Cassius has drawn a current through the water.  It’s pushing
the warriors across to the far side.  Some of the warriors don’t know he
has power over the elements and are confused, they can’t understand how a lake
can have a current ... but Samson is at the far side now, and they rally around
him to begin the race over the grasslands.’


A collective sigh ran around the
room.  It was like the interval at a theatre production and suddenly
everyone was shifting into more comfortable positions, getting ready for the
second act of the three part drama.  Fabian moved quietly to Mistral’s
side, offering her a glass of water which she took without glancing at. 
She took and sip then let go of the glass, which would have fallen and smashed
had Fabian not still been holding it.


‘I See the cage of
werewolves.  It is the same cage from the last final.’


Mistral stared through Cassius’
eyes at the huge circular contraption.  The last time she had seen it the
five doors had opened to release a gryphon, a manticore, a gargoyle, a chimera
and a sphinx; but now the same doors held back five huge black-coated
werewolves, snapping and snarling at the metal hatches.  She could see
that another door had been added to each cage, forming a double barrier between
the werewolves and the contestants now lined up on the banks of the lake. 



‘They’ve put reinforced cage
doors in front of the original ones ... but the werewolves have already ripped
through the first set!  I don’t think those cages will hold them for much
longer –’ Mistral let out a loud gasp and pressed a hand to her mouth in an
involuntary expression of alarm.  ‘They’re out!’


Everyone in the room was staring
so intently at Mistral that the sound of eyes straining was almost audible. 


‘Yes!’


‘Oh ... what?’  Phantom
almost whimpered.  His fingers were curled so tightly around the arms of
his chair that his knuckles had turned blue with lack of blood.


‘No!’


‘No what?’  Phantasm cried
and clenched his own fists in frustration.  


Fabian had remained by her side
and was staring at her with an agonising ferociousness.  He forced his
lips to part to utter words in a cracked voice, ‘Please ... speak Mistral.’


‘I – oh Fabian,’ she moaned and
shook her head slowly, her eyes remained fixed unseeingly on the wall. 
‘The werewolves are upon them.  I can’t watch ... I can’t bear it! 
Oh –’ she suddenly stiffened, ‘Yes!  From the west –’


Another silence fell and the
suspense in the room stretched out to breaking point.


‘I can’t stand this!’ 
Phantom burst in a frantic whisper to his brother.


‘Shh!’ Phantasm flapped a hand
impatiently at him, his eyes not leaving Mistral’s face. 


Mistral had fallen silent again,
her eyes wide and blank, ‘Call it!  Call it now!  Yes!  That’s
done it!  The scent is blowing in their direction ... oh well done
Cassius!’  Mistral suddenly reached out to grasp Fabian’s hands, clutching
them in a rush of emotion.  ‘Cassius has called the wind from the
west!  It’s blowing the scent from the deer they hunted!  They left
the skins and offal on the grasslands for carrion ... the smell of decayed meat
appeals more to the werewolves than the troll and gorgon skin they can smell on
the warriors running before them ... they are gone –’


‘Whoops, another epic fail for
Ares.’  Phantom muttered, catching Bryden’s stony expression. 


Mistral sank back into her
seat.  She was still holding Fabian’s hands tightly, but her posture was
more relaxed.  The danger had passed.


‘They are running ... it is a
race now ... they must reach the lower slopes of the Southern Range and find
the phoenix nest before the other competitors –’ she paused and laughed. 
‘Fights are breaking out ... everyone is armed of course, but only with knives
and no-one is drawing, they need to be able to climb.  Grendel is throwing
goblins out of his way like toys ... how he hates them!  Ah, no Cassius,
tell Samson that the nest will be in the east not the south, phoenixes like the
heat of the rising sun after the cool of the night ... yes, I know you’re
forbidden from killing it ... but you won’t need to if you listen to me ... no
... look, don’t argue with me!  Just trust me when I say it’ll work!’


The entire room watched with a
mixture of frustration and fascination as Mistral proceeded to hold a bizarre conversation
with her son who wasn’t even in the room, but two days ride away.


And since when were you so
well informed on phoenixes mother?


You might have sworn not to
use Sight during the Festival, but I haven’t.


You’ve been reading Ares?


Like one of Marcus’ damned
picture books ... tell Samson to head a bit more to the north east, there’s a
path that will save about an hour’s hike .


Led by Mistral’s silent
direction, Cassius was able to quietly guide Samson and the rest of the Ri
straight to the phoenix nest, set up high in a sheer face of rock that formed
the start of the Southern Range.


‘Is Mistral telling you
this?’  Samson muttered when they halted and drew lots for who would climb
up.


Cassius gave a terse nod.


Samson looked around cautiously
but there were only Ri present.  The other competitors were still trekking
through the foothills, searching for the nesting site.  


‘Keep it down then Cassius,’ he
growled under his breath.  ‘You swore an oath not to use Sight in the
competition.  We’re just lucky that Ares doesn’t know about your other
gift or we’d have been disqualified for that helpful little current in the
lake, never mind the breeze you called up to send the werewolves off!’


Oh will you listen to him
whinge?  Tell him to stop being such an old woman! 


When Cassius smiled, Samson
immediately narrowed his eyes, ‘What’s she saying?’


‘Nothing of any relevance.’
 Cassius glanced up at the nest above them, a huge circle of twigs tightly
woven together with strands of hair plucked from the shaggy-coated bestra that
roamed the mountains.  A black speck wheeled in the sky above them,
dropping lower with each gliding turn until they could make out clearly what it
was.  A phoenix. 


See it mother?


Oh yes – 


Mistral had never seen a phoenix
before.  The bird that was circling in the azure sky was the size of a
peacock and had striking plumage of ebony and scarlet.  Its featherless
head was covered with red leathery skin; making the black eyes that gleamed
down at the warriors seem huge.  The phoenix swooped lower, skimming the
air above the warriors’ upturned faces.  It circled again then opened its
hooked beak wide to emit a long call. 


‘What do you See Mistral?’ 
Fabian whispered sharply.


‘The phoenix ... it’s above them
... circling –’ she paused and tilted her head fractionally, as though
listening to something.  Abruptly, her expression changed to one of
bliss.  ‘Ah ... phoenix song ...  it sounds beautiful... like your
voice –’


Fabian continued to stare fixedly
at her but Phantom frowned at his brother and muttered out of the corner of his
mouth, ‘I’ve heard phoenix song before and it didn’t sound anything like Mage
De Winter’s voice.’


‘No?’  Phantasm
smiled.  ‘What did it sound like to you brother?’


‘Eloise Lacey singing to me in
the third year of school.’  Phantom replied promptly, then added.
 ‘Come to think of it, maybe it sounded a bit like Delphine singing too.’


Phantasm laughed softly, ‘That’s
because phoenix song takes on the sound that their victims desire to
hear.  Hence Mistral hears Mage De Winter’s voice and you heard Eloise
Lacey.’


At the foot of the cliff where
the Ri warriors were gathered Samson was shouting, his hoarse rasp jarring and
discordant, cutting through the bewitching spell of phoenix song and spurring
the dazed warriors into action.  


‘Block your ears now!’


Mistral watched the warriors
hastily reaching into the pockets of their jerkins and pulling out small
cylinders of wax.  She sighed then spoke again in a clearer
voice, ‘They’ve plugged their ears with wax to block out the sound ... the
song has lost its power and the phoenix is enraged ... it circles – Oh!’ 
Her voice rose again, filled with sudden urgency.  ‘It’s diving for
them!’  


Mistral abruptly fell
silent.  Only her eyes moved, darting quickly across the ceiling as she watched
the angry phoenix diving towards the warriors in a bright flash of scarlet and
black, like a glowing cinder falling from the sky.  


The atmosphere in the Main Hall
crackled with suspense, every breath was held, every eye fixed unblinkingly on
Mistral, waiting to hear how the warriors could hope to evade the phoenix’s
attack without killing it.  


‘Now Cassius!’


Her panicked shout shattered the
taut silence of the room, causing an eruption of exclamations and nearly
causing Phantom to have a heart attack.


‘I can’t take much more of
this!’  He moaned, clutching a hand to his chest.


‘What has Cassius done
Mistral?’  Fabian demanded urgently. 


Mistral’s eyes swivelled round to
his.  Her unfocussed gaze slid over his face and stared away over his shoulder,
seeing another place, ‘He has used his gift to ignite a fire at the base of the
cliff.  The phoenix is drawn to the heat of the flames.’


The phoenix landed in the fire
and spread both wings out to bathe in the intense heat, its eyes closing in bliss. 
The warriors stared in amazement at the sight of a creature basking in the
centre of a blazing fire that should have reduced it to a handful of charred
feathers in seconds.  Seizing on the moment of distraction, Mistral’s twin
sons shared a meaningful looked and slipped quietly away from the group. 
   


Mistral’s face immediately
changed, concern tingeing the vagueness, ‘The boys have taken advantage of the
phoenix causing a distraction ... they are climbing instead of the warrior that
won the draw.’


Mistral’s eyes travelled slowly
up to the ceiling, following the progress of her boys scaling the
mountainside.  A breathless silence gripped the room.  Mistral’s
audience inched forward on their chairs, staring avidly at their narrator. 


‘Our boys ... they have climbed
up ... they are at the nest and see the eggs ... there are three ... but they
are too hot to touch ... shout to them Cassius!  Tell them to take their
jerkins off and use them to wraps the eggs in!’


There was no wind to blow around
the bare-chested sons of the Seer, but they shivered none the less. 
Clinging to the sheer rock by the fingertips of one hand with a fall below that
would surely be fatal; they clutched their jerkins filled with eggs so hot they
were already causing the wet leather to steam.  


‘I know it’s forbidden in the
rules, but why don’t they just shoot the phoenix?  They could always say
it was one of the goblins!’  One of the apprentices muttered to another in
the tense silence that fell while Mistral watched her sons’ slow descent. 


‘Phoenixes rise from their own
death replenished,’ his companion replied in a knowledgeable whisper.  ‘It
would be pointless ... Cassius is distracting it with the thing it craves more
than anything; fire.’


‘I know what I crave more than
anything.’  Phantom muttered under his breath.  ‘And that’s a large
drink!’


Mistral related in disjointed
bursts the various skirmishes the Ri were involved in during their dash back
across the grasslands to the lake, but it was almost amusing to listen to
rather than nail-biting, particularly when Grendel resumed his vendetta against
the goblins and used four of them as living floats to aid his swim back across
the lake.  When Mistral finally sighed and withdrew from her trance, her
audience promptly rose to their feet and gave her a standing ovation, with the
exception of Mage Grapple who leaned forwards, pinching the bridge of his nose
between his forefinger and thumb in a pained expression. 


‘Issue a Contract on the
werewolves ... five hundred apiece.  But I want the heads!’  He
muttered sharply to Leo. 


‘Damn, tomorrow’s going to be
good!’  Phantom exclaimed, clapping furiously along with the rest of the
room.


‘Only if Mistral goes along with
it brother.’  Phantasm muttered back while he clapped politely.  ‘She
won’t be fooled into coming here to perform twice.’


‘Change of venue then.’


‘Definitely.’


And so it was that an
unsuspecting Mistral was taken out to lunch the next day only to find the
tavern packed to the rafters with eager faces.


‘I hate you,’ she muttered,
realising all too late just why both of the twins and Fabian had been
obsessively thinking about footwork drills for the duration of the short walk
from the Training Arena to The Cloak and Dagger.


‘Fine.  Hate us, but just
tell us what our godsons are doing.’  Phantasm replied, propelling her
towards the chair Fabian was holding out for her. 


‘You do know I barely slept last
night for worrying about today, don’t you?’  Mistral hissed to Fabian as
she sat down.


‘Yes.  I barely slept for
watching you worrying.’


Her expression became pleading,
almost desperate, ‘Fabian, our boys are in the final of the Festival! 
It’s ... it’s like fate is repeating itself and I’m back there with Saul
looking at me and telling me he’s got my damned back all over again!  I can’t
sit here and do a party piece when it’s our sons’ lives I’m relaying for
everyone’s amusement!  Don’t ... please ... don’t make me do this!’


He knelt beside her chair,
angling his body to conceal their conversation, ‘Mistral.  Our boys are
Ri.  More than Arcane and far, far more than Mage and I am infinitely
proud of them.  I want them to be gloried by all who know them, not least
of all the councillors who have now stayed a third day in the Valley merely to
hear their story unfold.  If they fall it is fate.  But I assure you
they will not.  They are our sons Mistral, how can they fall?’


Mistral gazed at him with
tear-filled eyes, ‘We all fall one day Fabian.  I don’t want to relate our
sons passing like some story in a cheap newspaper!’  She suddenly leaned
forward and grabbed his hands, pulling him closer.  ‘Take me there! 
I need to be there!’


He shook his head slowly, ‘Even
if Leo and I cast together we could not weave an Expediency spell powerful
enough to get to the Vale of Belleville in time for the final.  It is due
to start before the hour is out.’


Mistral’s eyes held his for a
long moment, her desperation burning him like an open flame, ‘Please ...
please, take me home then!  I can’t share this with a room full of people
that don’t even know our boys!’


‘Ah, but they do know our boys
Mistral.  And they have all gathered today not just to hear a story being
told, but because they want our boys to succeed.  Look around!  Who
do you see?’


Mistral continued to stare at him
for a moment before slowly looking around the room.  She saw Clovis,
Gleacher, the twins, Mage Grapple and Leo – her boys’ godfathers. 
Delphine, their sister, sat with Xerxes and Brutus who had obviously fetched
Marcus from school because he was bouncing excitedly on Brutus’ knee. 
Liliana, who had cradled her sons as babies on more occasions than Mistral
could recall.  Floris, who had served them all long before he really
should have ... the countless villagers that had suffered the brunt of their
reckless stunts and wild behaviour ... the nervous apprentices, the training
partners of her twin sons ... the Council members – Mages embracing the life of
the Arcanes and in complete awe of her gifted son, Cassius.  She
sighed.  Fabian was right.  They were all here not for cheap entertainment,
but because they couldn’t bear not to know the outcome.  They hadn’t asked
to be sucked into the drama, she’d been the one to use Mage Grapple’s meeting
to read her sons when she should’ve been reading the attendees ... what right
did she have to rob them of the conclusion to the story she had begun?  


‘Fine.  I’ll do it,’ she
sighed then tightened her grip on his hands.  ‘But don’t leave me!’


Fabian smiled and leaned forward
to brush his lips against hers, ‘I could never leave you Mistral.  You know
that.’


She closed her eyes and breathed
in the scent of his skin, so close to hers that she could feel its heat, ‘Don’t
you dare, Fabian De Winter, or your life won’t be worth living.’


‘There would be nothing worth
living for without you.’


She opened her eyes and gazed
into the dark pools of his eyes and smiled, ‘I think I’m going to need a drink
to do this.’


‘Just the one.’


A feverish tension gripped the
room while Mistral and Fabian sat together and drank, talking quietly and
seemingly oblivious to the impatient audience filling every spare inch of the
tavern.


‘Is she really just going to sit
there swilling ale?’  Phantom finally hissed to his brother.  


‘Relax brother.  The event
isn’t due to start for another fifteen minutes.  What could she tell us? 
That the weather is fair or the boys had a good breakfast?’


‘Well telling us something would
be a start!  The waiting’s starting to get to me!’


‘It is time.’ 


Mistral’s quietly spoken words
instantly caused the tension in the room to tighten.  Any murmured
conversations abruptly ceased and all eyes turned to stare at the now familiar
sight of Mistral gazing off into space while she Saw something they could not.


‘I See the Arena.’  Mistral
said then sighed so quietly that only Fabian heard her.  ‘Ah brother, I
miss you still –’


‘You See Saul?’  


She shook her head fractionally
and gave a bittersweet smile, ‘Only in my memory.’


Across the other side of the
Isle, the Vale of Belleville sweltered beneath a heavy sky, dark with the
promise of a summer storm.  Twenty five finalists strode forward to stand
before Chieftain Wolfsnare and proclaim their right to enter the final.  


Mistral scowled disdainfully when
Ares echoed his father’s speech about their success bringing glory to their
respective tribes.  She didn’t bother to repeat his words to the rapt
audience in The Cloak and Dagger.  Hearing them was bad enough, repeating
them would only push her temper beyond breaking point.  She waited until
Ares had finished outlining the rules then summarised them in curt tones for
the benefit of the tavern.


‘A giant will be released into
the Arena.  The competitors are unarmed and are not permitted to assist
each other but must fight for their own survival ...  that is the test ...
to survive.  The last competitor standing is the winner.’


‘Ares is expecting twenty four to
die just for the sake of a competition?’  Delphine gasped in a
horrified whisper.


‘Yes.’  Phantom replied
grimly.  ‘No-one does death and glory quite like the Wolfsnares. 
When Saul died in the final Master Wolfsnare, or Chieftain Wolfsnare as he was
then, actually congratulated us on having the honour of losing a brother in
such an esteemed event.  I thought Cain was going to hit him.  He was
just lucky Mistral wasn’t there at the time, or she definitely would have.’


 ‘I wish she had.’ 
Delphine muttered angrily.


‘She might do yet.’  


Mistral stared at the cobwebbed
beams above her head and continued to speak in a toneless voice, ‘The giant has
been held in a cage of elven-forged steel.  It is being hauled on wheels
into the Arena by thirty warhorses ... I – I have never seen anything like it
–’  Mistral paused and stared uncomprehendingly through Cassius’ eyes at
the vast structure being dragged into the centre of the Arena.  The bars
were so thick and close together that the creature within was completely
obscured from view.  She struggled to find words to convey to the tavern
the size of the cage and gave Fabian an awed look.  ‘It’s the size of our
house!’


A ripple of excitement ran around
the room.  At last they had something visual they could relate to.  A
cage the size of a house would only have been built to hold a creature of
similar proportions ... a giant.


‘The warhorses are being led
away.  The cage is secured by a huge bolt ... it is not made of metal –’
Mistral frowned, her eyes moving rapidly as Cassius studied the object holding
the door of the cage closed.  ‘It’s the trunk of an elm!’  Mistral
exclaimed.  ‘There’s a rope attached to it.  Five warhorses have been
harnessed to draw it.  Ares is standing.  He draws his bow –’


The flaming arrow that soared
across the darkened sky was the signal for the horses to be whipped into
action.  With snorts of surprise they began to work, heaving the huge
trunk through the steel bands that supported it, slowly opening the cage door.


‘OH!’  


Mistral leapt from her chair and
stood with one hand pressed to her mouth, staring at something only she could
see.  The tavern leapt to their feet with her, mouths agape and eyes wide.



‘She’s going to be the death of
me!’  Phantom gasped, wiping spilt ale from the sleeve of his shirt. 



‘The giant is out.’  Mistral
breathed and sank back into her seat, absorbing the bizarre creature before her
son’s eyes. 


The books she had read as a child
had depicted giants as massive, but still with a human form, no doubt to
alleviate some horror from the reality she was now seeing.  The creature
before her had arms and legs, but there any similarities ended.  Tall as
the mightiest oak in The Velvet Forests, the giant lurched from the cage and
reared up to its full height.  Its darkly mottled hide was ridged and
calloused, like the bark of a tree.  Sharp protrusions jutted from all
over its body, thick and blunt as broken branches.  There were no
discernible features, but a mouth opened wide to roar, revealing a gaping
cavern filled with blackened stumps.  The sound it made was earthy and
wild, reminding Mistral of the splintering crash of a felled tree.  The
finalists gathered bravely at its feet, lilliputian in comparison to the
giant’s vastness.  Each grotesquely deformed foot was the size of a boat,
its legs thicker than the trunks of the oldest trees the forests could
boast.  It reached out with hands that had no fingers to speak of, but several
root-like protuberances flexed with a cracking sound, snatching at the tiny
figures that scurried away from its reach.   


The sky above the giant grew
heavier still.  Black and purple clouds pressed down upon the Arena, heavy
and foreboding.  The harbingers of doom. 


‘Oh!’  Mistral stiffened in
her seat, her hands clutching at the arms of her chair.  


‘Oh what?’  Phantom groaned,
leaning his head into his hands and peering out at Mistral through splayed
fingers. 


In the Arena a glaring flash of
lightening and a deafening boom of thunder heralded the onset of a violent
summer storm.  The skies opened to release a downpour that obscured
everything and chaos erupted.


In the silence of The Cloak and
Dagger Mistral remained frozen in her chair, unspeaking, unblinking and barely
seeming to breathe.  The seconds lengthened into minutes then she finally
gave a long drawn out sigh and her eyes slowly slid back into focus to meet
Fabian’s.


 ‘Well.  That was –’
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‘– an unmitigated
disaster.’  Cain concluded happily and winked at Delphine who was gazing
at him across the table with her hands folded under her chin. 


‘You should have seen Ares’ face
when the rain eased and there was nothing in the Arena but us lot and a load of
puddles!’  Samson laughed and lifted a goblet to toast his twin. 
‘Thanks for lending me a dry shirt by the way brother.’


‘Wasn’t mine.’  Fabian
shrugged and continued to attack his huge plateful of roast pork. 


‘No it was mine!’  Cain
said.  ‘And I’m also missing a pair of fingerless leather gloves. 
Any takers?’


‘Er, sorry Cain, I think I may
have accidently borrowed them for the selkie hunt.’  Samson muttered and
reached for the over-stuffed saddlebag at his feet.


‘Don’t worry about it now.’
 Cain grinned and lifted his goblet.  ‘Let’s toast the success of the
Ri!’


‘The Ri!’  


The echo that ran around the
table was followed by a short silence while they all drank, broken by Marcus
complaining loudly that it wasn’t a proper toast because he didn’t have any
wine in his glass, only water.


‘Who’d have thought that giants
were afraid of lightning?’  Phantom said, casually leaning over to
retrieve his goblet of wine from Marcus.  


‘Well I suppose it makes sense.’
 Phantasm mused.  ‘They must literally be magnets for a lightning
strike, being so tall and living out on the exposed mountainsides of the
Northern Range.’ 


‘Well this one definitely wasn’t
taking any chances!  It ran faster than Xerxes when Marietta’s got one of
Mistral’s babies in her arms!’  Cain grinned.


Mistral caught Fabian’s eye
across the table and shared a smile.  Xerxes was going to be marathon
trained by the time she and Fabian had completed their army of
children.   


‘So who got the prize money
then?’  Phantom asked.  ‘It would’ve been a bit insulting to split it
between all twenty five finalists.’


‘Eximius.’  Cassius
replied.  


Phantom frowned, ‘Why did Mage
Grapple get it?’   


‘Because of Ares’ oversights
there are five werewolves loose on the Isle, and one giant.  Eximius has
been forced to issue Contracts that will cost him five hundred apiece for the
werewolves and two thousand for the giant.  The least Ares could do was
hand over the prize money.’


‘It was rather an expensive week
for Eximius, but far more costly in pride for Ares.  Bryden has taken two
weeks leave to return to the tribe and help sort out the aftermath.’ 
Fabian added quietly.


‘Good.’  Mistral stabbed her
fork into a slice of roast pork and let it drop onto floor for Prospero. 
‘I hope he gives Ares hell.’


Fabian smiled, ‘I am sure he will
have a few choice phrases to offer his son that even you may not have heard
before.’  


 ‘I doubt it.’
 Phantasm snorted.  ‘The language I heard coming from the Arena last
week was shocking!’


‘Sadly that was a one-off.’
 Mistral sighed.  ‘Fabian was just letting me vent some of my pent-up
frustration at being stuck in the Valley and not at the Festival.’


‘Ah, you’d have loved it
Mistral.’  Cain sighed and leaned contentedly back on his chair.  ‘It
was even wilder than last time!  The reforms Mage Grapple’s put in place
at the Council have had a definite impact on Arcane attitudes.  There was
a lot less resentment towards Mages and much more of a feeling of
celebration.  D’you know there were five beer tents this time?  And
every single one was rammed all hours of the day and night ... and the
gambling!  Xerxes would’ve been like a dog with two tails!  I don’t
think anyone slept!’


Mistral looked at her twin
sons.  Both had shadows beneath their eyes to match the bruises on their
faces and arms.  It certainly looked as though they hadn’t slept, or eaten
from the way they were attacking their third helpings of pork. 


‘Not that Ares was doing much
celebrating.’  Cain continued with a laugh.  ‘But never mind. 
There’ll be another Festival in five years ... perhaps he’ll get it right
then.  I can’t wait!’  Happily oblivious to the distinctly icy edge
that had crept into Delphine’s adoring look, Cain blithely continued. 
‘You’ll be able to come with us then Marcus!  Who knows?  Maybe we’ll
have an all-Ri final next time!’


‘No, I’m going to win it on my
own.’  Marcus replied confidently.


In midst of the resulting burst
of laughter a light knock sounded at the door.  Prospero barked then
wagged his tail when Fabian opened the door to let in Xerxes and Brutus, both
wringing wet through from riding to the Valley in another summer storm.  


‘We’ve come to hear firsthand the
tales of daring and adventure.’  Xerxes grinned and flung his dripping
jerkin over the back of the nearest sofa.


‘Have we missed dinner?’ 
Brutus exclaimed and strode over to steal a slice of meat from his godson’s
plate.


‘No, there’s plenty.  Pull
up a chair, I’ll get you some.’  Mistral went into the kitchen, smiling
when her boys launched into another repeat of the amusingly disastrous
Festival.


‘Cass was our secret weapon, of
course.’  Samson said through a mouthful of potato.  ‘Oh, and Grendel
was fairly useful too.’


‘Stinks worse than a year’s worth
of dung –’


‘And thicker than one of
Bernadette’s rice puddings –’ 


‘But damned handy to have around
in a fight,’ they finished in a righteous chorus.


‘Ah true.  Grendel doesn’t
know the meaning of fear.’  Cain agreed with a fond smile then looked
suddenly thoughtful.  ‘Come to think of it, Grendel doesn’t know the
meaning of most words.’


‘Don’t be cruel Cain!’ 
Delphine said reprovingly.  ‘Liliana’s been in tears every day since he
went.  She was very glad to get him back in one piece.’ 


Cain snorted, ‘If by “very glad”
you mean that display of histrionics in the village square, then I’m relieved
you’re obviously not glad to have me back at all.’  


‘Not one little bit.’
 Delphine said, giving him a smile that plainly meant the opposite. 


‘When did you get back?’ 
Xerxes asked loudly to cover the retching noises Marcus was making behind his
sister’s back.


‘About an hour ago.’  Samson
replied, reaching out to take one of the plates Mistral was carrying in from
the kitchen.


‘Thanks Samson, pass that to
Brutus please.’  Mistral said.


‘Oh ... right.’  Samson cast
a longing glance at the plate of meat and reluctantly passed it over to Brutus.


‘So apart from the obvious, how
was the Festival?’  Xerxes asked Cain.


Cain frowned, his expression
becoming serious for the first time that evening, ‘It’d changed brother. 
Definitely for the better with regards to balance between Mage and Arcane, but
there was something odd I suppose I’ll have to tell Lord Leo tomorrow.’


‘Oh?’  Fabian broke off from
his quiet conversation with Cassius to look at Cain.


‘I thought nothing of it at the
time,’ he continued thoughtfully.  ‘I mean, seeing weird stuff at The
Festival of the Arcane is hardly out of place, is it?  And it was actually
more amusing than strange –’


‘Ah, the dryads.’  Cassius
nodded.  ‘Yes, looking back that could well be significant.’


‘What happened Cain?’ 
Phantasm asked curiously.


‘Well ... there was this group of
female dryads who didn’t seem to be with any of the other dryad tribes. 
They were all dressed in matching dark green robes and kept their hoods pulled
up all the time.  They didn’t go to any of the events, just wandered
around together all day stopping any females they came across and trying to
talk them into repenting their sins.’


‘What was so amusing about
that?’  Xerxes asked.  


‘Nothing.  It was something
else they did ... they staked out the nymph tent and beseeched Liliana’s
sisters to atone for their sinful lives and answer the calling to be
absolved.  It didn’t do business many favours.’


‘I bet Liliana’s sisters weren’t
best pleased!’  Xerxes laughed.  ‘The Festival usually earns them
enough money to take the rest of the year off!’


‘Yes, well Magda and Godiva got a
bit fed up with it after a couple of hours and threw a bucket of water over
them ... which the girls in green didn’t take too kindly to and tried to set
fire to their tent, saying that if they wanted to live in sin they could burn
in hell ... and then Liliana’s sisters completely lost it and went for
them.  It was –’ Cain paused and gazed mistily across the room, lost in
his memory, then seemed to jump as though he’d been kicked under the table ‘– a
shocking display of disgraceful behaviour!’  He finished quickly and
suddenly became very interested in his empty goblet of wine to avoid the
daggers Delphine was glaring at him.


‘Damn!  I wish I’d seen
that!’  Xerxes muttered then immediately turned his attention to the plate
of food in front of him when Delphine switched her glare onto him.


Fabian frowned, ‘Religious cults
aren’t that common amongst Arcanes.’  


‘No, that’s what struck me as odd
about it.’  Cain agreed.  ‘Most Arcanes can barely accept the
decisions made by the Mage Council, never mind tolerate the notion of divine
rule.’  


‘Yes, Arcanes prefer to live by
the creed of existentialism.’  Mistral said seriously then turned away to
hide her grin at the astounded look Cassius threw her. 


You do listen to Imperato
then!


Sometimes Cassius, but only to
see the look on your face when I repeat stuff he’s said.


I’m impressed you remembered
that one!


Don’t be.  I only
remembered it because it sounded a bit like “extermination” which is a far more
interesting concept than the other one.


Existentialism.


Hmm.  That one. 
Can’t remember what it meant though ...


‘Do you think that the dryads
were worshippers of Onieroi?’  Fabian asked sharply. 


Cain gave an apologetic shrug, ‘I
wasn’t paying that much attention to be honest, so I couldn’t say for definite.’
 


‘Cassius could though,’ said
Phantom quietly.


Fabian looked at his son, ‘Did
you read them?’  


‘No.’ Cassius shook his head
slowly.  ‘I’m sorry to say that I missed the relevance and saw only a
tawdry fight between a group of dryads and nymphs.’


‘Could you try and read one of
them remotely now Cassius?’  Fabian persisted. 


Cassius looked pensive, ‘I didn’t
get a good look at their faces.  They were careful to keep their hoods up
all the time.  I will try, of course, but I have to say that I’m not
hopeful.’


Relieved to see someone else
suffering the pressure of having to perform like a trained monkey, Mistral left
Cassius preparing to read one of the mysterious dryads and began to gather up
the empty plates.


‘Is there any more?’  Samson
asked hopefully when she took his plate.


Mistral smiled at her son,
‘There’s a fruit crumble in the oven.’


Samson grinned, ‘Great!  I’m
starving!’


By the time Mistral returned from
the kitchen bearing a huge dish of fruit crumble, Cassius had tried and failed
in his attempt to read one of the dryads.


‘No.  Sorry,’ he shook his
head, frowning heavily.  ‘I can’t call up a clear enough image of any of
their faces.  All can remember is Magda’s face when they were fighting and
I keep getting her thoughts –’


‘And?’  Xerxes leaned
forward with a lascivious glint in his eye.


‘And you can save that kind of
talk for when Marcus isn’t around.’  Delphine said sharply.


‘Or me.’  Mistral added
while she doled out bowls of desert.  ‘I have no desire to know what goes on
in their minds.’


‘Actually, it’s mostly about
money.  They’re quite astute business women beneath all the gloss and
glamour.’  


‘Don’t ruin it for me
Cassius!’  Xerxes cried.


‘Oh, how I’ve missed you.’
 Mistral sighed and leaned over him to place a bowl of crumble down.


‘You only saw me on Friday
Mistral!’  Xerxes laughed.  ‘But I do tend to have that effect.’ 


‘So long ago!  I’ve missed
your beauty –’


Xerxes grinned and preened
slightly, ‘Yes I am rather fine ...but try and restrain yourself a bit, your
husband’s only over there –’ 


‘No, Xerxes.’  Phantasm said
sharply, recognising Mistral’s strange behaviour.  ‘I don’t think
Mistral’s suddenly giving in to years of suppressed longing for you ... she’s
reading Golden!’


Fabian instantly leapt to his
feet and strode around the table to stand beside Mistral.  She had frozen
with her hand half drawn back from placing Xerxes’ bowl down and was gazing at
him with a look of sycophantic worship on her face. 


‘Such perfection,’ she sighed,
gazing deeply into Xerxes’ eyes.


Xerxes shifted uncomfortably in
his chair, his obvious pleasure at being so openly adored battling with the
fact that it was the wife of the Isle’s most feared assassin doing the adoring,
who also happened to be standing next to him. 


Mistral’s rapturous expression
faltered and tears welled in her eyes, ‘Why have you left me alone so
long?’  


Xerxes shot Fabian a worried
look, ‘Does she expect me to reply?’


Fabian ignored him and continued
to stare intently at Mistral while she lifted a trembling finger and slowly
reached out to touch Xerxes’ cheek, snatching it away quickly as though the
contact had burned her.


‘Oh!  Oh!  You don’t
love me anymore!’  Mistral’s grief was terrible to behold.  She
dropped her head into her hands, crying inconsolably, her body wracked by deep
sobs of despair.  ‘But I love you!  You are everything to me!’


Fabian watched her, his jaw
clenched and his hands balled into fists of frustration, completely unable to
do anything to alleviate her anguish.  Mistral slowly lowered her hands
and lifted her head to gaze at Xerxes gain.  The tears that ran unchecked
down her face dripped down onto the table, splashing the untouched bowl of
pudding.  


‘You do?’  She gasped. 
‘Really?  Even though you have others now?’  


A silence.  Mistral’s face
slowly changed into an expression of wild ecstasy.


‘Am I still yours? 
Really?  You ... you love me too?  Oh!  I will never fail
you!  My love ... my love –’


Mistral’s voice faded, her tears
dried and her eyes slid back into focus to meet Xerxes’ bemused gaze,
‘What?’  She demanded crossly.  ‘Don’t you like fruit crumble?’


‘Come with me Mistral.’ 
Fabian pulled her by the hand into the kitchen to gently break the news that
she’d just professed undying devotion to Xerxes in front of a table full of
people. 


‘Damn!’  Xerxes exclaimed
quietly and reached for his goblet of wine.  ‘That redefined awkward!’


‘Tell me about it.’
 Phantasm agreed in a low mutter.


Xerxes gulped down the contents
of his goblet then exhaled a noisy sigh of relief, ‘That’s better.  You
know, normally I don’t mind an audience, but you lot made me feel quite
embarrassed just now.’


Brutus burst out laughing,
‘Embarrassed?  Mage De Winter has just watched his wife declaring her
undying love for you ... you’re lucky to still be alive, never mind feeling a
bit red-faced!’


In the kitchen Fabian opened the
door to the small backyard to let in a little cool air then turned to take
Mistral’s hands, his dark eyes commanding her complete attention, ‘Tell me what
you Saw.’ 


Mistral gazed back, her eyes
clouding with confusion while she tried to make sense of what had just
happened, ‘It was definitely Golden again, but I wasn’t trying to read her ...
one minute I was looking at a bowl of fruit crumble, then the next I was seeing
the roof of a cave!  It’s like she just leapt into my mind and I had no
control!’


‘She didn’t leap into your mind
Mistral, Sight has been trying to connect to her since it first warned you of
her bringing Onieroi to the Isle.  Onieroi must have awoken her again and
Sight will have instantly locked onto her mind.’


Mistral stared at him, ‘You think
she’s been held under the power of Morpheus all this time?’


Fabian nodded, his expression
grave, ‘Onieroi has undoubtedly sensed the connection between you and knows of the
danger it represents to his plans.  His fragile existence has relied upon
his one worshipper remaining alive, but not conscious.  He will have held
her under his power and only woken her for brief moments to feed from her
devotion.  Although, it sounds like he may have collected a few more
believers now.’


Mistral frowned sharply, ‘Hang on
– we’ll come back to that – so ... you’re saying that I don’t even have to be
trying to read her, but Golden can just take over my mind?’


‘Not Golden.  Sight.’  


Mistral’s eyes flashed with
sudden anger, ‘It amounts to pretty much the same thing at the moment
Fabian!’  


‘Hush Mistral.’  Fabian said
softly and pulled her into his arms.  ‘Please try and accept that your
gift is trying to protect you, not torment you with insights from the mind of
someone you loathe.’


Mistral laid her head against his
shoulder and closed her eyes, breathing in his scent mingled with the perfume
of jasmine and the smell of warm earth after rain drifting in through the open
door, ‘I know,’ she sighed.  ‘It’s just that I had rather hoped the
Contract Leo issued on her life would have been fulfilled by now and I wouldn’t
have to suffer Golden in my mind ever again.’


‘Hmm, I had hoped so to.  I
asked Gleacher about it this week but it turns out that the Contract hasn’t
even been taken up yet.’


‘What?’  Mistral’s head
snapped up.  ‘Why not?  It’s got a huge Contract value!’


‘Unfortunately the Contracts Mage
Grapple has issued since the debacle of the Festival have been given
priority.  Five runaway werewolves and a giant are seen as posing a far
more urgent threat than some half-breed nymph with vague links to the
Rochfortes.’


‘But surely the Contract states
why she must die?’


Fabian shook his head, ‘There was
no mention of Onieroi in the details for fear of encouraging any interest in
his following.’


Mistral dropped her head back
onto Fabian’s shoulder with a resigned sigh, ‘Well it looks like Onieroi’s
managed that without any help from the Ri.’


Fabian tensed slightly, ‘Tell me
what you Saw Mistral.’


 A brief silence fell. 
They could hear the sounds of talk and laughter coming from the living room and
the gentle patter of raindrops falling onto the cobbled yard.


‘A cave.  It was dark. 
Golden was confused at first ... like she’d been woken from a deep sleep.’


‘Morpheus.’  Fabian said
quietly.


‘I guess so, but then she looked
at Onieroi and it was like the sun coming out in her mind –’


Fabian pulled back sharply and
stared down at Mistral, ‘You Saw Onieroi’s face?’


Mistral nodded then frowned, her
eyes sliding from his to gaze unseeingly out at the patch of heavy sky visible
through the open door, ‘Well, when I say face, that would be like saying the
giant had a face.  He ... it ... Onieroi, was wearing a bronze helmet ...
like a traditional Greek helmet, with slits for the eyes and mouth.  I
could see into the eye slits, but it was like looking at holes in the sky ...
there was just nothing there –’


Fabian listened, transfixed by
Mistral calmly describing to him the face of a god as though it were no more
interesting than the view seen from the window during a boring meeting.


‘And he was wearing a long cloak,
dark green ... no, more olive ... the colour of oak leaves –’


‘What about their
surroundings?’  Fabian asked when Mistral’s voice trailed off.


‘Oh.  Well, it was a cave
... and definitely deep underground because there was no breeze at all ... or
any natural light, just a torch fixed in a bracket on the wall.  It was
cold, but Golden wasn’t cold ... she was lying on a bed of animal skins. 
I could smell bear and manticore, and something a lot less pleasant –’ Mistral
stopped and pulled a face at the memory.  ‘Rotting meat and ... something
that smelt like Grendel.’


Fabian nodded understandingly,
‘Onieroi will have been forcing food into Golden to keep her alive. 
Morpheus halts the mind but not the body, which will have continued to function
without her knowledge.’


‘Oh, how lovely.’  Mistral
wrinkled her nose at the unpleasant revelation that Golden would have being
lying in her own waste.


‘Quite.  But what of
Onieroi’s following Mistral?  Were the green-robed dryads new
worshippers?’


‘Yes –’ Mistral paused and
continued with a forced laugh.  ‘Golden was a bit put out by Onieroi’s
joyful news that he had some new girlfriends.’


Fabian detected a strained
undercurrent to the deliberate lightness of her words.  Mistral could not
share in Golden’s thoughts without feeling her emotions, and so her devastation
at Onieroi finding more worshippers had become Mistral’s.  He glanced down
to see the shadow of pain lingering in her eyes and felt again the frustration
of not being able to protect her.


‘I will take the Contract on
Golden’s life.’ 


Mistral’s eyes snapped up to meet
his, ‘You will not!’


‘She must die Mistral.  This
cannot continue.’


‘You might die!’


‘I will not die.’


‘Yes you will!  I’ll kill
you myself if you dare go!’


Fabian laughed and his eyes lost
some of their intensity, ‘And what purpose would that serve?’  


Mistral shrugged, ‘I’d have you
stuffed and put in the living room.  At least then I’d always know where
you were.’


‘You always know where I am
Mistral,’ he reminded her softly. 


In the living room a debate was
underway about how to eradicate Onieroi. 


‘We need to infiltrate the
followers.’  Cassius said decisively.  ‘They hold the key to Onieroi’s
power.’ 


Phantasm rubbed his chin
thoughtfully, ‘But how?  He’s only gathering female worshippers.’  


‘Well using Mistral is out. 
Apart from the obvious reason that she’s expecting, Golden would recognise
her.’  Phantom said.  


‘I wonder if Onieroi can sense
whether the worshippers are male or female, or if he only sees their
appearance.’  Cain said thoughtfully.


‘What do you mean?’  Brutus
frowned.


‘Well,’ Cain continued slowly,
‘if we can place a spy amongst the followers then Mistral would be able to read
them and provide a location for the temple.  Then we could destroy them
and cut off Onieroi’s supply of devotion and starve him to death.’  


‘That sounds like a good
plan.’  Brutus agreed then looked puzzled.  ‘But why the question
about whether or not Onieroi could tell the difference between the sexes of his
worshippers?’  


‘Well ... what’s to stop one of
us having a close shave, bunging on a wig, and going in dressed in a long green
robe?’


There was a silence.


‘You mean dress as a
woman?’  Brutus finally asked in a flat voice.


‘Well, wearing robes is hardly
the same as putting on a dress, and I’d call it “disguised as a woman” rather
than “dressed as a woman”, but you’re starting to get the idea –’


‘I’ll do it.’  Xerxes said
suddenly. 


Everyone stared at him.


Xerxes shrugged, ‘Sure, where’s
the issue in putting on a dress?  I’ve taken enough of them off in my time
– plus, I’ll get to see inside a women-only cult.  That’s the sort of
thing I’ve been dreaming about since I was a boy!’


‘Well, I suppose you have got
long hair.’  Brutus said doubtfully.


‘No offense Xerxes, but despite
the fact that you’re willing and have long hair, I think you’d give yourself
away by trying to chat them all up in the first five minutes!’  Cain
laughed. 


‘Fair point.’  Xerxes
grinned and nodded towards his brother.  ‘What about Brutus?  He’s
got long hair and his hands wander less than mine – all the barmaids seem to
quite like him too, they say he “talks” to them or something –’


Cain folded his arms and tilted
his head, studying Brutus critically, ‘Hmm, he has got long hair ... and not
too many scars on the face either –’  


‘I’m not sure I like the way
you’re looking at me!’  Brutus gasped and fanned his face
theatrically.  ‘It’s like you’re undressing me with your eyes!’


‘Nope, sorry, he’s too ugly.’
 Cain said finally.


‘No he isn’t!’  Delphine
cried loyally. 


‘Oh come on Delphine!  He’d
never pass as a woman!  How many do you know that have hairy arms and
scars?’ 


‘Quite a few actually.’


Cain laughed, ‘You’re right, I
forget that female warriors don’t tend to be as attractive as you and your
mother.’  


‘Well, if we’re going down the
long hair route, how about Cassius?’  Brutus said.  ‘He’d have the
added advantage of being able to read their minds too.’


‘Neat trick.’  Xerxes said
enviously.  ‘I wish I knew what women were thinking –’ he paused and
frowned.  ‘Come to think of it, I’d rather not know ... which is probably
why we never see you with a girl.’


Cassius smiled briefly, ‘Wouldn’t
work I’m afraid.  Onieroi can apparently sense the presence of a Seer,
which is why he’s been keeping Golden under the power of Morpheus to prevent
mother from reading her.’


‘I suppose we could ask Leo to
issue a female-warrior-only Contract for it.’  Cain mused.


Phantasm shook his head, ‘The
Divinus has already issued a Contract on Golden’s life.  He won’t issue
another Contract to infiltrate Onieroi’s following to achieve basically the
same outcome.’  


A lull fell while they all
pondered the problem. 


‘You two are being
uncharacteristically quiet.’  Cain said suddenly to Fabian and
Samson.  


‘We’re keeping well out of this
one.’  Samson stated firmly.


‘Don’t do dresses.’  Fabian
added in a low mutter.


‘It takes a real man to wear a
dress.’  Xerxes intoned sagely. 


‘Well, who does that leave us
with then?’  Phantom asked when everyone had finished laughing at the
twins’ fear of compromising their manliness. 


‘Marietta?’  Cain suggested
tentatively.  


‘Oh please!’  Brutus
snorted.  ‘She’d be a fully-fledged disciple before she’d even hung her
cloak up!  There’s not exactly a lot to brainwash there!’  


‘Ouch!  That’s a bit harsh
brother!’  Xerxes exclaimed and added with a grin.  ‘But not far off
the mark.  What can I say?  I like my women
unchallenging.’   


‘That’s putting it mildly!’ 
Brutus laughed.  ‘I own more challenging socks!’  


Phantom suddenly clicked his
fingers together, ‘Our mother could do it!’  


‘Yes brother.  She could
probably squeeze in eradicating an entire cult and vanquishing a god between
her morning appointments if she weren’t fully occupied by being a professional
governess to the Rochforte boys.’   


‘Ah, yes.  Forgot about
that.’  Phantom sighed and slumped back down into his seat. 


‘Back to Marietta then.’ 
Cain said.  ‘We could send her on a crash course with the Ri –’


‘No!’  Xerxes cried and
banged both hands down onto the table.  ‘Absolutely not!’


‘Are you getting protective
brother?’  Brutus asked in a surprised tone.


‘What?  No!  I just
don’t want Mistral getting hold of Marietta and filling her head with strange ideas
of – of –’ Xerxes faltered and cast around for words to express his fears. 


‘Of not putting up with an
unfaithful waste of space like you?’  Brutus offered helpfully. 


The outbreak of laughter quickly
died when Mistral and Fabian walked back into the room.  Xerxes
immediately leapt to his feet and pulled out a chair for Mistral. 


Mistral narrowed her eyes
suspiciously, ‘Why do you all look so guilty?’


‘Cain’s had this inspired idea
about how to infiltrate the disciples of Onieroi.’  Phantom explained with
a roll of his eyes.


Mistral raised an eyebrow,
‘Inspired?  Really?’


‘Well, no ... but it was quite
funny.’  Phantom laughed then promptly stopped when Mistral gave him a
piercing look. 


‘Oh?’  


Delphine quickly came to the aid
of her favourite godfather before Mistral turned him to stone with her glare,
‘They were deciding who should disguise themselves as a woman and join
Onieroi’s followers to be our spy, then someone suggested Marietta and it got a
bit chauvinistic ... and then you walked in.’ 


Mistral sighed impatiently,
‘Well, now you’ve all had a laugh, can we please discuss this matter
seriously?  Because not even a dress and the contents of Eudora’s make-up
hamper could disguise any of you lot enough to pass as a woman ... and aren’t
you forgetting that Golden knows you all?’


‘Well, she’s gone slightly
insane, hasn’t she?’  Xerxes argued.  ‘She might not recognise us,
especially not if we wear as much make-up as Eudora does!’


‘I’ll do it.’  Delphine said
suddenly.


‘No!’  


The resounding chorus left
Delphine pouting stubbornly, ‘Don’t you think I can?’


Cain frowned and reached over to
take her hand.  ‘It’s not that we don’t think you’re capable Delphine,
it’s just that we don’t want to lose you.’


Delphine’s eyes blazed, ‘You
think I’ll fall in with Onieroi’s followers?’  


‘No Del.  I don’t think
that.  I meant that I don’t want to risk losing your life.  Whoever
goes in there must be prepared to fight their way out if it goes wrong.’


‘I can fight!’


Cain sighed and looked in askance
at her father.


‘The answer is no Delphine.’
 Fabian said sternly and placed both hands flat on the table.  ‘Now,
if we can continue to discuss the matter of Onieroi.  I would like Mistral
to relate her vision to you.’


Xerxes winked at Mistral then
grunted in pain when then dull thud of her boot striking his shin put an end to
his smirking.


‘Aside from the horrifying memory
of thinking that Xerxes was something other than a loathsome toad –’


‘Too cruel!’  Xerxes
exclaimed, rubbing his sore shin angrily. 


‘But true.’  Mistral
continued smoothly.  ‘You will be delighted to know that Onieroi was at
the Festival with you all this week –’


‘What!’


‘Oh yes.  You were right
Cain.  The dryads in the green robes are Onieroi’s followers, and where
they go, he goes.  They are like his walking, talking, buffet of devotion
and when he gets hungry, he needs to be near them.’


‘If Onieroi has more worshippers,
why does he keep Golden alive?’  Phantasm asked.  ‘He knows that
every time she is conscious Sight will make you aware of her thoughts.’


Mistral frowned, ‘I know, and all
I can say is that I think it’s for vanity.  Golden loves Onieroi, I
mean more than revere or worship – she utterly adores him.  I don’t think
he can bear to let such devotion go.’


‘What was he doing at the
Festival?’  Phantom asked curiously.  


‘Surveying his future kingdom ...
and it left a lot wanting.  Onieroi was appalled by the, and I quote,
“debased and depraved behaviour of the godless creatures that dared to swagger
around with the air of immortals”.  Er, I’m not too up on my history
lessons, but he said something about not seeing such debauchery since the days
of Babylon ... whenever that was.’


‘So we’re debased, depraved and
debauched?  That’s a lot of d’s!’  Brutus exclaimed.


‘It was a bit of a biased image
to have of the Isle too!  The Festival of the Arcane only happens once
every five years, and by then we’re all ready to let off a bit of steam.’ 
Cain said defensively. 


‘If he thinks the Festival was debauched
he ought to see The Fallen Warrior when the nymphs are working.’  Xerxes
added. 


‘He already has brother,
remember?’  Mistral said.  ‘And it disgusted him.’


‘How do you know what Onieroi’s
thinking?’  Phantom suddenly asked.  ‘Surely he thinks in Greek!’


Phantasm gave her a more astute
look, ‘Can you speak Greek now Mistral?’  


‘Oh, yes.  Sorry, forget to
mention it.  You know that book I gave you for your birthday?  The
one by Homie, or something?’


Phantasm smiled, ‘The Iliad by
Homer, yes.’  


‘Hmm, that’s the one.  Well
I read it first, hope you don’t mind ... anyway I was intrigued by all the
references to the Greek gods, so I got Imperato to teach me Greek mythology,
and Greek too, while he was at it.’


‘And for how long did you study
the language of the ancients for Mistral?’  Phantasm asked with a sigh.


‘A couple of days.’  Mistral
shrugged.  ‘Why?’


‘Why?  Only that you
mastered a complicated language in the time it takes most people to do
laundry!’


‘You know that whenever Mistral
is pregnant the power of her gift goes through the roof.’  Phantom
remarked to his brother then suddenly sat up a little straighter and turned to
give Mistral his most disarming smile.  ‘In fact, what are you doing
tomorrow?  I’ve got a stack of Council reports that you could speed read
for me then summarise –’


‘I’d rather die.’


Phantom’s smile faded, ‘Shall I
take that as a “no” then?’


‘Can we focus here please
brother?’  Phantasm snapped irritably then turned to Mistral, frowning
sharply.  ‘Please tell me you are not reading Onieroi directly!’


Mistral shook her head,
‘No.  Imperato still believes that even though my gift is stronger now, it
won’t be able to shield me when Onieroi grows in power.  All I can tell
you is what I heard him telling Golden, and, aside from the love stuff – which
I won’t repeat if you don’t mind, since I have just eaten –’ she paused and
flicked a warning glance in Xerxes’ direction to prevent another outbreak of
smugness.  ‘Onieroi plans to increase his following by appealing to the
oppressed womenfolk of the Isle.  He recruited the dryads you saw at the
Festival from their home tribe with little effort.  They’re all lonely
widows, not considered to be of a marriageable age anymore and literally crying
out for a cause in their lives.’


Phantasm pursed his lips
thoughtfully, ‘Yes.  Very clever.  Tribal womenfolk have led a
constrained existence for centuries in order to protect the continuation of
their tribes.  Even though life is much safer and freer here on the Isle,
the trait is so ingrained that it has continued.  I’m sure that for some,
the liberation Onieroi offers from such an oppressive way of life would be
compelling.’


‘I fail to see how.’  Brutus
frowned.  ‘Surely they’d just be swapping one set of constraints for
another?  Onieroi’s hardly freeing them, is he?’


‘No, but tribal womenfolk are so
used to being downtrodden that they no longer know what freedom is, which is
why there are so few female warriors in the Ri.  Most female tribe members
are too indoctrinated in their way of life to even consider coming to the
Valley.  However, the freedom Onieroi is offering is just enough to be
tantalising, but not enough to be overwhelming.’


‘Safe freedom.  An
interesting concept.’  Cassius mused.  ‘And one I have no doubt will
lure the persecuted womenfolk to join Onieroi’s worshippers in their droves.’


‘Wait up!’  Samson
interrupted with a heavy frown.  ‘I’m not buying all this persecution
business.  I mean, Liliana and her sisters are hardly what you’d call
oppressed, are they?’


Xerxes gave a knowing laugh,
‘Definitely not.  But nymphs are the exception to the rule.’


‘Well, what about mother ...
Gemma, Delphine, and Melsina?  They haven’t got nymph blood but they’re
all complete –’ 


Samson caught the warning look in
Cain’s eyes just in time.


‘ –ly liberated.’  


He was going to say
“nightmares” wasn’t he?  Mistral fumed silently to Cassius.  


Cassius laughed quietly, ‘Here in
the Valley, women are equals.  Gemma saw enough of that life when she
visited Samson during her youth to wish it for herself.  And
Melsina?  I truly believe that she has an unrealised gift –’ he looked at
the twin.  ‘Something like a subtle take on her sons’ ability, but more
indirect ... persuasive, rather than commanding.’


Phantasm nodded, ‘Yes, we’ve
often thought the same.  Mother is exceptionally single-minded. 
Whenever she decides to achieve something, she does.  Of course, it could
merely be through strength of character and determination.  She herself
passes it off as the power of positive thought, but my brother and I inherited
our gift to influence the minds of others from somewhere, and we both believe
it was from her.’


‘You want to thank your lucky
stars she never trained it!’  Mistral muttered with feeling.  


‘She didn’t train it because she
has no need of it.’  Cassius shrugged.  ‘In the society Melsina
chooses to live in, her beauty and her status as the wife of Vilius De’ath give
her power.’


‘Plus the fact that she’s a
complete –’


‘Nightmare.’  Phantasm
quickly finished Mistral’s sentence.  ‘Yes.  She can be.’


‘So ... tribal women aren’t like
you then?’  Samson asked his mother, obviously struggling to hide his
relief.  ‘Even though you’re really a centaur?’


‘Mother is a Seer.  Not a
centaur.’  Cassius reminded him with the weary air of saying something for
the thousandth time.  


‘Whatever.  So, what’re
tribal women like then?’  Samson persisted.  ‘Serenity?’


‘No.’ Cassius shook his
head.  ‘Even Serenity is vastly liberated compared to most tribal
women.  The only power they have in their lives is within their families,
which is why they tend to make rather forceful mothers.’


Xerxes and Brutus shared a pained
look but said nothing. 


‘They are forbidden from leaving
the confines of the tribal settlement, and their social standing within their
community is often markedly beneath the men.  Hence there are no female
chieftains, or even a feminine term of address for one.  In fact,’ Cassius
paused and shot his mother an amused look, ‘as the Lady De Winter, our mother
is the highest-ranking female on the Isle.’


Mistral gave him a sour look
whilst her twin sons suddenly looked hopefully at her.


‘So you could fix us getting one
of the werewolf Contracts then?’  Samson asked.


‘No.’ Mistral promptly replied,
privately thinking that she’d like one of the Contracts for herself and
wondering if her title might have some sway with Scrimshaw.  She quickly
decided against it.  Using intimidation was more fun than name-dropping.


‘Well, thank you for your brief
insight into how chauvinism on the Isle has led the womenfolk into being susceptible
to the lure of a self-serving divinity.’  Phantom said a trifle
impatiently.  ‘But it still leaves us with the problem of how we’re going
to place a spy in Onieroi’s following.’


Delphine broke the thoughtful
silence that fell, ‘It has to be me.  It’s the only way.’


‘No.  A million times, no.’
Cain said firmly then abruptly rose to his feet and held his hand out to her
with a smile.  ‘And now I am going to insist that we go home and continue
this disagreement in private.’


Delphine’s stubborn expression
instantly melted and she giggled, earning her disgusted looks from three of her
brothers and a smile from Cassius.  


‘Goodnight Delphine.’
 Fabian said softly. 


‘Night!’  She called back
over her shoulder, already half-way out of the door.


‘Ah, brother, we have a long ride
ahead of us.’  Xerxes reluctantly stood up and stretched.  


‘You’re both welcome to stay.’
 Mistral offered.  ‘Cassius and Marcus can share and you can have
Marcus’ room.’


‘Is there more than one
bed?’  Brutus asked dubiously.


Mistral laughed, ‘Relax Brutus,
Xerxes won’t be whispering sweet nothings in your ear in the middle of the
night ... there’s two single beds in Marcus’ room.’


Brutus promptly beamed, ‘In that
case we’d be delighted to accept your hospitality!’


‘Talking of hospitality, I think
it’s time to sample some in The Cloak.’  Xerxes said and walked across the
room to collect his jerkin from the back of the sofa.


‘And question the charming
landlord on his hopefully imminent retirement plans.’  Brutus added with a
grin.


‘Hold up!’  


‘We’ll come with you!’


Samson and Fabian leapt to their
feet and hurried after them.


Mistral watched the door close
behind her sons and sighed, knowing they wouldn’t be back for hours once the
ale and the stories started to flow.


‘I’ll take Marcus up.’
 Cassius said and quietly rose to his feet with his youngest brother
draped fast asleep over his shoulder.  


‘Brother, we should go.  I
am sure Mage De Winter and Mistral have much to discuss.’  


Phantasm and his brother both nodded
politely to Fabian then thanked Mistral for dinner and walked out into the
sultry night, closing the door softly behind them. 


 Left alone in the suddenly
quiet house, Fabian looked across the table at Mistral.  She was staring
off into space, the misty quality of her gaze telling him that she was
elsewhere.  Reaching over to take her hand, he pulled her gently back to
be in the same room as him.  


‘Who do you See?’  He asked
quietly.


Mistral blinked and heaved a deep
sigh, ‘Our sons.’


‘Hmm, since Marcus and Cassius
are still in the house, I can only assume that you mean Fabian and Samson.’


Mistral gazed unhappily down at
the empty pudding bowl on the table in front of her, ‘They want one of the
werewolf Contracts, but quite fancy the idea of having a go at the giant ... so
do Xerxes and Brutus ... and Cassius wants to take the Contract on Golden ...
as do Phantom and Phantasm, oh, and Delphine has made a secret pledge to take
it too and prove us all wrong –’


‘My, you have been busy.’
 Fabian murmured.  Rising quietly he walked around to stand before
her, gently lifting her chin with one finger to meet his gaze.  ‘Forget
Golden for tonight.  Forget our boys’ ambitious plans and Delphine’s rash
promises to ease her hurt pride and just be mine for the next few hours.’


Holding her eyes with his, Fabian
led her over to one of the sofas and pulled her gently down beside him. 
She immediately curled up against him, not speaking but listening to the
muffled sounds of Cassius settling Marcus and the louder protesting creak of
bedsprings as Prospero leapt onto their bed. 


‘I am sorry Fabian,’ she
whispered after a few moments.


‘Oh?  What for?  Dinner
was excellent,’ he smiled, absently stroking her hair with one hand, the other
holding her close.


‘For the things I say when Golden
takes over my mind.’


‘I know you’re just repeating
another’s words Mistral.  It’s not real.’


Mistral looked up at him, the
tension in his jaw belying his softly spoken words, ‘Just because it isn’t real
doesn’t make it hurt less.  I know Fabian.  Golden made me watch you
betray me over and over ... and I knew it wasn’t you, but it still cut me to
ribbons every time.’


Fabian sighed deeply and looked
down at her, his eyes filled with dark emotion, ‘I am a fool Mistral.  I
allow what is not real to cloud my judgement.’


Mistral frowned, ‘What do you
mean?’ 


Fabian let out an angry breath,
‘I mean that I am jealous.  And it is both pointless and distracting.’


Mistral suddenly smiled and
reached up to trace the contours of his face, the rough touch of his unshaven
jaw giving way to his cheekbones, hard beneath the smoothness of his skin,
‘Tell me how I can ease your jealousy.’


A light flared in the night of
his eyes and the faintest hint of a smile touched one corner of his mouth, but
his aura ... his aura exploded into flames of ruby and gold then a sparkling
rainbow arced across the scorching inferno, making her laugh.


‘I think you know,’ he
growled.   


In his bedroom upstairs, Cassius
sighed and seriously considered climbing out of the window to avoid having to
walk past his parents to get to The Cloak and Dagger when a loud hammering on
the front door made him jump and sent Prospero flying down the stairs with a
bark.  Rising to his feet, Cassius stole from his bedroom and paused at
the top of the stairs, listening to his father open the door and exclaim in
surprise at who he saw there. 


‘Lucien!  What is it?’ 
Fabian frowned at the sight of one of Gemma’s stableboys, white-faced and out
of breath on his doorstep. 


‘It’s Gemma!  Samson sent
me!  She fell and ... and I – I think the baby’s coming!’


‘Cassius!’  Mistral leapt to
her feet and reached for her jerkin, issuing instructions before her son had
appeared at the bottom of the stairs.  ‘Look after Marcus!  I’m going
to fetch Delphine and Cain!  We’re going to Brintor!’


‘Can you take tomorrow morning’s
training session?’  Fabian asked quickly as Mistral rushed out past him
into the street with Prospero bounding after her. 


Cassius nodded once, and they
were gone, leaving the door swinging open to reveal a smattering of stars in a
cloudy night sky.    


Fabian and Lucien ran to the
stables to prepare their horses while Mistral hammered repeatedly on Cain’s
shop door until a window finally opened in the flat above and Cain appeared,
tousle haired and shirtless.


‘What?’  


‘It’s Gemma!’


Cain instantly vanished, leaving
Mistral waiting impatiently on the doorstep to his shop until he and Delphine
appeared a few minutes later.


‘Right, I’ve got my full
kit.’  Cain muttered and rummaged through his saddlebag while Delphine
locked the shop door behind them.  He suddenly turned to look at Mistral,
‘Can you See her?’


Mistral gave a terse nod, her
expression tightly controlled, ‘She’s in labour.’


‘Damn it!  She’s early
–’  


‘Can you See the baby?’ 
Delphine asked breathlessly while they began to run as quickly as Mistral’s
pregnancy would let them. 


Mistral shook her head, pressing
a hand to her side to ease the stitch, ‘Gemma’s panic is blotting everything
out.’  


They reached the stables to find
Fabian holding all four horses.  Wordlessly passing Cain his and
Delphine’s, he led Cirrus and Spirit over to the mounting block to help Mistral
into the saddle.


‘Please ... be careful
Mistral.’  


Mistral settled herself into the
saddle and gathered up the reins before turning to him, seeing in his eyes
anxiety for her battling with the urge to help his oldest friend, ‘I promise
... but, um, Fabian?’  


He said nothing but continued to
gaze at her with unwavering intensity. 


‘We need to get there as fast as
we can.’


His expression hardened but he
nodded and turned to mutter quietly to Lucien, Delphine, and Cain, telling them
curtly what he was going to do.  Lucien gave a jerky nod while Cain
murmured his agreement, but Delphine merely stared at him with wide eyes. 
It would be the first time she had ever seen her father cast.  


Fabian ordered them to gather in
a close circle around him, the jingling of bits and the creak of leather from
the fidgeting horses the only sounds to break the tense
silence.  Delphine watched her father close his eyes and draw in a
deep breath, her wide eyes staring in fearful fascination.  There was no
sound or physical indication of what he was doing, but Delphine could see a
small furrow of concentration crease the skin between his eyebrows.  A
light wind whirled around them, bringing with it not the warm scents of a
summer’s night, but the acrid reek of ozone.  The breeze slowly faded and
they all looked expectantly at Fabian but he remained silent and still, his
head bowed in intense concentration.  


Without warning the breeze
returned, whipping around them with renewed force, startling the horses with
its abruptness.  It spun faster and faster until they were trapped in the
centre of a completely soundless whirlwind and then, just as suddenly, it was
gone.


‘It is cast.’  Fabian raised
his head, opening his eyes to gaze beyond them, to the path leading up to the
North Gate.  ‘We will feel its effects once we leave the Valley.  I
will not defile the sanctuary of the Ri with sorcery.’


Mistral waited quietly until he
had mounted Spirit then rode up alongside him, not speaking but offering him
support through her closeness.  She alone knew how much it took to
compromise a lifetime of principled denial and use the force that lived within
him. 


They rode out of the North Gate
at a canter, breaking into a gallop once they reached the wide meadows. 
Intermittent shafts of moonlight appeared from behind the black clouds, casting
a flat grey light over the rain-soaked grass, then suddenly, everything
accelerated as the spell Fabian cast took hold.  


Lucien stared around at the
disorientating sight of the landscape rushing past and gave a small gasp of
fear then fell silent and stared rigidly at his horse’s ears.


‘Cain!’  Mistral shouted
over the rushing wind and jerked her head in Lucien’s direction.  


Cain nodded and urged his mare
over to ride alongside, listening in while Mistral began to question Lucien on
the events leading up to Gemma going into early labour.


‘Lucien?’


Lucien jerked his head around to
stare at her, his eyes wide with fear. 


‘You said Gemma fell.  Tell
me what happened.’


He gave another jerky nod and
swallowed, ‘Gemma was in the kitchen ... cooking for her and Samson ... he’d
just got back from the Festival ... but then she came out to watch me and Ralph
school a new horse.  He’s not been broken long and Gemma wanted to see how
he was coming on.  We went out the back, to the sand school behind the
stables.  There’s not a lot there, just the school and then the mountains
beyond ... it – it was getting late, we should’ve stopped, but we wanted to
show Gemma how he’d come on ... only, he started playing up, so Ralph went to
fetch a set of side-reins ... then suddenly this manticore appeared in the school! 
It must’ve come down from the mountains in search of food and smelt the horse
... he was pretty hot and sweaty by then ... Gemma went mental!  Shouting
and throwing anything she could lay her hands on at the manticore –’


‘Owner’s a good payer, huh?’ 
Mistral’s lip twitched in a rueful smile. 


‘Oh yes, one of her best!’ 
Lucien nodded wildly.  ‘She hit the manticore with an empty bucket and it
didn’t seem to like it because the next thing we know it was running away ...
but the horse was going ballistic by this time and Gemma tried to calm it down,
only he wasn’t having any of it and – and –’


‘And what Lucien?’  Mistral
prompted urgently.


‘And I lost control of him and he
barged her!  She fell and – and –’ Lucien clutched his hands to his
face to hide his guilt. 


Mistral nodded and reached over
to pat his arm consolingly, ‘Don’t worry Lucien.  We’re on our way
now.  It wasn’t your fault.  These things happen.’


‘Only rather a lot to Gemma.’
 Cain added under his breath.  


They rode without speaking until
Brintor appeared before them, silent and still beneath a gleam of silver
moonlight.  When they entered the outskirts of the market town the spell
began to fade.  The houses streaming past steadily slowed to match the
pace of their horses’ strides.  Mistral rode beside Fabian along the empty
streets, past darkened windows and paddocks of sleeping horses, seeing out
through Gemma’s pain-filled gaze into Samson’s face, feeling her panic and
powerless to help until they reached her.  Hoofbeats became heartbeats,
the shortened breaths of spent horses the ragged breathing of a woman in
labour, terrified that this would be the next child she lost.  Submerged
in Gemma’s fear, it wasn’t until she felt Fabian’s hands reach up to help her
down from the saddle that Mistral realised they had arrived.   


Lucien and Fabian led their
horses away, leaving Mistral suddenly standing outside Gemma’s house with Cain
and Delphine waiting expectantly beside her.


‘Come on Mistral!’  Cain
hissed sharply.  ‘Show us where to go!’


‘Oh, yes.’  Mistral shook
her head to clear the image of Samson’s agonised face and walked quickly into
the porch and grabbed the iron knocker, letting it fall heavily down onto the
wooden door with an echoing thud.


Running feet instantly followed
and the door was flung open with an exclamation of relief by Samson, ‘Oh thank
the stars!  You’re here!  Quick!  This way!’


The polished stone floors rang to
the sound of their booted steps, running after Samson down the darkened hallway
to the open door at the end where light spilled out and the gasping breathing
of someone in pain could be heard.  Mistral followed Cain into the room
and froze at the sight before her eyes.  Despite having given birth to
five children, Mistral had never actually seen anyone in labour before and
stared in horror at Gemma.  She was sat in the middle of the bed, back
arched in pain and fingers clawing desperately at the bedsheets, her face an
unrecognisable mask of terrified agony. 


Samson waved a hand helplessly
towards her then turned to Mistral, his eyes desperate, ‘I don’t know what to
do!’


‘Samson?’  Delphine grasped
his hand and pulled him towards the door.  ‘I think we could all do with a
drink and something to eat.  Can you show me where the kitchen is?’


‘Gemma?’  Cain was instantly
professional, setting his saddlebag on floor and sitting onto the bed beside
her.  ‘Look at me ... can you hear me?  Good.  Now ... watch me
breathe ... copy me ... well done ... and again ... now, tell me when you feel
a contraction ... that’s right ... count with me –’


Mistral listened to the familiar
words she’d heard Cain say to her and felt calmness gradually take over. 
Walking quietly over to the other side of the bed she sat down and took Gemma’s
hand, methodically counting the seconds between each crushing grip and
murmuring the count to Cain.  


‘Good.  She’s close –’


In the kitchen Samson paced
restlessly, watched by Fabian sat at the table where the plate of food Delphine
had made sat untouched.  She had gone, returning to the bedroom and
gently, but firmly closing the door in Samson’s face, leaving him to his silent
torment.  


Fabian didn’t even attempt to
speak.  He had been in Samson’s place many times and knew there were no
words that would even offer the slightest grain of comfort.  Samson abruptly
halted at the sound of another cry then stiffened.  It was different to
the cries of pain that had sent him running wild-eyed into the hallway every
time.  This was the needy cry of a newborn.  He spun around to stare
at Fabian who merely smiled and nodded.


The bedroom door slammed open and
Samson burst through, his frantic gaze falling upon Gemma, exhausted and pale,
but the expression on her face as she gazed at the baby cradled in her arms was
one of pure joy.


‘Congratulations Samson. 
You have a perfectly healthy baby girl.’  Cain smiled and moved out of the
way to allow Samson to enter the room.


‘I do?’


‘Yes, you do.’  Gemma looked
up at him and frowned.  ‘Are you going to stand there all night, or are
you going to come over here and meet her?  The poor girl’s got your eyes
–’











Deathly Silence 





Relaxing in the warmth of Gemma’s
candlelit kitchen with a well-earned glass of beer, Mistral watched Samson,
Fabian and Cain share another toast to the new baby.  Gemma was asleep with
Delphine sat at the end of her bed, fulfilling her promise to watch over her so
longed for baby.  Away from his wife’s watchful gaze, Cain was typically
living up to his name.


‘Try this one –’


‘To my Samsara!’  Samson
roared and threw back a shot of something Cain refused to divulge the
ingredients of.  ‘Ah, a song!’  Samson cried once he’d stopped
choking.  ‘Any requests?’  He asked, gazing around unfocusedly at his
guests  


‘The Ballad of the Two Knights.’
 Mistral replied without thinking, then blushed when Fabian smiled.


Samson nodded, his expression
suddenly serious, ‘I will sing that for you Lady De Winter.  As the
godmother of my daughter and the wife of my oldest and truest friend, I feel
that any request you make of me cannot be denied.’  


He loped towards her, staggering
slightly.  Mistral quickly swung her feet off the stool in front of her in
case she suddenly needed to leap up to avoid him falling on her.  Instead
of collapsing, Samson dropped to his knees and gazed sincerely at her pregnant
belly as he began to sing.


‘Twas a summer’s night, softer than any
before,                                                                                        



That the knightly brothers
first spied their true amore,’


‘What’s he doing?’  Mistral mouthed
while Samson continued to sing to her belly, seemingly oblivious to her
confused reaction.


‘Singing to your daughter
Mistral.’  Cain replied with a grin.  ‘I’ve told you before that your
babies can hear outside sounds.  Samson said he sang to Samsara every time
he was home so that she would already know the sound of his voice when she was
born, and he’s doing the same to your daughter.’


Mistral’s lips formed a silent
“oh” then she tried to hide her embarrassment while Samson continued to sing
the haunting ballad to her unborn baby.  When Samson finally finished
Mistral quickly muttered something about needing to check on Gemma and fled
from the room, leaving Cain laughing softly into his drink and passing Samson
another tumbler of one of his home-brewed liquors.


‘To your health my friend.’
 Samson toasted Fabian and tilted the glass to his lips, draining the
contents with a grimace.  ‘Damn Cain!  Despite the fact that my whole
mouth has gone numb, that still tastes foul.’


‘I agree it’s a bit feisty.’  Cain
grinned lopsidedly.  ‘But it does have rather a pleasant effect. 
Another?’


‘Oh yes.’


Cain bent and rummaged in his
saddlebag, muttering under his breath while he searched for more liquor, ‘Drat
it!  I packed the other gourd in Delphine’s saddlebag ... I’ll just go and
get it –’


Samson watched Cain walk
unsteadily from the room then exhaled a long sigh and leaned back against the
counter where Fabian was resting, ‘I’m a father!  I can’t believe it!’
 He laughed and shook his head wonderingly.


Fabian gave a small smile, ‘You
will be an excellent father Samson.’  


‘Well, I’ll try ... and maybe
Gemma’ll marry me now.’  Samson chuckled quietly to himself.


Fabian didn’t respond but stared
broodingly at the door Mistral had walked out of.


Samson studied his old friend for
a moment then frowned, ‘What troubles you brother?  I see a darkness in
your eyes that I thought vanquished when you met Mistral.’


Fabian continued to stare at the
darkened doorway for a moment longer then switched his black gaze to meet Samson’s,
‘Yes.  I feel the coldness growing inside me again.  And I do not
know how long I can withstand it.’


Samson said nothing but watched
Fabian’s face closely.  He knew him well enough not to question him
further.  


After a long moment Fabian spoke
again, his voice flat and lifeless, ‘You know of the fallen god that has been
brought to the Isle by Golden?’


‘Yes, I know of Onieroi and the
Rochforte whore.’  Samson said then frowned.  ‘Hasn’t Leo put out a
Contract on her life?’


Fabian nodded tersely, ‘But it
has not been taken up, despite the huge value Leo put on it. 
Assassinations on women are unpopular and due to the sensitive nature of
Contract, Onieroi’s connection has been omitted, leaving the details
suspiciously thin.  For those that know of Leo’s history it merely looks
as though he wants an ex-lover eradicated for fear of causing embarrassment to
him as the Divinus of the Ri.


‘She and Mistral have a
history.’  Fabian continued in a hard voice.  ‘Twice now I have
failed Mistral with that woman!  I should have killed Golden when I last
had the chance!  But I let her go ... I thought her crushed ... yet she
has returned, and the threat she has brought with her is so significant that
Sight has forced a connection between Golden and Mistral that takes her over
completely.’


Samson watched Fabian.  His
face was expressionless; the words he spoke delivered with little infliction,
but his eyes burned with an intensity that Samson knew of
old.    


‘The connection is mercifully
infrequent.  Onieroi is holding Golden under his power and only awakens
her to be nourished from her worship.  But the moment she is conscious
Mistral becomes her mirror, reflecting her actions and repeating her
words.’  Fabian stopped, his lip suddenly twisting into a silent
snarl.  ‘And I cannot bear it Samson!  To see my wife, the mother of
my children, at the mercy of Golden!  Forced to repeat her sick obsession
with Onieroi!  It is almost more than I can take!’


‘It’s not Mistral’s fault
brother!’  Samson said quickly, alarmed by the black fury in Fabian’s
eyes.


‘I know that!’  Fabian
snapped.  ‘She is not even aware of it!  It is me who is at
fault!  I see the looks on the faces of those she is repeating Golden’s
words of love to!  Oh!  They try to hide it!  But who could not wish
to be so adored?’  Fabian suddenly stopped and drew in a deep
breath.  When he spoke again, his voice had lost its anger and taken on a
coldness that was far more dangerous.  ‘There is a jealousy in me I can
barely control.  And I fear that it will drive me to do something I cannot
undo.’


Samson raised an eyebrow, ‘Who
has born witness to Mistral’s visions?’


‘Phantasm ... and tonight,
Xerxes.’


‘Phantasm is like blood to her,
but Xerxes?’  Samson gave a harsh laugh.  ‘I am surprised he still
lives!’   


‘He nearly didn’t brother. 
It took all I had not to end his life ... and I do not think that I can find it
in myself to stop the next time Golden takes her over.’


‘Might upset Mistral a bit if you
off all her brothers.’  Samson mused, his wry humour covering a deeper
fear.


‘You are wrong.  She insists
still on feeling guilt over Saul’s death, and I am certain that should I slay
one of her brothers in a fit of jealous rage, Mistral would not see me as being
at fault, but blame herself as the cause.’


‘Then the answer is
simple!’  Samson banged a hand down onto the counter.  ‘We must kill
Golden!’  


‘No brother.’  Fabian shook
his head slowly.  ‘You must stay with Gemma and I must do what I should
have done years ago.  I only hope that Mistral will forgive me.’


‘For killing Golden?’


Fabian gave a bitter laugh, ‘No,
for leaving her again.’ 


‘When do you plan to go?’ 
Samson asked quickly when the sound of footsteps and voices in the hallway told
them that Cain and Mistral were returning.


‘I have already left it too
long.  I will leave at first light.’  He suddenly turned to Samson,
his expression urgent.  ‘And that is also why I do not wish you to
accompany me.  The twins are not here to restrain her – forgive me for
asking this of you Samson, but can you prevent her from following me?  I
will stop at the Valley and send the twins on to take her home.  You
should only have to keep her here for a couple of hours before they arrive.’


Samson nodded, ‘I swear to you
that she will not go anywhere until they come for her.’


 


A figure began to emerge through
the soft veil of mist, walking towards her with long strides.  The easy
smile and warm brown eyes of the brother she hadn’t seen alive for over five
years were so achingly familiar it was as though he had merely left the room
for something and was walking back in. 


‘Saul.’  Mistral smiled at
the ghost before her.


His smile deepened and he opened
his mouth to speak but no words came out.  Mistral watched his lips moving
soundlessly and frowned, trying to read them.  


‘I can’t hear you brother ...
speak up –’


Saul shook his head, his
expression becoming frustrated.  He repeated the words to her more slowly.


‘It’s no good Saul.’
 Mistral frowned and shook her head.  ‘I can’t make out what you’re
saying ... and I can’t hear your thoughts either.  You’re going to have to
try harder!’  


She watched Saul draw in a deep
breath and give her the exasperated look she had seen him wear so many times
that she suddenly wanted to cry.  His lips moved again, forming words that
for some reason she just couldn’t grasp.  She tried to move closer, but
something was holding her back, leaving her staring in frustration at the words
she could neither hear, nor read. 


‘What is it with you and silences
brother?’  Mistral finally demanded.  ‘Last time you showed up you
warned me to beware of the silences in my life, and now you won’t even
speak!  Well thank you very much for being so damned cryptic!  When
I’m dead, remind me to show up in your eternal sleep and bug you with riddles!’


Saul rolled his eyes and heaved a
mute sigh.  Fixing her with a hard look he opened his mouth and repeated
for the fourth time the words she couldn’t comprehend.  It was as though
he were speaking in an unknown tongue, none of the words he formed seemed to
fit any language she knew.


‘Wait!’  She suddenly
cried.  ‘I think I got one!  Say it again –’


Saul gave her a “finally” look
and said the silent words again, but this time there was a voice to go with
them.  A voice she heard every moment of her existence.  It was
Fabian’s voice.


‘Forgive me, my love.’


Mistral woke with a cry in the
dark bedroom at Gemma’s house and instantly knew that she was alone. 
Fabian had left her. 


‘Damn you De Winter!’  


Muttering angrily under her
breath, Mistral threw back the bedsheet and swung her legs out of bed.  By
the time she had dragged on her clothes and yanked her boots onto her feet, she
was completely lost in Fabian’s thoughts and could see the starless predawn sky
stretching above him.  He had cast over himself and was galloping away
with unnatural speed to prevent her from being able to catch him up.


‘Oh I will catch you up,’ she
promised darkly.  ‘And when I do, you had better pray for deafness,
because I am going to have more than a few words to say!’


‘And “good morning” should be two
of them.’


Mistral spun around with a
startled cry to see Samson leaning against the doorframe of the open bedroom
door.


‘Samson!  Oh!  I knew
it!  You two have been plotting again, haven’t you?’


‘No Mistral.  Fabian merely
asked that I keep you safe here until your escort arrives.’


Mistral’s eyes grew vague again,
one hand resting over her baby, the other on the hilt of her dagger, ‘So ...
the twins are coming for me,’ she sighed.  ‘I See Fabian ... he travels
hard ... my talk of caves makes him think of the Black Cliffs ... they are on
the eastern side of the Isle.  He believes that is where Onieroi came
ashore from Greece.  Ah, he thinks of Golden ... his thoughts grew cold
... he is my assassin once more –’ her eyes abruptly snapped back into
focus, glowing with a wild light.  ‘I must go to him!’


Samson stood upright, blocking
her exit, ‘No Mistral.  You must do what he wishes and remain here until
the twins come for you.’  


‘Get out of my way Samson!’


‘No.’


‘Damn it Samson!  Don’t make
me kill you!’


Samson laughed, ‘You won’t kill
me Mistral.  I’ve owned horses with worse tempers than yours.’


‘Want a bet?’  Mistral
snarled and drew her dagger.


Samson’s grin faded.  His
scarred face became impassive, only his eyes moved, following her while she
stalked towards him, cold fury emanating from every fibre of her being. 
He was no longer a friend or Cassius’ godfather, but an obstacle between her
and Fabian.  ‘Would you make your goddaughter fatherless?’  He
demanded softly.


Mistral ignored him and moved
closer, her dagger held ready to strike.


‘Kill me and you make Gemma a
widow.’  Samson warned. 


‘You’re not married!’ 
Mistral snapped.


‘Actually, she finally agreed to
marry me last night.’


‘What?’  Mistral was too
surprised to resist when he suddenly rushed forward and pulled the dagger from
her grasp, swiftly tugging her other arm behind her back to prevent her from
pulling another dagger from her boots.  ‘Damn it Samson!  Let me
go!’  Mistral yelled and struggled against his grip.


‘No Mistral.  I
cannot.  I promised Fabian I would keep you from following him.’


‘But I have to go!’  Her
voice broke, the anger giving way to the bleakness she always felt whenever
Fabian left her, and then she was crying, turning to bury her face in Samson’s
shirt and sob while he did his best to soothe her and silently will the twins
to get there soon.


By the time the twins arrived
Mistral had sunk into a sullen silence and was refusing to move or speak.


‘How long has she been like
that?’  Phantasm asked, eyeing Mistral’s blank face while she lay curled
in the middle of the unmade bed.


‘About an hour.’  Samson
replied. 


‘I see.  Anything else I
should know?’


Samson shrugged, ‘Only that she
tried to kill me then cried a bit.’


Phantasm nodded grimly, ‘All
perfectly normal.’


In the kitchen Phantom was
rocking Samsara in his arms and singing to her while Delphine and Gemma made
breakfast.


‘He used to sing that to me.’
 Delphine whispered.  ‘I loved it.  I sing it to Marcus when he
can’t sleep.’ 


‘She’s beautiful Gemma.’
 Phantom said and gently caressed the sleeping baby’s face with a
fingertip. 


‘She’s all Samson, so I doubt
that very much.’  Gemma replied with a sigh. 


‘No.  I see you too,’ he
smiled down at the rosy-cheeked baby.  ‘And I think that by the time she
is grown the De Winter boys will be fighting over her.’


‘Don’t make me a grandmother yet
Phantom!’  Gemma chided with a laugh.  ‘It’s taken me most of my life
to become a mother!’


Phantom laughed and moved over to
look out of the open window at the stableyard where Lucien and Ralph were
mucking out.  He watched Cirrus’ dark head weaving bad-temperedly,
snapping at the two stableboys.  He heaved a sigh, knowing they had the
wearying task of restraining the horse’s equally difficult owner until her Mage
returned.  


In the bedroom Samson had left
Phantasm alone with Mistral.  She lay on the bed, curled in a ball of
misery, unseeing and unhearing.


‘Mistral?’  


When no reply was forthcoming Phantasm
sighed and sat down beside her, reaching out to take one unresponsive hand in
his, ‘I know you can hear me.  He hasn’t left you forever.  He will
be back.  And in the meantime I will keep you company.  Is that so
bad?’


Mistral gave a short laugh, her
unfocussed gaze drifting back to meet his, ‘Worse.’


Phantasm smiled, ‘Now you’re just
being spiteful.’


‘Why has he gone without
me?’  Mistral whispered, her dark eyes filling with tears once more.


‘To keep you safe Mistral.’ 
Phantasm replied quietly.  ‘You and his unborn child.’  


‘But I should be with him! 
I can See Golden and tell him where to look!’


‘You know we can tell Mage De
Winter what you See.  He needs to do this alone.’


Mistral slowly sat up, accepting
the comforting arm Phantasm placed around her when he slid across the bed to
sit next to her, ‘I know,’ she sighed.  ‘I’ve been listening to him since
Saul tried to tell me he’d gone.’  She paused and frowned.  ‘At least
I think that’s what Saul was trying to tell me ... I couldn’t actually hear
him.’


Phantasm turned to her, his green
eyes troubled, ‘Mistral.  You’re not making much sense.  You Saw Saul
in a dream?’


‘Yes.’  Mistral admitted and
fidgeted unhappily with a corner of the bedsheet.  ‘Actually, it’s the
second time I’ve seen him this year, and both times it was weird.’


‘And how could seeing the dead be
described as anything but “weird”?’  


Mistral laughed hollowly, ‘I
know.  But this was odder than usual, like ... oh I don’t know ... like he
was trying to tell me something, but couldn’t.’


‘What was he trying to tell
you?’  Phantasm asked quietly.


Mistral shrugged and stared
blankly at the crumpled bedsheet between her fingers, ‘That’s just it brother,
I don’t know.  He was trying to tell me something, but I couldn’t hear him
... and I couldn’t read the words on his lips or hear the thoughts in his mind
... it was like he was behind a sheet of glass and all I could do was watch.’


‘Wait, you said it was the second
time you’d seen him.  Was it the same the first time?’


‘No.’ Mistral shook her
head.  ‘He told me to beware of the silences in my life.’


‘What?’


‘Exactly.  I didn’t get it
either.  And the next time he showed up he didn’t speak at all!  I’m
beginning to think that the dead have a warped sense of humour.’


‘When is silence dangerous?’ 
Phantasm mused with a frown.  


‘Don’t know.’  Mistral
sighed.  ‘Personally, it’s something I crave most of the time and never
seem to get.  Why should I beware of it?  Am I going to go deaf or
something?’


‘Only if that continues.’
 Phantom muttered, wincing at the onset of Samsara’s wailing demands to be
fed.  ‘Your babies never do that!’


‘No, but only because I have the
ability to hear their thoughts and know when they’re getting hungry, rather
than having to wait and be told, like normal mothers.’


‘Then thank heavens for you being
abnormal.’  Phantasm laughed and turned to plant a kiss on the top of her
hair.  ‘Come on, take me to meet your goddaughter, then I think we should
return to the Valley.  Cassius is taking the apprentices this morning, but
I’m sure they’ll be missing your softly spoken words of encouragement.’


The next few days passed with
unbearable slowness for Mistral.  Delphine had remained at Gemma’s house
to help her settle into the routine of caring for a newborn and wouldn’t be
back until the weekend, for which Mistral was relieved.  Delphine
definitely fell into the Serenity school of thinking when it came to “talking
about things”, whereas Mistral much preferred silent purgatory, or, as Phantom
more aptly termed it, “sulking”.  


Without being asked, the twins
promptly moved into her and Fabian’s house, taking Marcus’ room and assuming
the role of shoulder to cry on and buffer for her violent outbursts of
frustrated anger.  Mistral’s days were filled with teaching the apprentices,
her stony expression uninviting of any questions as to the whereabouts of their
suddenly absent Training Captain.  Cassius assisted her when his
commitments as the Ri’s Seer permitted, other times Grendel would step in, no
doubt asked to by the twins to make sure she stayed put in the Valley. 
Mistral accepted his presence with a disinterested shrug, secretly relieved it
wasn’t Cain or one of the twins.  Grendel was good company, when company
was the last thing you wanted.


Cassius spoke little to her but
she felt his constant presence in her thoughts, listening for any indications
that she was about to abscond and flee to Fabian’s side; of which she thought
with monotonous regularity.  Then her silent gaoler would speak in her
mind to have the same conversation they shared roughly a dozen times a day. 


Stay put mother.  He will
be back soon.  When has father ever failed you?


Right now by not letting me go
with him!  Damn him!


Cassius would abruptly switch tactics,
distracting her with the same question he invariably asked, Tell me where he
is now.


See for yourself!


Ah, but I cannot mother
because I am reading you and my gift only permits me to read one person at a
time.  Tell me what he is doing.


Despite knowing that it was a
blatant play on her emotions, Mistral could never resist and would relay to her
son Fabian’s whereabouts, He crossed the ford at the Amber River last night
and is riding along the eastern edge of the High Moors.  The Black Cliffs
are less than a day’s ride now.  Oh Cassius!  I should be with
him!  He shouldn’t be on his own!  


It was a Contract for one
person mother, not a group, and father prefers working alone.


Damn Leo for letting him take
that Contract ...Damn Fabian for taking it!  That’s it!  I’m going – 


No you are not.  Clovis
knows you are forbidden from taking any horses out until father is back. 
How are you going to get there?  Will you walk?


If I have to!


Mother ... should that
apprentice really be aiming for Grendel?


What?  Oh!  


And so the conversation would go,
always circling back to Mistral’s frustration at being trapped in the Valley
and her anxiety for Fabian.  She read Fabian constantly, yet always kept a
couple of strands of Sight locked firmly into the minds of her twin sons,
monitoring their plans to try and land one of the werewolf Contracts.  


The Contracts Mage Grapple had
issued on the werewolves and the giant had proved so popular that a lottery was
being held amongst the three Agencies.  The closing date for warriors to
submit their names was that evening, and Mistral’s twin boys had spent most of
the day muttering together in the corner of the Training Arena, furiously
scheming how they could enter.  Since they were still apprentices, neither
could sign up with any of the Agencies, meaning they were not eligible to enter
the lottery.  However, this small fact didn’t seem to deter them from
wanting to try.  Letting Grendel deal with the apprentice who had just
tried to shoot him with an arrow and somehow managed to miss, Mistral listened
with a sigh to her boys’ current favourite plan to enter themselves as their
namesakes.


‘So I’ll miss off my last name
and just put “Samson” on my slip and get Cain to drop it into Bragg and Napier,
that’s who Samson’s with ... and you put “Fabian De Winter” and get Cain to put
it into Fortes and English.’


‘Perfect!  Oh, hang on
... does father call himself “Mage De Winter” or “Fabian De Winter”?’


‘Fabian.  He hates the
Mage bit.’


‘Even better!  That way
I’m not lying at all!’


‘I know!’  Samson
chuckled smugly.  ‘And now for the final piece of our master plan.’


‘Hmm, our godfathers.’ 
Fabian sighed and looked thoughtfully at his twin.  ‘How exactly are we
going to persuade Phantom and Phantasm to influence the draw?’


‘Not sure yet.’  Samson
frowned.  ‘Blackmail’s always a good one ... do we know anything we
shouldn’t about them?’


‘No.  Damn it. 
They’re the image of respectability ... maybe we could start a rumour though –’


‘Oh yes!  How about –’


‘How about you concentrate on my
training session and try not to be expelled from the Valley for plotting to
blacken the names of Magnate members?’  Mistral snapped at them and was
mildly gratified when they both jumped and sent arrows flying wildly at the
target, her gratification instantly becoming irritation when both arrows hit
the centre with one neatly splicing the other in two. 


‘Show-offs,’ she growled and
stalked away to shout at another apprentice. 


Every evening after Mistral had
cooked dinner for her family and the twins she would sit in the kitchen staring
vacantly out of the open door into the backyard.  Her boys would vanish to
The Cloak and Phantom would read stories to Marcus from the book she had given
him for his birthday, but Mistral heard not the tales of love and tragedy but
the whispered thoughts of her Mage.  Mistral longed for the closeness she
felt when she was in his thoughts, but her brief happiness was always tempered
by the raw pain of separation when she was forced to drag her mind back to the
darkening kitchen and the pile of washing up in the sink.


By Friday Mistral felt like the
ticking clock on the kitchen wall, existing with cold mechanical precision,
only marking time until her Mage returned.  Another meal sat untouched
before her while her family ate and talked of matters that should have
interested her, but didn’t.


‘Who got the giant one
then?’  Samson demanded, angrily stabbing his fork into a potato as though
wishing it were one of the lucky warriors.


‘Well, since it was a lottery,
quite a bizarre mix actually.  The five names drawn to fulfil the Contract
were Remir, Chester, Griffon, Bertram and, er, Erin.’


‘Who’s Erin?’  Fabian asked
grumpily, not noticing Phantom’s eyes flicker cautiously over to Mistral.


‘A female warrior.’


‘Obviously, with a name like that!’ 
Fabian snorted scathingly.  ‘Or a damned unlucky bloke!  Is she an
amazon then?’


‘Er, no.  Quite the opposite
end of the size scale actually.’


‘What?  A gnome?’ 
Fabian frowned.  ‘What use will she be on a giant hunt?’  


‘Oh, I don’t know.  They could
get her lie on the ground when it’s running at them and trip it up!’ 
Samson joked. 


‘Don’t be stupid Samson!’ 
Mistral snapped.  ‘Despite looking like a gnome that’s been beaten with
the ugly stick every day of its life, Erin’s actually got fairy blood and
she’ll probably kill the other five warriors before they even find the giant!’


‘Is she a bit volatile
then?’  Samson asked, just managing not to add “like you”.


‘No.  She’s a tart!’


‘I don’t get it.’  Fabian
said, looking non-plussed.  ‘If she’s not violent, what’s with the killing
them bit then?’


‘Leave it brother.’  Cassius
murmured and gave him a “I’ll explain later” look.  


‘Fine.’  Fabian
shrugged.  ‘Who got the five werewolf Contracts then?’


‘Ah, now you’ll be thrilled to
know that Xerxes and Brutus have made a brief escape from retirement to snatch
one apiece.’


‘Oh I smell a rat there!’ 
Samson cried bad-temperedly.  ‘How did they wangle that?’


‘I’m sure I have no idea.’
 Phantom smirked. 


Phantasm shot him a warning look,
‘Brother, Magnate members don’t gossip –’


‘Gossip about what?’  Samson
and Fabian demanded in unison.  


‘Eliza Bragg has gambling debts
with Xerxes.’  Cassius explained wearily. 


‘Damn!  That’s a handy
person to have in your pocket!’


‘Hmm, and of the other three
Contracts, one was awarded to Aaron, he’s a half-elf from the Dawn Forests,
very good with a bow, another to Jasper, he’s been around for years and, rather
surprisingly since he is currently out of the Valley on another Contract, Mage
De Winter’s name was drawn.’


‘What?  I got it?’ 
Fabian cried ecstatically.


‘No you didn’t, but nice try –
and I will be having a word with Cain about putting our name in.’ Phantasm
said sharply.  ‘Jareth is taking your place, not that you had a place
since you’re not Qualified, or did that slip your mind?’


‘Must’ve.’  Fabian muttered
sourly and returned his attention to his food to avoid his godfather’s glacial
look.


Mistral sighed and returned to
staring vacantly into space while her twin sons and Cassius began discussing
the best methods of bringing down a giant and Marcus clambered onto Phantom’s
knee to hear another story.  She was so deeply immersed in the mind of her
Mage that Prospero’s welcoming bark and the arrival of Delphine and Cain didn’t
disturb her.  


‘Has she been like that long?’ 
Delphine whispered to Phantasm when he took her cloak and hung it up.


‘Only since Monday.’
 Phantasm sighed.


Delphine quickly organised her
twin brothers into dealing with the mountain of washing up that was threatening
to take over every surface in the kitchen then sent her mother off for a long
hot bath followed by an early night.  Mistral didn’t argue, she was glad
of the chance to escape and be alone with Fabian’s thoughts.


‘Right.’  Phantasm addressed
them all as Mistral rose to her feet and made to leave the table. 
‘Tomorrow after training has finished we’re all going to the mountain house for
the weekend.  I feel a hunt is in order.’


‘Ah yes, killing stuff.  How
wonderful.’  Phantom wearily agreed to the one failsafe method of snapping
Mistral out of her doom and gloom, albeit only temporarily.  


 ‘Can I lead the
hunt?’  Marcus demanded excitedly.


‘Of course you can Marcus.’
 Mistral smiled.  ‘As long as Cassius doesn’t mind.  It’s his
rightful place as eldest son when your father’s not here.’


‘Oh, can I Cassius?’  Marcus
turned to gaze pleadingly at his older brother. 


‘Yes, but only if you sleep in
your own bed tonight and don’t sneak into mother’s.’  Cassius said with a
stern look.  ‘You’re getting too old for that now.’ 


Mistral’s smile faded.  She
didn’t mind Marcus wriggling in between her and Prospero every night.  His
bright chatter in the morning helped to vanquish the dark dreams that infested
her sleep each night.


Marcus considered seriously for a
moment then shrugged, ‘Suppose so then.’  


Resigning herself to a bath and
only Prospero’s snores to keep her company in the small hours, Mistral trudged
upstairs.


It was autumn in the forests of
Mistral’s dream.  Copper and russet leaves floated down through the crisp
air and littered the dark earth at her feet.  She was alone, and it was
bliss.  With no sounds to break the perfect stillness, Mistral closed her
eyes and breathed in the scents of leaf mould and cold air.  Slowly
opening her eyes she blinked in surprise to see Saul standing before her.


‘Oh, please no brother,’ she
groaned.  ‘Can’t I just have one night’s sleep without having nightmares
of Fabian dying or you showing up to do some obscure mime routine?’


Saul offered her an apologetic
smile and shook his head.  Pointing meaningfully to his mouth he began to
speak, and once again, there was no sound.


‘Not this again.’  Mistral
sighed.  ‘I can’t hear you brother!’


Saul clenched his fists and
raised his eyes up to the sky in an obvious effort to control his temper. 
Slowly drawing in a deep and utterly silent breath, he looked at her and began
to speak again with a more determined expression on his face.


Mistral wanted to scream. 
It was so frustrating.  Saul was obviously trying to tell her something,
but she had no idea what.  She studied the slow movement of his lips but
they seemed to distort as the words were formed, leaving her making wild
guesses as to what he was trying to say.


‘What was that about a
bear?’  She frowned, staring intently at his mouth.


He shook his head angrily and
tried again, but after several futile attempts Mistral’s apparent inability to
understand what he was trying to tell her began to try even the patience of the
dead and Saul lost his temper and resorted to shouting mutely at her.


‘Look Saul, it’s no good getting
angry because I can’t hear you!’  Mistral snapped.  ‘Why don’t you
write it down or something?’


Saul rolled his eyes and spread
his hands out in a helpless gesture.


‘Oh, can’t the dead write?’ 



Saul glared at her and clenched
his jaw.


‘Sorry.  No offense, I get
it.  You can’t hold things, you’re not corporeal.’  


Saul nodded and continued to
stare wordlessly at her, as though trying to will the words directly into her
mind.


‘Well, since you don’t appear to
be about to wander off and let me get some sleep, why don’t you try again.’
 Mistral eventually sighed.


Saul gave a short nod and
immediately launched into a repeat of his efforts to communicate with her.


‘Wait!  I saw that!’ 
Mistral suddenly cried.  ‘That ... you ... you said Fabian’s name!  I
saw the Winter part!  Oh!  Oh!  It’s Fabian isn’t it? 
Something’s happened to Fabian?’


Saul nodded his head then
immediately shook it when Mistral looked about to explode into hysterics.


‘What then?’  She demanded
frantically and forced herself to calm down and stare at Saul’s mouth framing
the words she couldn’t hear.  ‘A bear?  Fabian’s going to be savaged
by a bear?  Come off it Saul!’


Saul dropped his head into his
hands and shook his head.  


‘Not a bear then.  Something
like bear.  Snare?  He’s going to get trapped in a snare?’


Saul looked up sharply, his eyes
suddenly wide.


‘Snare?’  Mistral
repeated.  ‘A trap?  Damn!  Fabian’s going into a trap?’


Saul nodded and started to speak
again, his expression urgent, but Mistral wasn’t interested in the warnings of
the dead.  She was more concerned with the life of her husband, while he
still had one. 


With a gasp Mistral sat upright,
momentarily disorientated by the darkness of the bedroom after the bright
forests of her dream.  A low rumbling growl from the foot of her bed told
her that Prospero was awake.


‘Come on boy!  We’ve got to
go!’


Slipping from the bed Mistral
hastily threw on the first clothes that came to hand from the scattered items
lying on the floor.  Leaving her boots off, she hugged them to her chest
and padded barefooted down the stairs into the empty living room.  The
clock on the wall told her it was two in the morning.  She nodded to
herself; it was a good time to be setting out, there were still a couple of hours
till dawn, which was plenty of time for her to leave the Valley under cover of
darkness.


Pulling on her jerkin and
grabbing her saddlebag from the pile by the door, she quickly threw in some
food from the kitchen and a skin of water.  Finally, she sat down and
awkwardly pulled on her boots.  Unable to tie the laces because of the
swell of her pregnancy, she left them undone and stole quietly towards the
door.  Grabbing her crossbow and slinging it over her back with her
saddlebag, she reached out to unbolt the door.  The bolt rasped as she
slid it back, making her tense, but no sounds came from upstairs; the thoughts
of all who were asleep upstairs remained unaware, still dreaming.  


She opened the door and promptly
let out a shout of surprise that ruined all of her efforts at stealth and made
Prospero whine with fright.


‘What the hell are you two doing
here?’


The two centaurs stood on either
side of the stone steps leading up to her house gazed impassively back.


‘We have been ordered to guard
our Chieftain’s daughter.’  Storm replied in his ponderous voice.  


‘Oh what?  Come off it
Storm!  I’m married with five children!  I’ve never been Imperato’s daughter! 
It’s far too late for him to start pulling the father act now!’


Storm continued to regard her with
his deep, steady gaze, calmly swishing his long tail while she shouted at him. 


‘And you can both get off my
doorstep right now, thank you very much!’  She finished angrily, riled by
his superior silence. 


‘No we cannot.’  Storm
replied flatly.  ‘Our Chieftain ordered to remain on guard outside your
abode for the hours of darkness until Mage De Winter returns.’


‘Every night?’  Mistral
spluttered.  ‘You mean to say that you two have been stood like the Isle’s
scariest statues outside my door all week?’


‘Yes.’


It was Dravite who spoke this
time, the centaur she had treated at The Festival of the Arcane just after Saul
had died.


Saul.


Mistral’s dream came back to her
in a rush.  Desperate to be on her way, she made to shove past the
centaurs, ‘Look, I’d love to stay and chat but I’ve got to go –’ 


‘Straight back to bed.’


Hands grabbed the back of her
jerkin, dragging her back into the house where the door was immediately closed
and bolted. 


Mistral found herself deposited
on a sofa and looked up to see Phantom and Phantasm stood before her with
folded arms, wearing identical expressions of reproach.


‘Honestly!  Sneaking out in
the middle of the night!’


‘You’re not a teenager any more
Mistral!’


‘I’ve got to find Fabian and tell
him he’s heading into a trap!’  Mistral shouted and tried to leap back to
her feet.  ‘Saul finally told me what he’s been trying to ... it’s a
trap!’


‘Yes.  Yes.’  Phantasm
said, firmly pushing her back down onto the sofa.  ‘We got the trap bit.’


‘Loud and clear.’  Phantom
muttered.


Phantasm frowned, ‘But Mistral,
you don’t need to ride across the Isle to deliver the message –’  


‘Yes I do!’  Mistral yelled,
tears of anger starting to fall. 


‘– we can tell him for
you.’  Phantasm finished quietly and promptly turned to face his brother.


Mistral could have slapped a hand
to her forehead at her own stupidity.  The twins’ gift.  Why hadn’t
she thought of that?  She watched them become completely still, sculptures
carved from the finest marble with jewel bright eyes reflecting the other’s
gaze, joining their souls to become one.  The Gemini. 


‘It is done.’  Phantasm
sighed softly and turned to look at Mistral.  ‘Has Mage De Winter
understood?’


‘Huh?  Oh!’  Mistral
instantly focussed on the low murmur in her mind that was the ever present echo
of Fabian’s thoughts.  After a long moment she nodded.  ‘Yes.’ 
 


She abruptly stood up and walked
into the kitchen.  Fabian had felt the twins’ influence in his mind and
awoken.  Knowing that she would have been listening to ensure he’d
understood, he had spoken aloud, words meant only for her.  She opened the
door to the small backyard and wrapped her arms tightly around herself, letting
the tears slide down her face while she breathed in the balmy evening air,
heavy with the sweet fragrance of jasmine and honeysuckle.  


Soft footsteps entered into the
kitchen behind her and Phantasm rested his hands lightly on her tense
shoulders, ‘Would you like me to make you a warm drink?’


She laughed shakily and wiped her
tears away with the back of one hand, ‘No brother, you know I like my ale
cold.’


Phantasm sighed softly, ‘Go back
to bed Mistral.  Sleep.  We are all going hunting tomorrow.’


Mistral nodded dully. 
Tomorrow Fabian would reach the Black Cliffs and begin his search for where
Onieroi had hidden Golden.  Yes, they would all be hunting
tomorrow.    


‘I can’t sleep brother.  I
either have nightmares, or Saul turns up to deliver cryptic warnings.’


‘Your baby needs you to sleep,’
he reminded her gently. 


Mistral sighed and glanced down
at her bump, hidden by the shirt she was wearing.  Realising that it was
one of Fabian’s, she felt tears prick at her eyes again, ‘I miss him.’


Phantasm sighed, ‘Do you know how
many times I’ve heard you say that over the years?’


‘Not as many times as I’ve felt
it.’


‘No.  Maybe not,’ he said
and reached down to take hold of her hand.  ‘I’ll come and keep you
company ... if Prospero will let me.’


‘Huh, he’ll be too busy snoring
at the bottom of the bed again by now.  Anyway, I think he’s losing his
touch!  There’s been two centaurs outside the door for the last four
nights and he hasn’t barked once!’


‘Prospero never barks at the
centaurs Mistral.’


Mistral sighed, Phantasm was
right.  Nobody ever made intimidating gestures towards a centaur and
expected to live.  A race of fiercely proud hunters, the bows they always
wore slung across their backs were for more than shooting game.  And she
had two outside her door.


‘Did you know about Storm and
Dravite?’


‘Of course.’


‘Of course you did.’
 Mistral muttered and watched him close the back door, blotting out her
view of the starry night sky, the same stars that shone down on Fabian. 
She stared blankly at the dark wooden door, listening to the disjointed
thoughts of Fabian’s sleeping mind and smiled when her face suddenly appeared,
then immediately felt guilty for dreaming about Saul again.


 As Mistral had predicted,
Prospero was snoring across the bottom of the bed and merely opened one eye to
watch her kick off her boots and slide to the centre, sitting up to face
Phantasm when he joined her to begin a murmured conversation about her vision.


‘So what did Saul say this time?’


‘Oh I don’t know.  I
couldn’t hear him again.  Something about a bear?  But then I think
it was meant to be snare ... which is how we got to trap.’  Mistral heaved
a sigh and shrugged her shoulders.  ‘It was like the most infuriating game
of charades ... not that there is any other kind of game of charades –’


‘No I agree.  It should be
banned, along with marbles.’


‘What’s so bad about
marbles?’  Mistral frowned and settled into a more comfortable position
against the headboard.


‘Dull.’


‘You think chucking hard bits of
glass around is dull?  You should’ve spent a winter in Nevelte brother!’


‘Hmm, that must have been quite
challenging in the amusement stakes.  I presume you spent your time
reading and learning embroidery?’


‘Of course I didn’t!’ 
Mistral laughed and leaned against him when he placed an arm around her
shoulders.  ‘I picked fights with anyone that so much looked at me the
wrong way, stole horses and went hunting.’


‘Such a lady.’  Phantasm
sighed.


‘I am actually.’


‘I know!’  Phantasm laughed
softly.  ‘Heaven knows how that happened.’


‘Easy.  I married someone
far, far above my station.’   


‘I disagree.’  Phantasm said
quietly.  ‘Now sleep.’


‘I’m not tired.’  Mistral
yawned.


‘Shall I tell you a story?’


‘No,’ she murmured
sleepily.  ‘Sing to me.  The Ballad of –’


‘– The Two Knights.  Yes.
 I thought it would be that one.’  Phantasm smiled and began to
sing.  


His clear, lilting voice was not
a patch on Fabian’s velvet growl, but if she closed her eyes and listened to
the words and not the sound of his voice, she could almost imagine it was
Fabian singing to her again and soon drifted into a dreamless sleep.  


Mistral was awoken by Marcus
bounding onto her bed, bursting with excitement about the hunt he would be
leading today.


‘Let’s go up into the
mountains!  Get a manticore!’


‘Hmm, they don’t make good eating
Marcus.’  Mistral replied distractedly and sat up, relieved to see that
apart from her youngest son and Prospero, she was alone.  Marcus finding
Phantasm asleep next to her was not something she particularly wanted to
explain, no matter how innocent it was.  ‘I’d rather have something we can
cook for tonight, if you don’t mind.’


‘Not rabbit!’


‘No Marcus.’  Mistral yawned
and stretched her arms above her head then got off the bed.  ‘How about a
muntjac deer?  Zeus could carry one of them.’


‘Oh yes!  Muntjac!  And
maybe a bear –’


Marcus chattered away and
followed Mistral around the various bedrooms while she went about her Saturday
morning tasks, gathering up a week’s worth of discarded clothes and dropping
them into the laundry basket then laying out clean ones to take to their
mountain house for the weekend.  She didn’t try to listen to his incessant
flow of talk but nodded and offered him the occasional vague, ‘Uh-huh’. 
She was already lost in Fabian’s thoughts.


Absent-mindedly giving Marcus the
full hamper of dirty clothes to carry downstairs, Mistral wandered into the
kitchen to prepare breakfast and found Delphine telling Phantom and Cassius all
about Samsara while she cooked.


‘It’s so strange!  I keep
expecting her to sit up and start doing things like the boys did, but she just
lies there!’


‘Elven babies grow at the same
rate as Mage babies do.  She won’t be doing anything like that for
months.’  Phantom said and passed her a bowl of eggs to break into the
frying pan.


‘Is there a reason why my godson
is stuck on the stairs with a hamper of dirty laundry on top of him?’ 
Phantasm enquired, strolling into the kitchen looking immaculately dressed and
completely unlike Mistral, who was still in the crumpled clothes she had slept
in.


‘Oh!  Marcus!’  Mistral
cried and shot out of the kitchen to rescue her son.


Phantasm watched her leave then
turned to speak quietly to Cassius, ‘I think you had better take training this
morning, or the apprentices are going to be in for a rather unusual session.’


Cassius nodded, his dark eyes
growing vague then aware as he Saw into Mistral’s mind.


‘Where is she?’  Phantasm
asked quietly.


‘On the stairs.’


‘No, you know what I mean.’


Cassius sighed, ‘Reading
father.  He’s tethered Spirit and is continuing on foot.  He intends
to begin searching for caves in the Black Cliffs today.’


‘Oh great.  She’s going to
be like a cat on a hot tin roof today then!’  Phantom muttered.  


‘I’ll stay here this morning and
keep an eye on her.  This place could do with a good clean anyway.’
 Delphine said, casting a critical eye around the dusty kitchen. 
‘It’s disgusting!’  Having delivered her verdict, she swept from the
kitchen with her hands full of plates, calling for her twin brothers at the top
of her voice and issuing instructions for them to be washed and dressed in five
seconds flat or Prospero would be having their breakfasts.


The twins arrived not long after
their five second deadline, dressed, but not washed, and promptly began to
demolish the plates of food Delphine had laid out.


‘I wish you wouldn’t let Del
cook, mother.’  Samson muttered and tried to steal a piece of bacon from
his brother’s plate.


‘She never cooks enough.’
 Fabian agreed, stabbing the table top with his fork where his brother’s
hand had been a split-second before. 


‘I cook more than enough!’
 Delphine retaliated.  ‘It’s just that you two eat like horses!’


‘Well, we are related to
centaurs.’  Samson shrugged.


‘So are you.  Nag.’ 
Fabian muttered and promptly ducked to avoid one of her infamous slaps.


After breakfast had been eaten
and the plates cleared away, the twins and Cassius headed off to the Arena for the
Saturday morning training session, accompanied by Phantom and Phantasm, who
were taking Marcus along to watch and give Delphine a chance to sort out the
house without any distractions. 


Mistral did her best to fulfil
Phantom’s prediction of being like a cat on a hot tin roof by either spending
long periods of time without saying a word, the task she was supposed to be
performing ignored before her, or leaping out of her chair and pressing her
hand over her mouth to smother an exclamation of fear.  By the time they
were due to leave for the hunt, Delphine was a nervous wreck.  Her mother
had either been so still that Delphine had forgotten she was there, only to
jump out of her skin whenever Mistral let out a sharp cry and sprang to her
feet, staring wildly at something Seen through Fabian’s eyes.


She was no better on the hunt,
riding listlessly at the back, seeing not the lush foliage of the summer
forests, but the bleak dark rocks for which the Black Cliffs were named.


Salt burned the back of her
throat with every breath she drew, the wind that snapped and tore at her
clothes threatened to tug her from the cliff face with every gust.  She
felt the hard rock beneath Fabian’s fingers and the rope harness that cut into
his chest and shoulders.  The gentle sounds of the forests were drowned
out by the booming crash of waves and the harsh cries of gulls, wheeling in the
blue sky above.  


‘Where are you Mistral?’


A sigh, lost in noise of the wind
coming off the sea.


‘Mistral?’


Sharper, more insistent, the
voice spoke again, drawing her from the windy cliff face back to the sun
dappled forests and the pair of piercing green eyes gazing intently at her.


‘I said, where are you?’ 
Phantasm repeated.


‘Next to you in –’ Mistral paused
and looked around at her surroundings.  ‘The Velvet Forests.  But
where is everyone else?’


‘Prospero flushed a hind and
everyone has given chase.  Except you.  So I rode back to find
you.  Now stop avoiding the issue and tell me where you’ve been for the
best part of the last hour, because it certainly hasn’t been here.’


Mistral sighed and looked down at
the leather reins bunched in her hands, ‘Fabian’s rigged up a harness and
lowered himself down the face of the Black Cliffs.  He’s working his way
across them, section by section, looking for caves.’


Phantasm let out a low whistle,
‘That’s no mean feat.’  


The Black Cliffs formed a natural
defence against any curious sailors that somehow managed to withstand the many
spells cast on the waters surrounding the Isle.  They were an inhospitable
stretch of flint cliffs that soared up out of the crashing sea and offered no
safe moorings, or any reason to try. 


‘It’s hard work.’  Mistral
agreed quietly.  


‘And has Mage De Winter found
anything so far?’


‘A couple of caves, nothing in
them though.’  Mistral said, gazing over at the deep shadows beneath one
of the forest’s many ancient oak trees.  ‘It’s slow going.  The dark
rock makes it hard to spot any openings.’   


‘Yes, dark cave mouths set into
black rock is a fairly effective camouflage.  I’ve only seen the Black
Cliffs from the Ri’s ship when we’ve been travelling.  They’re daunting to
look at, never mind climb.’


For a moment her mind flew to
Fabian’s.  He was standing in the mouth of an empty cave close to the
sea.  White spray flew into the air from the waves that smashed against
the jagged black rocks below.  Narrowing his eyes against the wind he
leaned out further and studied the cliffs curving away to his right.  A
narrow precipice jutted out from the sheer walls of flint higher above
him.  He couldn’t see whether there was a cave above it or not, but there
was only one way to find out.  Tightening the rope harness around his
chest, Fabian immediately prepared to climb again.  


Mistral swore softly under her
breath and clenched the reins in her hands a little tighter, preparing to
follow Fabian’s nail-biting ascent up the sheer wall of rock.


‘Mother!’  


Mistral’s gaze snapped into focus
to meet the blue eyes of her youngest son, now blazing with anger.


‘I told you to bring up the rear
in case the hind doubled back!  What have you been doing?’


Mistral raised both eyebrows and
gave her son a cutting look, ‘I’m sorry?’  


‘So you should be!’  Marcus
cried, clearly missing the irony of her response.  ‘We’ve lost it now
because of you!’


Despite Mistral’s apparent desire
to leave the forest’s population of creatures unharmed, Cassius, Samson and
Fabian managed to salvage the hunt by successfully bringing down three boars
and a deer, which they all generously accredited to Marcus.  They rode
back to the mountain house with Zeus struggling gamely beneath the double
weight of his proud rider and the deer slung over the front of the saddle.


Mistral remained preoccupied,
barely speaking while they unsaddled the horses and let them out into the paddock
to join Cain and Delphine’s horses.  They hadn’t joined them on the hunt
but ridden on ahead to make preparations for the nine people that would be
staying there that night.   


Samson ran up the steps to the
front door ahead of his brother and threw open the door then quickly stepped
aside to let Prospero drag the smallest of the wild boars in.


‘You can skin that in the
yard!’  Delphine ordered sharply and turned back to pass a clean cloth to
Cain, who was busy drying plates and placing them back onto the dresser.


Housework was hardly Cain’s idea
of a fun way to spend a Saturday afternoon, but it wasn’t within his power to
say no to Delphine, so when she told him he was doing something, it tended to
happen. 


‘Where’s your pinafore
Cain?’  Samson grinned and walked past him into the kitchen to hunt for a
pre-dinner snack.


Cain ignored him and held a plate
up to the light to examine it for any smears, finding none he placed it back on
the dresser with a satisfied flourish.


Fabian leant against the sink to
wait for his brother to finish rummaging through the small larder and idly
watched Cain polish another plate, ‘Ah, it’s good to see years of training as a
Ri warrior being put to such fine use.’ 


Cain said nothing and placed the
gleaming plate back onto the dresser.


Samson backed out of the larder
with a loaf of bread and broke it in two; giving one half to his brother he
leant against the sink next to him.  Tearing off a chunk he stuffed it
into his mouth and gave it a cursory chew before swallowing and continuing to
taunt Cain, ‘Who washes clean plates anyway?’  


‘They get dusty.  Don’t you
like to eat off clean plates?’  Cain replied stiffly.


The twins shrugged in unison.


‘We don’t really care about the
plate –’


‘Only the eating bit!’


‘You know what Cain.’
 Fabian said with a grin.  ‘I think you spend too much time around
women in your shop ... you’re starting to turn into one.’


‘Hmm, I think a feather duster
would suit you, and maybe a headscarf to keep the dust from getting in your
hair –’


‘And hide Del’s thumbprint on
your forehead!’


Cain tossed the towel down and
spun around to face the laughing pair, ‘Any more smart remarks from you two and
I’ll –’


‘What?  Enter them in a
Contracts lottery even though they’re not yet Qualified?’  Phantasm
enquired crisply.


‘Oh, er, yes.  About that –’


‘Best thing he’s ever
done!’  Samson mumbled thickly through another mouthful of bread.


‘At least Cain actually wanted to
help us – you refused!’  Fabian added bitterly.


‘And how would my brother and I
using our gift to rig a lottery help you?  Have you forgotten that I’ve
been giving up my time to teach you two French every Saturday afternoon? 
Isn’t that helping you?’


‘Not really.’  Fabian
shrugged.


‘S’mostly boring to be honest
–’   


Oblivious to the outbreak of
bickering that always ensued whenever her family were together for longer than
five minutes, Mistral paced agitatedly on the balcony, unconsciously clenching
and unclenching her hands.  Fabian had reached the precipice he had seen
and was pulling himself up onto it.  The shiny black flint beneath his
hands was scuffed in places.  He was not the first to have climbed
up.  Straightening his arms, he vaulted up onto the ledge and dropped into
a crouch.  Reaching instinctively for his dagger, he began to edge towards
a narrow opening in the rockface. 


‘Cassius!’


Mistral’s panicked shout brought
Cassius running out onto the balcony to see his mother staring frantically at
him.


‘Where is he Cassius?’  She
cried, reaching out to grab him with shaking hands.


‘What do you mean?’  He
demanded, startled by the urgency in her voice. 


‘I – I can’t hear him!  He
was going into another cave ... and then suddenly everything went black!’


‘Is it just dark?’ 


‘No!  Not that kind of dark
... it’s empty ... he’s not there Cassius!  I can’t See him!’ 


‘Wait.’  Cassius held up a
hand, halting her.  Letting his gaze slide from hers he stared unseeingly
into nothing and a long moment of silence fell.  


The family gathered quietly in
the doorway, watching the two Seers staring frozenly into space. 
Wordlessly Delphine took Cain’s hand and held it tightly as Cassius slowly
blinked and his eyes grew focussed again. 


‘I can’t See him either,’ he
frowned.  ‘But –’


‘NO!  NO!’


Suddenly Mistral was screaming,
her face twisting into a mask of torment while voices shouted around her,
senseless noise that barely registered in her stricken mind.


‘Cain!  Valerian! 
NOW!’


‘Get that knife out of her
hands!’


‘Quickly!  Hold her arms!’











July





The sun rose and set thirty one
times and Mistral was oblivious to every single one.  


 


 


 











August





The days grew hotter, the nights
cooler.  The sun continued to extinguish itself in a blaze of glorious
colour every evening to be reborn in the soft light of dawn and still Mistral
did not move.  Her life was passing with the changing season, unseeing and
unhearing of the lives that continued around her.


‘How is she?’


‘Better, she actually ate this
morning without me having to force it into her.’  Delphine replied.


Cain nodded but didn’t comment.


‘That’s good isn’t it?’ 
Delphine persisted, irritated by his unenthusiastic response.


‘I don’t think so Delphine,’ he
said quietly.  ‘I think she’s finally lost her gift and with it any
resistance she had to the twins’ power.  They’ve been willing her to eat
since your father died.’


‘We don’t know for sure that he
is dead.’  Delphine said stubbornly and moved to the sink to wash up
Mistral’s bowl.


Cain moved quietly to stand
behind her and place his hands around her waist, ‘Your mother couldn’t hear
him, and neither could Cassius.  He is gone Delphine and Mistral will die
once the baby is born, I am sure of it.’


Delphine continued to scrub the
bowl with a savagery that threatened to remove the glaze, ‘You think she’s only
holding on until then?’


‘I think the baby is holding on
to her actually.  Bonding is a deeply mystical tie, when one half of a
Bonded couple die, the other usually follows soon after.’


‘But Bryden didn’t die when he
lost his Bonded partner.’  Delphine argued.  ‘He’s told me all about
her –’ 


‘Bryden Wolfsnare loves himself
first and foremost.  Your mother loved her Mage more than anything, even
her own life.  She will die Delphine.  Please don’t fool yourself
into thinking that she’s miraculously going to recover.  What you’re
seeing is not grief, but acceptance.’


‘Why are you being so cruel?’
 She suddenly sobbed, twisting in his arms to glare at him through her
tears. 


‘Because I can’t stand to see you
hurt.  I won’t lie to you and make you think that she’s going to come out
of this, because she won’t.’


‘My father would never leave
her!  I refuse to believe that he’s dead!’


Cain sighed sadly, ‘Delphine,
please accept the truth.  Your brothers have been searching for him for
over a month now and there’s been no word–’


Delphine shook her head
angrily.  ‘No!  I know he’s still out there somewhere!  And so
does Cassius!  Otherwise he would’ve given up and come back by now!’


Cain said nothing and pulled her
closer to him, comforting her while the wasted figure in the bed upstairs lay
waiting patiently for death to release her.


Occasionally voices pierced
through the fog that surrounded Mistral, but the words meant nothing. 
They were just vague sounds, distracting her from the memories she was reliving
over and over in her mind.  Sometimes she heard singing, and other times
angry words shouting at her, berating her for giving up.  But now there
was just the low sound of someone pleading with her. 


‘Please fight Mistral.’
 Phantasm begged quietly.  ‘Don’t give up.  Please live for
me.  I need you to live for me.’  


There was no response, there
never was.  The face he loved was that of a waxen doll, vacant and
dead.  He had shouted, cajoled, threatened and pleaded with her for over a
month and all to no avail.  She had neither spoken nor moved since the day
she had lost her Mage, it was as though she had died but her body was refusing
to cease functioning.  


‘Come away brother.’


‘In a minute.’


Leaving his twin alone with
Mistral, Phantom stole from the room to join Delphine and Cain in the living
room downstairs.


‘It will kill him when she dies.’


‘He will live for the daughter
she is carrying.’  Cain said quietly and moved over to the dresser to pour
Phantom a goblet of wine.  ‘She will need her godparents.’


‘Is that why she hasn’t died
yet?’  Phantom asked quietly.


‘I think so.’


‘Will you stop it?’ 
Delphine hissed through angry tears.  ‘Listen to yourselves!  When
she dies?  What about trying to be positive!  She’s upstairs in
mourning, but you’re talking about her like she’s already dead!  The
moment that baby is born she’ll have a reason to live again!’


‘No Delphine.  That baby
isn’t keeping her alive; it’s stopping her from dying.  There is a
difference.’


‘Oh, I don’t believe you just
said that!  I think you should go back to the Valley tonight Cain!  I
want to be on my own with my mother!’


‘I’m not leaving you
alone.’  Cain said firmly.


‘I will stay.’  Phantasm
walked down the stairs and leant against the stone wall at the back of the
room, his face shadowed by an exhaustion that was more than physical.  


Cain frowned, ‘I –’


‘I want you to go Cain.’ 
Delphine said then turned away from him and swept back up the stairs to the
bedroom.


Cain watched her go with a sad
look on his face then returned to the kitchen to dry the bowl Delphine had
scrubbed the pattern off. 


‘Do you want me to go too?’ 
Phantom asked his brother quietly. 


Phantasm avoided his twin’s eyes,
‘Yes.  I don’t expect you to understand, but I have to be here when
–’ his voice trailed offer, leaving the words he couldn’t bring himself to
speak hanging in the air between them.


‘I understand brother.  I’ll
come back in the morning.’


Mistral woke in the night and
stared at the low beamed ceiling above her.  She frowned.  Something
was niggling her.  Instead of rolling over and going straight back to
sleep as she had done for weeks, she stayed awake to try and remember what it
was.  Slowly she realised that a pain other than the raw ache in her heart
was ripping through her body.  She was in labour.


The pain was nothing compared to
the anguish of being conscious enough to know that the other side of the bed
was empty.  She did not cry ... there were no tears to shed.  The
pain came again, swift and all encompassing, flooding her mind and body with
its insistence.  Her time had come.  There was no fear, no panic –
just a deep overriding sense of relief.  She would finally be free to join
her Mage.


Mistral waited until the
contraction passed and slipped from the bed she had not left for weeks. 
Her legs felt weak, but they supported her weight when she stood.  Something
moved at her feet and she glanced down in surprise to see her dog staring back
up at her, his tail moving in a slow wag, happy to see his mistress up
again.  The gentle sounds of breathing coming from downstairs told her
that there were others in the house.  But they were too deeply asleep to
hear Mistral’s fragile steps on the stairs or the soft click of the door
closing behind her.  


Mistral didn’t notice the
pleasant coolness of the autumn night, or the dried leaves that prickled her
bare feet while she walked with her dog by her side, accompanying her on one
last journey into the forests.


‘Tell them where to find my
daughter when I’ve gone Prosp,’ she murmured to him, letting her hand rest on
his head.  ‘My shadow –’


Still and black, the trees loomed
up around her, casting long moonlit shadows that mimicked the lean shape of her
Mage, so close now that she could almost hear his voice again, whispering his
love to her.


‘Not long now my love,’ she
promised the shadowy visions that taunted her.  ‘I will be with you again
soon.  I promise.’


Another contraction gripped
her.  She cried out and fell forwards into the lifeless arms of her dreams
and oblivion.











Eternal Winter





Peace.


Light that was brighter and purer
than any she had ever experienced surrounded her in a pristine sea of
effulgence.  It was warm wherever she was, and soft.  Without need of
eyes or touch Mistral knew that her soul mate was beside her, and with that
knowledge came complete and utter bliss.


Heaven.


Another presence made itself felt
to her all-knowing state and Mistral felt a prick of sadness.  Her
daughter had died with her.


‘I’m sorry,’ she murmured and was
surprised to hear her voice speak in the brightness that was her new world. 


‘Sorry for what?’  


Oh, that voice!  The feeling
of bliss returned.  She was complete.  ‘Sorry for making you wait so
long for me.  I took longer to die than I expected.’


‘I told you before that I would
wait a lifetime for you Mistral, dead or alive.  Sleep now ... rest. 
We have an eternity when you awake.’


Musing that it was strange that
she should feel the need to sleep, Mistral obeyed the voice of her dreams and
left the light to return to the dark once more. 


A voice.  Shouting. 
Angry.  Discordant in the soft perfection of her new world, disturbing her
peace.


‘No!’


‘What do you mean no? 
I need to see them with my own eyes!’


‘They’re asleep!  Although you
could be forgiven for thinking that two corpses were laid out on the bed
upstairs, the pair of them are just skin and bone –’


‘But what of their baby!’


‘Weak but surviving. 
Mistral has no milk to give, but we’re feeding her goat’s milk.’


The voices faded.  Time
passed in the setting and rising of the sun before Mistral and Fabian stirred,
reaching instinctively for the other to embrace and finally her eyes shed the
tears denied for too long.


‘Is this real?’  


‘I don’t care.’


She half-laughed, half-sobbed
into his chest, revelling at the sharpness of his ribs beneath her touch. 
He was deplorably emaciated, the face she adored a skull with sunken eyes, but
they shone with a light that was more nourishing than any food.


‘I – I don’t understand –’


‘Understand this Mistral, you
need to eat.  A lot.  And so does your Mage.  You have a
daughter to nurse, if you can.  So please can you both sit up and eat the
porridge I’ve made.’


Mistral blinked and turned slowly
to see Phantasm, Phantom, Cain, Delphine, Cassius, Marcus and her twin boys
standing around the bed.


‘Don’t tell me you all died too
–’


‘You’re not dead.  Now eat,
and we will explain.’  Phantasm said briskly.


Mistral sat up slowly and took
the bowl he offered, mechanically spooning the contents to her mouth until it
was gone.


‘Well done.’  Phantasm said,
taking the bowl from her he passed it to Delphine and turned to look at her
again.  ‘Before I begin, I would like you to meet someone.’  


She felt Fabian’s skeletal hand
take hers, his touch papery and dry, but the burst of love it evoked was
irrefutably real.  The baby that Phantom carried over to the bed was
sleeping, her dark hair and pale face the very image of Mistral.  She gave
a low moan and reached out to take hold of her daughter, the child she had
thought dead.  Cradling the tiny life in her arms Mistral let tears of joy
fall, splashing soundlessly against her daughter’s delicate white skin. 
With a frown the baby awoke and looked up at her with eyes the colour of autumn
leaves, a deep golden brown.


‘Please tell me what happened.’
 Mistral whispered, unable to stop staring at the child in her arms.


Phantasm sighed and sat down onto
the bed beside her, ‘As usual, you wandered off into the forests to give birth
alone, no doubt fully intending to die in the process.’  


Mistral looked at him, the
flippancy of his response completely at odds with the emotion in his eyes, ‘Did
you find us?’  


‘No, I did.’  Fabian
murmured, leaning over to brush a finger against his daughter’s cheek.


‘But where, oh!  Where have
you been Fabian?’  Mistral whispered desperately.  ‘I couldn’t See
you!  Neither could Cassius!  I thought you were dead –’  


‘Onieroi held him under the power
of Morpheus.’  Cassius interrupted before Mistral could start crying
again.  ‘When I realised that I couldn’t See father fallen, I knew that he
must be alive, but not able to think.’ 


Mistral closed her eyes at the
simple oversight that had invoked her slide into atrophy, meekly waiting for
death to claim her.  ‘Oh Cassius,’ she groaned softly.  ‘Why didn’t I
realise that I couldn’t See his fallen mind?  It’s not like I haven’t Seen
into the mind of the dead before!  I know what a Death Trance feels like –
and – and, oh!  Saul!  He warned me to beware of the silences in my
life and then he couldn’t speak!  I’ve been so blind!’


Cassius shrugged lightly, ‘Love
blinded your ability to reason objectively.’   


‘You mean she totally overreacted
... as usual.’  Phantom muttered then winced when Delphine stamped on his
foot.


‘Shall we let Cassius finish
without any more interruptions?’  Delphine suggested, giving her godfather
a sharp look.


‘Of course Delphine.’
 Phantom responded obediently.  ‘Please forgive my rudeness.’


‘Just this once.’  Delphine
sniffed and nodded imperiously to Cassius in a “you may continue” manner.


Mistral watched the familiar
display of family life and smiled, the muscles in her face feeling stiff from
lack of use.  Fabian laughed softly and placed an arm around her
shoulders, pulling her closer while they listened to Cassius continue his tale.
 


‘We set out for the Black Cliffs
that same day.  Unfortunately you were unable to tell us where you’d last
Seen father so we were literally searching blind.  We ran into one of the
werewolves on the way and that delayed us for a day or two – Samson picked up a
bite and we had to rest up to make sure he hadn’t contracted black lupus. 
So, all in all it took us over a week to reach the Black Cliffs, but then we
had a stroke of luck and found Spirit wandering loose on the cliff tops. 
She gave us our starting point for the search.


‘We made camp where we found
Spirit and spent every day climbing the cliffs, searching.  It turns out
that Spirit had roamed quite a long way from where she’d originally been
tethered because it took us several days to even find the section of cliffs
where father had started his search.’


‘Several long, frustrating days
of scrabbling around in caves full of seagull droppings.’  Samson muttered
under his breath.


Ignoring his brother’s interruption,
Cassius continued.


‘When we finally found evidence
of his camp we realised we were close.  We searched all that day and long
into the night until, eventually, we found him.’    


Mistral’s head jerked up sharply,
‘Was Golden there?’  


Cassius shook his head, ‘Only
father, and, despite how he looks, there were signs that someone had been
keeping him alive.  We found an earthenware bowl half-full of water of and
a sponge that had been used to force moisture into his mouth to prevent him
from dying of dehydration –’


‘Wait!  The cave!  Was
there a sort of stone ledge, like a bed, covered with a manticore skin?’


‘And a bear skin, yes.’ 
Cassius nodded.  


‘It was the cave I saw Golden in
before!’  Mistral said quickly then shook her head, looking confused. 
‘But why would she keep Fabian alive?’


‘There were no other signs of
someone having lived recently in that cave mother.  I don’t think it was
Golden that kept father alive, it was Onieroi.’


‘Onieroi?’  Mistral stared
blankly at Cassius.  ‘Why?’


Cassius shrugged lightly, ‘Who
can know the mind of a god?  But I think we can assume that it was an act
of vengeance.  Golden will have confessed to Onieroi the sins of her life
and in doing so laid a lot of blame at your feet.  Onieroi was punishing
you.’


‘Punishing me?  But what
could be worse than Fabian being dead?’ 


‘There are many fates worse than
death.’  Cassius replied quietly.  ‘Onieroi is an ancient and
powerful god.  I fear that he understands more than we do about the
mystical ties that bind you and father.  Your joined souls would not let
one of you simply wither and perish whilst the other still lived, and that was
to be your punishment.  Both of you were to live out your lives in an
eternal winter, separated but unable to die until time claimed its toll on your
mortal bodies.’  


Mistral’s expression became
bleak, ‘A lifetime of misery.  Yes, that would be a fate worse than
death.’


‘And one you will never
experience, because I am here.’  Fabian murmured and reached down to slide
his fingers between hers.  ‘I have sworn to you before that I would never
leave you Mistral, words –’ he paused and shook his head.  ‘Words that I
will never say to you again, but I will show you with every moment of my
existence.’


‘Well.’  Cassius said to
break the intense silence that fell while Mistral and Fabian gazed at each
other in a way that made everyone suddenly feel like they were intruding. 
‘Onieroi had fled before we arrived and I admit that we did not linger to
search further, but sought to return immediately.’  He paused and offered
Mistral a slight smile.  ‘I know you’ll be frustrated by our decision to
return when we were so close to our goal of locating and destroying Onieroi’s
following, but the sound of your voice whispering your goodbyes to Prospero may
have encouraged me to hurry somewhat.’


Prospero’s tail thumped the floor
in response to his name.  Glancing down to meet his pale stare from the
floor beside the bed Mistral smiled.  ‘I heard you,’ she said, turning to
look almost guiltily at Fabian.  ‘But I thought that was because I was
about to die and you were calling to me … I didn’t think for one second that
you were actually alive.’


‘I know my love,’ he smiled,
reaching up a hand to touch her cheek.  ‘Cassius let me hear you too,
that’s how I knew where to find you, both of you.’


Mistral returned her gaze to meet
the amber eyes of their daughter, ‘I don’t remember anything,’ she said
wonderingly.  ‘How did our daughter even arrive?’


‘We found you in the
forests.  There was no time to bring you home, so I delivered her there.’ 


‘You delivered her?’ 
Mistral turned to look at him with eyes that brimmed with fresh tears. 
‘Then you must name her.  You were the first person she saw.’


Fabian smiled, ‘Amber –’ 


Mistral returned his smile, her
eyes not leaving his as she listened to the sublime memory in his thoughts of
their journey to The Amber River, of cotton-white seed heads floating through
heavy summer air and falling into a love that would last beyond a lifetime.


‘– Mistral De Winter.’


‘Ah, now you’ve gone and ruined
it.’  Cain sighed.  


‘Well, she’s your goddaughter, so
get used to it.’  Mistral retorted then smiled at her son-in-law’s
astounded expression.


‘Amber Mistral De Winter.’
 Cain repeated, reaching out to take his goddaughter.  ‘I suppose it
has a certain ring to it.’


Two weeks later both Fabian and
Mistral were looking more like their former selves, but the long imprisonment
had left its mark on Fabian.  A few strands of silver gleamed in the dark
of his hair and the lines on either side of his mouth were deeper.  In
Mistral there was only a previously unseen quietness.  She would take her
daughter on long walks with only her Mage and Prospero for company, cherishing
the lives she had thought lost, letting their love heal her soul while Cain’s
potions and Delphine’s cooking healed her body.  Phantom and Phantasm had
not left, and even with the two extra rooms built onto their mountain house, it
was full to capacity with all of their children and Cain staying too. 


It was early evening when Mistral
stepped out onto the balcony to find Phantasm leaning against the rail looking
at the view she had seen so many times, but never fully appreciated until
now.  He turned at the sound of her quiet steps and greeted her with a
questioning look. 


‘Where’s Amber?’


‘Delphine’s giving her a bath,
then I’m going to feed her and let your brother put her down before he explodes
with impatience.’


Phantasm smiled, ‘I’ll go and
warm some goat’s milk –’


‘No need, brother.’  Mistral
said and moved over to stand beside him, leaning her hands on the rail to join
him in admiring the view. 


He turned to look at her, ‘You’re
feeding her now?’


Mistral nodded and kept her gaze
on the glorious sight of the sun setting over the Western Range to discourage
him from continuing with what was rapidly becoming an embarrassing subject.


‘That’s really good
Mistral.’  Phantasm smiled at her fixed expression and turned to regard
the view again.  ‘Cain hoped you’d be able to once you gained some weight,
and you are looking a lot better.’


Mistral said nothing.  She
may be looking better but the raw wounds of the last month had barely begun to
heal.  She gave Phantasm an assessing look out of the corner of her
eye.  His face was no longer that of a gaunt angel, but his eyes were
still haunted by shadows every time he looked at her.  Mistral dropped her
gaze and studied their hands resting side-by-side on the dark wooden
rail.  The wedding band on her finger was still too loose, but she refused
to take it off.  She twisted it distractedly with her thumb while she
thought about the last month, knowing that she hadn’t been the only one in
hell.  After a few moments she reached over and took one of Phantasm’s
hands, slipping her fingers between his to clasp them together tightly. 


‘I heard you brother … every
word,’ she whispered, then smiled.  ‘I don’t think I’ve ever heard you
swear at me like that.’ 


Phantasm looked down at their
interlinked hands and gave a low laugh, ‘I know.  I’m sorry.  I was
just so furious with you for wanting to die.’ 


‘I know you were.’  Mistral
sighed sadly.  ‘But when I thought that Fabian was gone, it was like part
of me had died too … and my world just crumbled.  I’m so sorry I made you
suffer watching me.  You should have just left.’


‘I would never leave you
Mistral.’  Phantasm gazed at her with his emerald green eyes.  ‘I
made a vow to Mage De Winter that I would look after you if he died.’


Mistral exhaled slowly and looked
up at the first stars twinkling into view in the dusky sky, the faint whisper
of his thoughts telling her that he had stayed by her side out of more than
sworn obligation, ‘Ah, brother.  You know I love you too,’ she said softly
then released his hand before continuing in a lighter tone.  ‘But where
did you learn some of those swear words?  The names you were calling
me!  It was like being back in one of our first year training sessions
with Barak and Cyrus!’


Phantasm had the grace to look
slightly ashamed, an emotion he expressed so infrequently that Mistral almost
laughed, ‘Sometimes Council meetings get a bit heated,’ he confessed. 


‘Really?’  Mistral looked
mildly impressed.  ‘Maybe I should start attending more.’


‘What, not content with finally
achieving your life’s ambition by giving birth in The Velvet Forests, you think
you’d like to have one of my godchildren in the Council Chamber too?’ 


‘I’m not pregnant again
yet!’  Mistral cried.


‘Yet?’  Phantasm instantly
grinned at the promise of more godchildren to bounce on his knee.  ‘You do
realise that at this rate the De Winters will soon reach tribe status, don’t
you?’


Mistral laughed, ‘Well the duty
has rather fallen to me hasn’t it?  Delphine and Amber can’t have
children, and I’m not sure any of my sons are the marrying kind.’


‘Maybe not the marrying kind, but
I think Marcus is going to be the wandering kind.’  Phantasm mused.


‘What do you mean by that?’


‘Well, I didn’t want to worry
you, but let’s just say that the month he’s spent living at The Fallen Warrior
with Xerxes and Brutus might have been a bit of an education for him.’


‘I’ll kill Xerxes if he’s
planning to lead my youngest son astray!’


‘Actually I don’t think that
Xerxes will be to blame –’


‘Not Brutus!’  Mistral
exclaimed in disbelief.  


‘No Mistral, please listen.’
 Phantasm said patiently.  ‘Try the fact that there are five rather
broody barmaids there who have spent the last month lavishing affection on your
son – and I think he’s taken rather well to all the female attention.’


Mistral closed her eyes at the
thought of Xerxes’ army of curvaceous barmaids cooing over her youngest son, but
she could hardly blame them.  Marcus had inherited his father’s looks and
his eyes had remained a startling blue, the contrast with his fair skin and
jet-black hair made him an irresistible looking child.  ‘I really hope
he’s not going to be like Xerxes.’  Mistral groaned.  ‘I’m not sure
how Fabian will take to having the Isle littered with illegitimate De Winters
... he’s a bit old-fashioned about that kind of thing.’


‘He’s old-fashioned?  I
think Marcus should be more worried about how you would react!’


Mistral shrugged and gazed
thoughtfully at the darkening mountain range, ‘I don’t care if he has a child
in every village so long as he can provide and care for them.  Life’s too
short to worry about things like that.’


The sound of approaching footsteps
made them both turn to see Delphine carrying Amber across the living room
towards them, closely followed by Phantom.  


‘Here we are, one clean and
hungry baby,’ she announced and presented Mistral with her daughter wrapped in
a soft white blanket.


‘Hello Amber.’  Phantasm
said, leaning over Mistral’s shoulder to smile angelically down at his
goddaughter.  ‘I’ll be up in a bit to tell you a story.’


‘I don’t think you will!’ 
Phantom reminded him sharply.  ‘It’s my turn tonight!’


‘Tomorrow then.’  Phantasm
amended then gasped when one of Amber’s waving hands grabbed the finger he was
stroking her cheek with.  ‘She’s strong!’


‘I know, Cain’s really pleased
with how’s she’s coming on now mother’s feeding her.’  Delphine said
proudly, as though Amber’s growing strength were somehow down to Cain, not
Mistral. 


Mistral rolled her eyes at
Phantasm, but he merely raised an eyebrow in amusement, offering her a silent
response.


You’re as bad over Mage De
Winter …


‘Maybe, but Fabian actually
warrants it!’  Mistral replied haughtily and swept her daughter upstairs.


Settling herself on the bed while
Prospero collapsed heavily in his usual place on the floor beside her, Mistral
nursed her baby and listened to the conversations going on in the house, for
once with her ears and not her gift.  Cain and Delphine were preparing
dinner, quietly discussing the best way to cook the boar Fabian had brought
back from his morning’s hunt.  Her three older sons were playing knuckle
bones by the fire, arguing over the possible advantages Cassius’ gift gave him,
and the twins were talking about Amber, of course.  Phantom wanted to go
straight to see Eudora when they returned to the Valley tomorrow and order some
clothes, but Phantasm wanted to see Leo and arrange her Naming Ceremony.


Returning to the Valley.


Mistral felt a lurch of panic at
the thought of leaving the sanctuary of her mountain home and the healing
company of her family.  Reaching out instinctively with her mind for
Fabian’s thoughts she let the velvet whisper of his words ease her
anxieties.  Smiling, she gazed unfocusedly out of the darkened window,
listening to him talking to Marcus while they bedded the horses down for the
night.  It was no longer the simple task of stabling just Cirrus and
Spirit, but a lengthy process of feeding and watering a total of nine horses
plus the ponies they had accumulated in the course of having children. 


‘Can I come up yet?’ 
Phantom called impatiently from the foot of the stairs.


Leaving Fabian’s thoughts with a
sigh Mistral glanced down at Amber.  She was already starting to fall
asleep, her coppery brown eyes half-closed and her mouth falling open in a
perfect “oh” shape.


‘Yes,’ Mistral called back
quietly, ‘but she’ll need winding –’


Phantom bounded up the stairs and
had whipped Amber from Mistral’s arms before she’d finished her sentence. 
He tucked her against his shoulder and began crooning a lullaby to her while he
patted her back.  Mistral didn’t get off the bed but tucked her knees up
and wrapped her arms around her shins.  Resting her head onto her bent
knees she watched him walking slowly back and forth across the bedroom. 


‘Brother?’  She began in a
pensive voice. 


‘Hmm?’  Phantom turned, a
gentle smile drifting across his face while he stroked his sleeping
goddaughter’s back. 


‘I heard you talking earlier ...
and I’m not sure that I’m quite ready to go back to the Valley yet.  Maybe
in –’


‘Oh yes you are Mistral.’
 Phantasm called, the sound of his voice swiftly followed by his footsteps
running lightly up the wooden stairs.


Phantom eyed the resulting
stubborn expression on Mistral’s face and glared at her, ‘If you two are going
to insist upon having one of your rows, then please do it quietly!’ 


Mistral and Phantasm waited until
Phantom had laid Amber gently down in her cot and started to rock her before
they spoke again. 


‘Don’t you want revenge?’ 
Phantasm began in a fierce whisper, stealing over to sit at the foot of the
bed.


Mistral didn’t lift her head from
her knees, ‘I suppose.’  


Phantasm regarded her closely for
a moment before replying, ‘You suppose?  That’s not like you
Mistral!  Where’s all your fight gone?’


‘I don’t know,’ she sighed and
turned her head to rest her chin on her knees and look at him.  ‘I just
feel like staying here … and I want you all to stay here too.’


Phantasm laughed, thinking she
was making a joke – but when she didn’t smile back he stared at her, ‘You’re
serious, aren’t you?’


Mistral sighed, ‘Yes and
no.  I mean, I know we can’t all stay here in this perfect little bubble
and pretend that everything’s fine … but it doesn’t mean I don’t want to.’


Phantasm frowned, ‘But what are
you so afraid of?’  


Mistral lifted her head and gave
him a slightly wild look, ‘You’ve seen what I was like when I thought Fabian
had died!  I was so ready to believe the worst that I didn’t even stop to
realise that I couldn’t hear the echo of his soul!  If I had, then I’d
have known he wasn’t dead but in trouble!  I’m too ruled by my emotions!’


‘You’re not telling me anything
new here Mistral.’ 


‘Well try this then!  I’m
your weak link!  I fall apart without Fabian and Onieroi knows that! 
And now so does Golden,’ she added more quietly. 


‘How do you know that?’ 
Phantasm asked sharply.  ‘Has your ability to read remotely returned?’


Mistral flicked a hand irritably,
‘I briefly Saw Golden last week, but that’s not important –’


‘Yes it is!  Why didn’t you
say!  We really need you!’


‘You’ve got Cassius.’ 
Mistral muttered and laid her head back against her knees. 


‘Yes.  We have Cassius.’
 Phantasm agreed in a terse whisper.  ‘But he doesn’t have the
connection to Golden that you have!  Plus, he can only read one mind at a
time, whereas you –’


‘Could read the whole Isle at
once if I wanted.’  Mistral finished dispiritedly then lifted her head to
look at him.  ‘But that’s just it.  I don’t want to.’ 


Phantasm let out an angry breath,
‘So what do you want Mistral?’


‘I just want everyone I love to
be safe.’


‘That’s precisely why we must
rally and fight against Onieroi!’


Mistral shook her head slowly, ‘No. 
Not by fighting.’  


‘How then?  By keeping
everyone here?’  Phantasm snorted incredulously.


‘Maybe.’  Mistral shrugged
moodily and looked over at the crib.  Phantom had reached the end of his
story and Amber must have fallen into a deep sleep because he was staring back
at her, his green eyes bright in the candle light. 


‘Then you’ve let Golden
win.’  Phantasm said flatly.


‘Let her, I don’t care about
winning or losing ... or anything other than the lives in this house.’  


‘And it’s because you care about
us all that you must fight!’  Phantasm whispered urgently.  ‘Surely
you can see that?’


‘I’ll tell you what I can See,
shall I?’  Mistral hissed, her eyes glittering angrily.  ‘I See
ambitious plots and bloodshed all brought upon us by a bitch you should’ve let
me kill years ago!’


Phantasm drew in a sharp breath,
‘Oh, so it’s my fault now, is it?’


‘Yes it is!  If you’d let me
kill Golden when I had the chance then none of this would’ve happened!’


Phantasm shook his head and
opened his mouth to speak but Mistral cut him short with a furious glare.


‘Don’t you dare say that
cursed word under this roof!’


A silence fell and Mistral
realised that it was too quiet for a house with eleven people in it, ‘They’ve
heard everything haven’t they Cassius?’  She groaned too quietly for
anyone but her eldest son to hear.


Yes mother.  Please come
down and speak with us.


‘Oh, alright then ... but I’m not
changing my mind!’


Slipping from the bed Mistral
walked down the stairs with the twins following and found her family already
sitting at the long kitchen table waiting for her.  Fabian had taken his
usual seat at one end with Cassius taking the opposite end; Delphine, Cain,
Samson and Fabian were sat along one side, the other side to be filled by
Mistral and the twins.


‘Where’s Marcus?’  Phantasm
asked as he took his seat.


‘Taking a bath.’  Fabian
replied and stood up to pull out the chair next to him for Mistral.  


She sat down and took the hand he
offered, needing the reassurance of his touch.  


‘Please explain why you feel like
this Mistral,’ he asked softly.  


Mistral sighed and looked down at
their hands while she thought about how to describe her sudden loss of
spirit.  She raised her head and looked not at Fabian, but at her son in
law.  ‘Cain?’


Cain looked up, surprised to be
addressed first, ‘Yes Mistral?’


‘Tell me how you would feel if
you lost Delphine, but then, by some miracle you were suddenly given her back
again.’


A short silence fell while Cain
turned to look at his wife, ‘I would never want to let her out of my sight
again.’


Mistral nodded, ‘And that’s just
how I feel.  I thought I’d lost Fabian and all my reasons to live, but now
I’ve got him back I don’t want to do anything to risk losing him again.’


‘Oh Mistral!  That’s just
being defeatist!’  Phantasm threw his hands up in exasperation. 
‘Please set your mother straight Cassius, because I’m rapidly running out of
patience with her!’


Cassius gave a long sigh and
gazed thoughtfully at the goblet of wine on the table in front of him, ‘It is
the blessing and the curse of Sight that I understand more than any of you how
mother feels – apart from Onieroi, that is.’


‘What do you mean?’ 
Delphine asked with a frown.  


Cassius lifted his gaze to meet
his sister’s blue eyes, ‘Onieroi has observed mortals for over a millennia and
knows all our frailties.  He can manipulate us with the ease of a strung
puppet.  From what Golden has revealed of mother’s character, Onieroi
knows that threats and violence will never break her, but by taking away what
she loves the most and then giving it back, he has made her fearful of losing
it again.  Onieroi didn’t flee to avoid a fight when we discovered where
father was hidden – he left to ensure that we could claim our prize
unhindered.’


It was Samson’s turn to look
confused, ‘So Onieroi actually wanted us to find father?  What about the
punishment thing?’  


‘Onieroi is a god.  He deals
in fact, not ifs and maybes.  His plan may well have been to inflict a
lifetime of suffering on our parents for their perceived wrongs against his
beloved worshipper, but plans have a habit of being upset and when they do, you
adapt.  Onieroi saw a different angle to his initial plan and made sure he
was out of our way to avoid us from becoming distracted by trying to die at the
hand of a god – which we would have done too.’  Cassius said coldly,
catching the belligerent look on Samson’s face.  ‘Onieroi is an
immortal.  Any weapon we wielded would have only served to anger him into
shortening our lives.  He left before that could happen.  Our
continued existence was the next stage of his new plan – to let Mistral live
out her life in fear.’


‘That’s a bit warped!’ 
Samson exclaimed. 


‘Onieroi really hates us because
of Golden, doesn’t he?’  Fabian added in an awed voice. 


‘Not as much as I hate
Golden!’  Delphine said forcefully.  ‘I’d like to kill that wretched
half-nymph for what she’s put my family through over the last month!’


Samson and Fabian leaned around
Cain to regard their sister with amused expressions.


‘Come off it Del!  Even if
you knew which end of a sword to hold it by –’


‘And by some miracle you actually
managed to scratch Golden with it –’


‘You’d probably try to treat her
wound afterwards!’  Fabian finished with a laugh. 


Delphine turned to glare at her
twin brothers, ‘I’ll have you know that I could handle a sword before you two
were out of diapers!’


They burst out laughing and
Delphine turned to her parents for support, ‘Tell them, or I will show
them!’


‘Your sister did some training
with the Ri apprentices before specialising in Healing.’  Fabian informed
his sons with a smile. 


‘Really?’  The twins looked
to their mother for confirmation of what was obviously an inconceivable idea to
them. 


‘I taught her myself actually,
and she isn’t bad with a sword.’  Mistral conceded, then added.  ‘But
she’s better with knives.’


‘I’m sorry, but I just can’t see
Del with either a sword or a knife.’  Samson said, flicking a dismissive
hand in his sister’s direction.


‘Not unless it matched her
dress,’ his twin brother smirked.


‘Right!  That does it! 
I’ll show you two!’  Delphine snapped and turned to Cain.  ‘Lend me
your dagger please!’


Cain hesitated, ‘Er, you’re not
going to start a fight, are you?’  


‘No, of course I’m not!  I’m
going to prove to my big-headed brothers that they’re not the only ones who can
throw weaponry around!’


Cain looked uncertainly at
Mistral who shrugged.


‘Well alright, but be careful.’
 Cain reached into the back of his belt for his dagger.  ‘It’s very
sharp.’


Delphine gave him a scathing look
and took the dagger he offered hilt-first, ‘A South American facón,’
she said with an approving nod.  ‘Nicely balanced.  Did you bring it
back from a mercenary Contract?’


Cain looked slightly taken aback
by her knowledge of knives and managed to stutter, ‘Er, yes –’


‘Right!’  Delphine said,
throwing Samson and Fabian a challenging look.  ‘Give me a target
then!  Other than your stupid faces, that is!’


Samson and Fabian shared a look
then both cast their eyes around the room, looking for a suitable test for
their sister’s alleged skill.


‘Hmm, cleaning’s not been up to
scratch recently has it brother?’  Samson commented, nodding towards a
cobweb fluttering from one of the beams.


‘Dear me, no.’ Fabian agreed with
a sigh.  ‘I think Del would be more useful armed with a feather
duster.  Maybe Cain will lend her his –’


Delphine cut her brothers off by
leaping to her feet and flinging the knife at the beam.  It sunk into the
wood with a sharp thud.  In the resulting silence a thin strand of
gossamer cobweb floated down to land on the table between the twins. 


‘Not bad Del!’  Samson
exclaimed in surprise.


‘Hmm, for a girl.’  Fabian
teased, lazily flicking the cobweb off the table. 


They all laughed, although Cain’s
was slightly forced.  


‘Worried she’ll turn out like her
mother?’  Phantom whispered with a grin. 


Cain wisely said nothing and
busied himself by taking his chair over to stand on and retrieve his dagger,
leaving Delphine threatening to give her twin brothers the same treatment as
the cobweb if they didn’t start treating her with some respect.


Fabian and Mistral watched their
family teasing one other with smiles on their faces, laughing together when
Marcus appeared from the steamy bathroom to add to the growing chaos by
launching himself at Cassius and starting a boisterous bout of play-wrestling
while his brothers cheered and offered encouragement. 


‘Pull his hair Marcus!’ 
Samson called with a grin.


‘S’too long anyway, anyone’d
think he was an elf the way he wears it –’


‘Are they worth fighting
for?’  Fabian leaned over to whisper in Mistral’s ear. 


‘To the death.’  Mistral
turned to look at Fabian with sudden tears in her eyes.  ‘Which is what
scares me.  I don’t want to lose you again.’


‘Death would not keep me from you.’
 Fabian murmured, holding her gaze while he raised her hand to his lips.


‘Oh, I know now that you and I
will always be together.’  Mistral held his burning gaze with her own,
tempered by unshed tears.  ‘But I don’t want to lose any of them either.’


‘Then I think that we should have
so many children that you lose count and don’t notice when the odd one goes
missing.’


‘Fabian!’  


Fabian laughed at her shocked
expression and leaned forward to kiss her on the lips, eliciting a chorus of
disgusted noises from their twin sons and smiles from Cassius and Delphine.


‘Beating up Cassius has made me
hungry!  Can we eat now?’  Marcus asked in a muffled voice from the
headlock his older brother had him in. 


‘Of course we can Marcus, just as
soon as your brother admits defeat and puts you down.’  Delphine smiled
and pulled Cain into the kitchen to help prepare the meal. 


While Delphine and Cain served up
dinner, Cassius dropped Marcus down onto one of the chairs then sat down and
gave his mother a meaningful look across the table, inviting her into an
unspoken conversation. 


Does this mean you’re coming
back to the Valley tomorrow then mother?


Oh, I suppose so.  What
can I say?  I’ve missed your Uncle Leo’s smiling face.


He does smile occasionally.


Only at Delphine!


Hmm, wait till he meets Amber
…


‘Oh don’t!’  Mistral groaned
out loud.


‘Will you two please actually
speak to each other for once?’  Phantom said irritably.  ‘Do you
realise how confusing it is when you suddenly come out with a comment that
bears no relevance on the conversations going on around you?’  


‘You’re just grumpy because you
can’t hear us.’  Mistral retorted.


‘Am not!’  Phantom said
childishly, then grinned when everyone laughed at him.  ‘Oh, well maybe I
am … a bit.  Ah, Cassius,’ he sighed and looked at his eldest
godson.  ‘It was great when your mother was pregnant with you.  She
could harness the power of your gift and let us See just by holding our hands.’


‘I can do that.’  Cassius
said, reaching his hand across the table to Phantom.


‘Er, no thanks!’  Phantom
said quickly, making everyone laugh again at his obvious discomfort.


‘You don’t have to hold hands
with Cassius for him to impart the ability to See.’  Phantasm chided in an
amused voice.  ‘Just have contact with his skin.’


‘I know!  And I’m sorry, but
that sounds even worse!’


‘Don’t be stupid brother. 
Look.’  Phantasm placed his hand flat on the table so that his fingertips
were just touching the side of Cassius’ wrist.


‘Who would you like to
See?’  Cassius enquired with a smile.


‘Mage Grapple.’  Phantasm
replied promptly.  ‘I’ve always wanted to See inside his mind.’


‘Eximius it is then.’
 Cassius murmured, his face already taking on the vacant expression
Mistral’s had worn so many times when she invoked the power of her gift.


‘And?’  Phantom demanded
sharply when his twin’s eyes slid back into focus with a troubled look in them.


‘Mage Grapple’s in the Valley –’


‘What!  Why?’


‘He’s waiting for us to return so
that a Council of War can be held.’


‘Then it is decided.  We
return to the Valley tomorrow.’  Fabian said quietly. 


After a long dinner and more wine
than Cain approved of, Mistral leaned back in her chair and gazed contentedly
at her family.  Marcus had fallen asleep on his father’s knee with his
head resting against his shoulder.  Delphine was whispering something to
Cain that Mistral was glad she couldn’t hear from the way Cain’s eyes
widened.  Her boys were talking about their plans for a Qualification
celebration that would outshine all others, and Cassius was conversing seriously
with the twins on a Council matter that was too boring for Mistral to bother
listening in on for very long.  She yawned and felt her eyes begin to
close of their own accord. 


‘And that is the signal for bed.’
 Fabian said with a smile.  Rising carefully to his feet he carried
Marcus to his bedroom.


Ah, my own bed tomorrow …


Mistral caught Phantom’s thought
as he looked ruefully at the armchair he’d been sleeping in for the last two
weeks.  The house had been filled to capacity with all of her sons sharing
the larger of the two downstairs bedrooms, Cain and Delphine the second, and
the twins sleeping in the living room with her and Fabian in the galley bedroom
with Amber and Prospero.  


While the usual nightly battle
ensued for first use of the bathroom, which Delphine usually won, Fabian led
Mistral up the stairs to their bedroom.  They paused by the side of
Amber’s crib to gaze down together at their peacefully sleeping daughter.


Slipping his arms around Mistral,
Fabian pulled her closer, ‘She looks just like you,’ he murmured. 


‘You think?’  Mistral
frowned.  She thought Amber looked more like her centaur grandmother,
Alyssa.  


‘Definitely.’  Fabian said,
tilting his head to study his daughter more closely.  ‘Although I’m not
sure where she gets her eye colour from.  You and I are both dark, as are
the centaurs, and my mother’s were blue, which is where Delphine and Marcus
have inherited theirs from.’


Mistral smiled at the thoughtful
tone of Fabian’s voice.  It fascinated him how each of their children were
so different in looks and personality yet had all been born to the same
parents.  Whilst she was happy to marvel at the unique qualities of each
of their children without questioning their origins, she couldn’t fathom the
puzzle of Amber’s unusual eye colour either.  They were almost the same
colour as the dragon queen’s … and if she were being painfully honest, they
were also not that dissimilar to Saul’s.  


‘It still amazes me that before a
year is out this tiny baby will be the size of a six year old and the Valley
school will have another De Winter child to teach!’  Fabian exclaimed
softly.


Mistral sighed and leaned her
head back against Fabian’s shoulder.  Even though they knew their
children’s mixed blood made them grow fast, it was still an astonishing process
to witness.  Mistral looked down at the baby who had already gained five
pounds in her first two weeks of life and smiled at the thought of her crawling
by the end of the month, walking the next, then talking ... and before they
knew it, she and Fabian would be collecting her from school – the sixth De
Winter to be educated there in as many years.  


‘I have a feeling there will
always be a De Winter being taught at the Valley’s school,’ she laughed
softly.  


‘I hope so.’  Fabian smiled
and drew her from the crib towards the bed.   


After shoving a reluctant
Prospero onto the floor, they undressed and slid between the sheets. 
Curling up in the warmth of Fabian’s arms, Mistral laid her head on his chest
and listened to the sound of his heart.  Above the steady pulse that beat
out the rhythm of her life she could hear other quieter sounds; Phantom’s
snore, which he strongly denied but too many had born witness to for him to
continue trying to refute, her twin boys having a whispered argument over a
game of knuckle bones, the muted voices of Delphine and Cain talking in the
bathroom as they prepared for bed … all the comforting sounds of a family
settling down for the night.  Mistral smiled with the sudden realisation
that for someone who had once craved solitude more than anything, she was now
only really happy when their home was full to bursting with the people she
loved. 


‘Have you given any more thought
to who you would like to have for Amber’s other godparent?’  Fabian
asked.  ‘All of our children have four, and so far she only has three.’


‘Cassius only has three.’
 Mistral replied, lifting her head up to look at him. 


‘Hmm, well I was including his
rather unusual and unofficial godmother in my tally.’


Mistral gave a quiet laugh and
laid her head back onto his chest.  It was a private joke between her and
Fabian that the dragon queen was Cassius’ unofficial godmother.  Cassius
had spent a month the previous summer living in the Northern Range to study the
dragon herd.  He had spoken little of his experiences but Mistral knew
through his thoughts that the strange bond that existed between her and the
dragon queen had extended to Cassius.


‘Mistral?’


‘Hmm?’  She looked up again,
drawn from her reminiscences of flying on the back of a dragon to hunt
vampires.


‘We were discussing a suitable
godparent for our daughter before you wandered off,’ he reminded her.


‘Oh, so we were.  Well, I
thought Gemma would be a good choice ... I know it’s really Grendel’s turn, but
I think he’d be better having a godson.’


‘I agree.  And yes, Gemma
will be perfect.  I will speak with Samson when we return to the Valley
tomorrow.’


Mistral felt a prickle of anxiety
at the reminder of their return.


Sensing her slight tension,
Fabian gently stroked her hair, ‘Don’t let yourself become trapped by fear
Mistral.  Be my tigress again, and defend your cubs.’


Mistral listened to the silken
murmur of his words and smiled at the memory of the first time he’d called her
his tigress, of being pregnant with Cassius and laying in a cabin looking out
at a star-laden sky through a ship’s porthole, overwhelmed by the sudden
knowledge that she would do absolutely anything to protect the life growing
inside her.  But that was before she knew how the despair of losing Fabian
would have the power to destroy her will to exist. 


‘I’m not that person anymore
Fabian.’ 


‘You are.’


‘I’m not!’  She sat up,
looking down at him with angry eyes.  ‘I thought I’d lost you and … and I
wanted to die just to be with you again!  I didn’t even think about my
children or my brothers!  All I knew was that once Amber had been born I
would be free to join you.  If you’d returned any later than you did, then
you would’ve found me dead!’


Fabian smiled; the secret smile
that began as a dark shine in his eyes then lifted one corner of his mouth in
the smallest of movements.  It was the smile that had the power to send
her world tumbling off its axis and into the black abyss of his eyes.


‘I was not returned to you just
in time, but at exactly the right time,’ he said softly.  ‘There are no
coincidences in this life we lead.  Chance is a game of dice, all else is
–’


‘Destiny?’  Mistral offered
in a dejected groan.


‘Well, I was going to say fate,
but yes, they are fairly much one and the same.  Although –’ he paused and
frowned slightly.  ‘On reflection fate implies something unpleasant, and
helping to deliver our daughter was far from that.  In fact, it was the
most incredible experience of my life.’


Mistral gazed at him with sudden
tears running down her face.  


He brushed them away with his
fingertips and smiled again, ‘We were never apart Mistral.  We both know
that.  Cassius let me into his gift to help find you and I heard you
listening to me.’


‘I thought it was your ghost
calling to me.’  Mistral sobbed in a broken whisper.  ‘I was coming
to be with you –’


Fabian abruptly pulled her into
his arms and kissed her, silencing her tears and easing the ache in her heart,
‘I know.  And would it really have mattered if it were the echo of my soul
you were listening to?’


Mistral laid her head against his
chest and sighed deeply, ‘No.  It only mattered that I could hear you.’


‘Mistral, my love for you is
endless, it exists beyond the limits of the body my soul inhabits.  Do not
fear death.  It is just another stage in our journey together.’


‘But you left me behind!  I
was so lost … until you came back.’


‘And now we are both found
again.  Don’t let the pain of our fleeting separation rule you, but be
empowered by the knowledge that nothing can keep us apart.’


Mistral nodded slowly, the bright
truth of his words piercing through the shroud of fear she’d wrapped herself
in, like rays of sunlight through fog.  She would not cower in abject
terror of Fabian being taken from her again but rejoice in his warm, living
body lying with her in their bed. 


‘Onieroi’s time is drawing to a
close Mistral, and ours?  Ours has only just begun.’


‘Time.’  Mistral echoed with
a sigh.  ‘I seem to have spent so much time waiting to live my life that
sometimes I forget that I’m actually doing it.  I spent sixteen years
kicking my heels in Nevelte before I met you ... then I had to wait the longest
year of my life before I could be with you –’


‘No, you spent a year mastering
the power of your gift before you could be with me.’  Fabian corrected
with a smile.


‘Hmm, I think you need to let
Cassius show you how I really felt about that year.’  Mistral
muttered.  ‘Because I can assure you that gaining Sight was not what drove
me on.’


‘I could,’ he murmured and
brushed a hand over her skin.  ‘But I would much prefer it if you showed
me.’


‘I have all the time in the world
for that.’  Mistral smiled and tilted her head to kiss him.











An Announcement 





The De Winter family rode back
into the Valley under an overcast sky, dark with the promise of rain.  The
warning bell tolled beneath the hand of the guard on the North Gate when they
filed slowly through, signalling their arrival.  Mistral briefly glanced
over to check that her baby was undisturbed by the noise and smiled to see her
still asleep in the sling beneath Phantom’s cloak; both Cirrus and Spirit were
too unpredictable to risk riding with her just yet. 


By the time they reached the
village square Leo was there, but aside from Clovis waiting close by to take
their horses, he was alone.  Mistral automatically looked across to the
Arena and frowned to see that it was empty.  The day was still dry; there
was no reason for the apprentices to be in the third floor Training Room. 
She glanced over at Cassius to see him gazing at the empty Arena too.  He
turned his head back around to meet her questioning look and offered her a small
shrug.


I think Leo wanted our return
to the Valley to be as inconspicuous as possible. 


Mistral’s lips formed a silent
“oh” of surprise.  The Leo she knew of old loved an audience.  


Gesturing for Clovis to collect
the horses, Leo stepped forward and spoke to Fabian in a quiet voice, ‘A word
please.’


Fabian swiftly dismounted and
handed Spirit’s reins to Clovis before striding over to speak with Leo.


‘And how are you Mistral?’ 
She grumbled to herself while she lowered herself stiffly from the
saddle.  ‘Oh, just fine thanks Leo!  Thought Fabian was dead, nearly
died myself, gave birth; you know, all the usual stuff, but it’s so nice of you
to ask –’


‘Hush Mistral!  I can’t hear
what they’re saying!’  Phantasm whispered sharply.


‘No, but Cassius can.’
 Phantom muttered. 


They both turned to look at
Cassius.  


‘I think father will tell us.’
 Cassius said quietly and nodded towards Fabian, now walking back.  


‘Eximius has requested to eat
with our family tonight.  Mistral?’  


Mistral looked up to meet
Fabian’s dark eyes.  His expression was typically guarded, his thoughts
similarly veiled.  ‘Yes?’


‘Will you and Delphine please
prepare a meal?  There will be twelve of us.’


Mistral nodded absently, her mind
already turning to more interesting matters, like getting up to the third floor
and seeing what the apprentices were doing.  Realising that Fabian was
still gazing expectantly at her, she blinked and returned her attention to
him.  ‘What, you mean right now?’


Fabian smiled and touched a
finger to her cheek, ‘Yes, there is no need for you to come to the
meeting.  I think you have enough to do already, don’t you?’


Mistral frowned at the sudden
realisation that she had a dinner for twelve to prepare and a house to clean
that hadn’t been lived in since June.


Kissing her swiftly, Fabian
turned and joined Cassius, Phantom and Phantasm to walk up the path to the Main
Building. 


‘Third floor training room is it
today Divinus?’


Leo nodded curtly in response to
Samson’s question.


‘C’mon Marcus, you can train with
us today.’


Samson and Fabian hurried after
their father with Marcus jogging between them, overjoyed at the prospect of
training with his older brothers.  Cain said something quickly to Delphine
then took his leave, heading towards the village and his shop, leaving Mistral
and Delphine alone with Leo.


Leo greeted Delphine warmly,
offering her a smile that only she was capable of inducing before turning to
Mistral with a more reserved expression, ‘I understand that I have another
niece?’


Mistral blinked; niece?  Leo
had never publically acknowledged that Fabian was his brother.  Why start
now?  ‘Er, yes.’    


There was an awkward pause then
Leo raised an eyebrow, ‘And may I meet her?’  


‘Oh!  Of course!’ 
Mistral stepped forwards with Amber in her arms.  


‘What have you named her?’ 
Leo asked, taking the bundled baby and peering down at her sleeping face.


‘Father named her.  Amber
Mistral De Winter.’  Delphine replied before Mistral could respond. 
She stepped closer and brushed a finger against Amber’s rosy cheek.  ‘I’ve
always wanted a little sister.’


Amber promptly awoke and gazed at
Leo with her beguiling golden gaze, ‘And now you have one.’  Leo
murmured.  He continued to hold her, smiling down at the innocent life in
his hands for several moments before eventually returning her to Mistral with a
curt nod.  ‘I will see you this evening.’  


Mistral watched the cloaked
figure of the Divinus sweeping away up the path to the Main Building and felt
the first drops of rain begin to fall, ‘You know what Delphine?’  She
sighed and tugged up the hood of her cloak.  ‘I almost wish I was in that
wretched meeting!  It’s going to be a damned sight easier than getting the
house sorted and a meal for twelve cooked in time for this evening!’


‘Don’t worry.  Cain’s gone
to the shop –’


‘Yes, I suppose it’s a blessing
that he’s out the way.’  Mistral interrupted irritably.  ‘But to be
honest I could have done with his help, surely even Cain can handle a broom!’


Delphine smiled, not offended by
her mother’s acerbic comments about Cain.  She knew their friendship had
always been based on affectionate bickering.  ‘No mother, Liliana has been
working in the shop while we were away.  He’s going to ask her to come and
help us get everything ready.’


‘Oh, I see, or rather I don’t
much anymore.’  Mistral sighed, looking suddenly weary.  ‘I’m so out
of practise at using my gift that I don’t even try.’


‘Cassius says it’ll come back.’
 Delphine said reassuringly.  ‘Let me take Amber.  Come
on!  We need to get started!  What do you think?  Beef or pork
tonight?  I’ll go see the butcher once we’ve got Amber settled –’


Mistral heaved another sigh and
listened to Delphine enthusiastically debating between the two types of meat
and began to heartily wish she was in the meeting.  Glancing down at
Prospero she met his pale blue stare and smiled.  ‘Beef,’ she announced
decisively.  Prospero loved roast beef.


By the middle of the afternoon
every room in the house had been dusted, the floors swept and scrubbed and a
freshly laid fire roared in the huge central fireplace.  The delicious
aroma of a joint of beef roasting in the oven drifted through the house,
repeatedly drawing Prospero from his warm place in front of the fire to pad
hopefully into the kitchen only to be shooed out each time by Liliana and
Delphine.


Marcus, Samson and Fabian
returned when training had finished for the day and immediately headed into the
kitchen only to be swiftly redirected by Delphine armed with a wooden spoon and
a severe expression.


‘Just look at the state of
you!  What were you doing today?’


‘Training.’


‘With what?  Mud?’


‘No, it’s knucker slime. 
Uncle Samson brought a live one into the Training Room.’


‘Is that what the smell
is?’  Delphine exclaimed, pulling a face.  ‘Bathroom!  I want
all three of you clean and presentable for tonight!’


‘Why?’  Samson
grumbled.  ‘What’s so special about tonight?’


‘Eximius is coming to dinner!’


‘Fantastic!  I hope he’ll
tell us about the Noble and Rochforte wars again!’


‘Please don’t get him started on
those stories – oh!’  Delphine looked up, surprised to see Phantom and
Phantasm walking in through the front door, both looking unusually
downcast.  ‘You’re early!’


‘Yes.  Sorry.  Is Amber
awake?’  Phantom asked, moving towards the stairs and glancing up with an
agitated expression on his face.


‘I think so, mother has just
bathed her.  She’s upstairs in –’


But Phantom had already gone,
followed almost immediately by his twin.


‘What’s all that about?’ 
Samson asked with a frown.


‘I have absolutely no idea, but
it’s no reason for you not to be in the bathroom!  Go on, get up
there!  And don’t forget to wash behind your ears!’  Delphine shouted
after them as they trooped reluctantly up to the bathroom, dragging their
youngest brother with them. 


The front door opened again and
Fabian strode in, his expression tense, ‘Where’s your mother?’  He
demanded abruptly when Delphine poked her head out of the kitchen to greet him.


‘She’s upstairs.’  Delphine
replied, looking slightly taken aback by his brisk tone.


‘Are the twins here?’


‘Both sets.’  Delphine
smiled then frowned when he didn’t smile back.  ‘What’s going on?’


Fabian shook his head and stared
up the stairs with a look of intense concentration on his face, ‘Well ... at
least she’s not shouting ... yet –’ he muttered. 


‘No, she’s probably completely
exhausted!’  Delphine said sharply.  ‘She’s spent the entire
afternoon cleaning and running around after Amber, who’s taken it upon herself
to choose today to start crawling!’


Fabian nodded distractedly and
ran up the stairs.  Striding past the sight of three of his sons engaged
in an energetic water fight through the open bathroom door, he paused outside
the bedroom door and hesitated with his hand on the latch.  ‘Mistral?’ 
He called tentatively through the closed door. 


Quiet footsteps approached from
the other side, then the door was opened by Phantasm.


Fabian’s black gaze bored into
his for a brief moment, ‘Does she know?’


Phantasm shook his head
lightly.  


Fabian exhaled softly and nodded,
‘Good.’


Phantasm stepped aside to allow
Fabian to enter the room.  He walked quickly over to where Mistral was sat
on the edge of the bed beside Phantom, both laughing while they watched Amber
crawling across the wooden floor towards Prospero’s temptingly long, feathery
tail. 


Fabian halted in front of Mistral
and reached out to take her hands in his, holding her gaze with his own while
he addressed the twins, ‘Please allow us a few moments.’


‘I’ll take Amber.’  Phantom
immediately scooped up his goddaughter, swinging her up in the air and making
her laugh with delight. 


Phantasm closed the bedroom door
behind them to the sound of Fabian’s voice speaking quietly to Mistral. 


‘Downstairs, quick!’  He
muttered to his brother.  ‘I want to be a safe distance away before she
starts throwing things!’


They hurried past the bathroom,
ignoring the sounds of laughter and the slick of soapy water pooling out from
under the door and hurried downstairs, stepping into the living room just as
Liliana was leaving and Cain arriving.  


He strode in, calling a greeting
to Delphine and brushing droplets of rain from his sandy coloured hair, ‘Damn
it’s wet out there!’  He exclaimed and hung his cloak up.  ‘Shop’s
fine, flat’s a bit dusty though.  But we can sort that tomorrow. 
What time’s dinner planned –’ he turned around then instantly fell silent at
the strained look on Phantasm’s face and the almost sad expression on Phantom’s
while he knelt on the rug and carefully placed Amber down.  ‘Is something
wrong?’  He asked quickly.  


‘He said what?’


The twins cast joint looks up at
the ceiling to where Mistral’s outraged shout had come from then turned to
regard Cain with resigned expressions.


‘That’s what’s wrong.’ 
Phantasm replied.


‘What is?’  Cain frowned in
confusion. 


‘Yes, please tell me what’s going
on too.’  Delphine said, walking in from the kitchen and casting a worried
glance at the ceiling where Mistral’s muffled shouting could be heard over the
splashing noises coming from the bathroom.  


‘I take it that your mother
didn’t listen in on today’s meeting then?’  Phantasm asked.


Delphine shook her head, ‘She was
too busy, plus she admitted to me that’s she’s out of practice with her
gift.  Why?’


Phantasm sighed heavily, ‘Mage
Grapple has made a rather unusual request of your father that’s not going to go
down well with her.’  


‘And that’s putting it mildly.’
 Phantom added grimly.  


‘What request is this
then?’  Cain asked and walked over to kiss Delphine absently on the
cheek.  She smiled and turned to kiss him back.


‘Not to have any more children
until the threat that Onieroi poses to the Isle has been eliminated.’


Cain groaned but Delphine gave
the twins a puzzled look, ‘I don’t understand.  How can mother having more
children have any bearing on the situation?’


‘Because your mother is a
powerful Seer and your father a fearsome warrior, both skills that Mage Grapple
has need of to succeed against Onieroi.  But whenever Mistral is with
child Mage De Winter becomes obsessed with protecting her from anything that
may present the slightest danger to her.’


‘Like a fallen god trying to
re-establish a following on the Isle.’  


‘Yes Cain, precisely that type of
thing.’  Phantasm said shortly.


A heavy silence fell while they
all turned to watch Phantom playing with Amber, his last godchild for the
foreseeable future.


‘It’s going to be hell.’ 
Cain said grimly. 


‘Why would it be hell for
you?’  Delphine frowned. 


‘Obviously, you weren’t around
when they met Delphine.’  Cain sighed.  ‘Your mother was still an
apprentice and forbidden from having any sort of relationship with your father
until she mastered her gift.  You know how completely ruled she is by her
emotions, well, it was ... difficult for her.’


‘And us.’  Phantom muttered,
remembering the training sessions he had suffered with Mistral during the
second year of their apprenticeships.


Delphine laughed, ‘I think I
understand more than you imagine.  I can’t tell you how many times I had
to babysit my brothers while she and my father went hunting and came back
suspiciously empty handed.’


‘Not anymore.’  Phantasm
said quietly.


‘Oh, I don’t know.’
 Delphine suddenly smiled and looked at Cain.  ‘Can I have the key to
the shop?  I think I’ve got time to brew up a batch before dinner.’


‘Oh!  Yes, of course!’ 
Cain dug in his trouser pocket and passed Delphine the large iron key Mistral
had given him six years ago.


Phantasm and Phantom watched
Delphine quickly pull on her cloak and slip out of the house before turning to
fix Cain with questioning looks.


‘The Moon Potion.’  Cain
explained with a smile.


‘Ah, yes.’  Phantasm heaved
a sigh of relief.


‘It won’t have any long term
effects will it?’  Phantom asked anxiously, quickly reaching out to
prevent Amber from investigating the contents of the log basket.


Cain shook his head, ‘None. 
Don’t worry, I’m sure we’ll all be knee deep in godchildren the moment this
crisis is over –’


‘I don’t give a flying stuff
what’s good for the Isle!’  Mistral’s enraged shriek reverberated through
the ceiling followed by the sound of something smashing against the wall.


‘What’s got mother so
riled?’  Samson walked cautiously into the room followed by his twin and
Marcus, his blue eyes wide beneath a fringe of wet hair. 


‘Mage Grapple wants your mother and
father not to have any more children until we’ve sorted out Onieroi.’ 
Cain explained.  ‘And you know how she hates to be told what to do.’


‘Oh dear.’  Samson grimaced
at his brother.  ‘Time to take some mercenary work I think –’


‘You will not!’  Phantasm
said sharply.  ‘You’re not Qualified!’


 ‘Like that’s ever stopped
us before!’  Fabian grinned and threw himself onto the sofa.  


‘Hang on!’  Samson said,
looking worriedly at the unattended kitchen.  ‘Let’s focus on more
important matters shall we, like where’s Del?  I’m starving!’


By the time Cassius arrived,
bringing the Divinus and the Head of the Isle with him, Delphine had long since
returned from Cain’s shop armed with Moon Potion and diffused the
situation.  Fabian was now stood beside the fire holding Amber in the
crook of one arm, the other wrapped around Mistral, watching her reaction
carefully when Mage Grapple walked into their house. 


Delphine left her younger
brothers setting the table for dinner and walked over with both hands
outstretched to greet her godfather, ‘Eximius!’


‘Delphine.’  Mage Grapple’s
scarred face broke into a smile when she took his hands and stood up on her
tiptoes to kiss his cheek.


‘Leo.’  Delphine offered her
second godfather the same greeting then took his cloak from him.


‘That was quick thinking this
afternoon Delphine, well done.’  Cassius murmured when she walked past him
to hang up the cloaks.  


Delphine arched an eyebrow,
‘Eavesdropping were you?’ 


‘Call it a preventative safety
measure.  I was rather worried that mother would storm over to the Main
Building and start screaming at Eximius, but thankfully she wasn’t listening in
on the meeting.  I had to stop reading her once she started shouting at
father though, I don’t like to intrude on their arguments.’


‘I shouldn’t have worried about
that Cassius, the way she was yelling I think half the village heard!’


Cassius’ smiled briefly then his
expression grew serious again as he glanced over at his parents, ‘Has she
agreed to take it?’


‘Sort of.  I’ve had to
change the recipe since mother can’t abide honey, but apple juice sweetens it
well enough.  It’s actually father that’s a bit reluctant, he thinks it’s
unnatural.’


Cassius nodded and watched Mage
Grapple striding over to where Fabian and Mistral were stood together in stiff
silence.  Oblivious to the coolness of Fabian’s greeting and Mistral’s
complete lack of any sort of greeting, he smiled and reached out to take Amber.


‘May I meet my latest
grandchild?’  


Grandchild!!


Mistral was too astounded to be
angry and watched him take Amber from Fabian, his ravaged face breaking into a
smile that took years from him.  


‘Hello Amber.  I am very
pleased to meet you, and I must say that you look just like your mother ... but
those eyes!  They are quite mesmerising –’


Mistral watched him admiring her
daughter ... his granddaughter, and wondered at the significance of him
suddenly openly acknowledging the family connection.  She glanced at
Fabian.  He was regarding Mage Grapple through slightly narrowed eyes, but
neither his aura nor his thoughts revealed anything more than resentment, anger
and, like her, confusion at the sudden abolishment of a secret they’d all
carefully kept for years.


‘She is quite beautiful.’ 
Mage Grapple finally declared and passed Amber back to Fabian.  He
accepted the goblet of wine Phantasm offered him before speaking again, his
usually cold voice edged with a strain Mistral had never heard before.  ‘I
am appalled by what your family have been forced to endure, Lady De Winter, and
I am incapable of expressing the extent of my relief at seeing you all united
once more, in particular your return to health.  Illness does not become
you.’


Mistral gave him a startled look,
‘You – you saw me?  I mean ... when –’ she trailed off, aghast at the
thought of Mage Grapple having witnessed her corpse-like existence.  


‘I visited you every week.’ 
Mage Grapple continued.  ‘I could not give up hope.  I instructed a
platoon of warlocks to search the Black Cliffs for De Winter, but his usage of
the Craft has been so infrequent that they did not have enough knowledge of his
signature to be effective.  For the first time they failed me.  It is
fortunate that your sons prevailed.’  He paused and reached out to take
one of Mistral’s hands.  She was so shocked by the contact that she simply
stared at him and let it rest limply in his.  ‘I do not take lightly the
request I have made of you today.  Through the rich life of your family I
have come to know what I thought unknowable.  I have always considered
myself honoured to have existed within your lifetime, but in truth I know that
I am blessed.’


Utterly at a loss for words,
Mistral turned to gaze beseechingly at Fabian.


‘Your sentiments are appreciated
Eximius, however your request is not.’  Fabian responded coldly. 


Mage Grapple sighed and let go of
Mistral’s hand, ‘You have made your feelings on the subject loud and clear to
me De Winter, in fact, I am certain that most of the Valley are aware of the
way you feel ... but let us not ruin what smells like an excellent dinner with more
angry words.’


Noting Fabian’s increasingly
stony expression Mistral threw Cassius an anxious look.  He nodded quickly
and walked over to take Amber from Fabian.  She promptly wriggled from her
brother’s grip, asking to be set down.  To avoid the tantrum that would no
doubt ensue if she didn’t get her own way, Cassius knelt down and placed her
onto the werewolf skin rug in front of the fire.  She promptly gripped his
hands tightly and took several tottering steps towards him, her golden eyes
glowing with laughter. 


‘Is she really walking?’ 
Cain said in a disbelieving voice.  


‘It looks that way!’ 
Delphine exclaimed.  ‘But she only started crawling this afternoon!’


Cassius smiled at his two week old
baby sister who promptly beamed back, ‘She was touched by Onieroi’s
power.  It’s made her ... special.’


Mage Grapple didn’t look at Amber
but continued to hold Fabian’s icy glare, ‘The creature that has crawled to our
shores for refuge must be destroyed before it grows in power any more. 
Even in its weakened state its very existence was enough to affect the life of
your child before she was even born.  Who knows what havoc it will wreak
as it grows stronger?’


Fabian’s face darkened with
anger, ‘Do not use my daughter as justification for the plans you’ve made
Eximius!  It is you who cannot abide the presence of any god other than
yourself on the Isle!’ 


‘I do not consider myself
immortal, De Winter, far from it.  In fact, I feel that the time is right
to hand the reins of power over to another.’


A sudden silence fell at his
words, even the sounds of food being prepared in the kitchen halted as Phantom
gave up any pretence of not listening in. 


‘Perhaps we should eat and I
shall explain.’  Mage Grapple said more quietly.  


‘About time too, I’m starving!’


Mage Grapple looked over at
Marcus, already sat at the table with his knife and fork held ready in his
hands, ‘You can always rely on children to remind us of the truly important
factors of life,’ he remarked and strode over to the table to take the seat
Delphine offered him.


‘I’m not a child anymore.’
 Marcus declared loudly.  ‘I killed my first knucker today!’


‘Then I think a toast is called
for.’  Mage Grapple announced, standing up and raising his goblet. 
‘To family.’


‘And my knucker.’  Marcus
added, raising the goblet of wine that Samson passed him only to have it
snatched away by Phantom.


An echoing murmur ran around the
table then everyone quickly sat down, taking the plates of food served by
Mistral and Delphine with barely a glance, all eyes fixed on Mage Grapple in
anticipation of his explanation. 


Mistral placed her own plate down
then turned to Cassius, ‘I’ll just put Amber to bed –’


‘No, I’ll hold her then take her
up after dinner.’  Phantom promptly reached out to take the smiling Amber
from Cassius.  


Mistral was about to argue, but
when she saw the wistful look on Phantom’s face she didn’t have the heart to
disappoint him.  His latest godchild was going to grow even faster than
the others; no longer a baby but a toddler and not even a month old.  At
this rate she would be full-grown by the end of the year.


‘Anyway, it’s not safe to walk
around up there at the moment,’ Delphine cast withering looks at her twin
brothers, ‘since somebody decided to wash the entire upstairs floor
whilst having a bath!’  


‘C’mon Del, it’s only a bit of
water!’  Samson said, passing Marcus another goblet of wine which was
quickly retrieved from his grasp by Phantasm.


‘A bit?  I’m surprised there
isn’t a waterfall running down the stairs!’


‘Er, Delphine?’  Phantasm
murmured quietly.  ‘I think Mage Grapple was about to tell us something.’


‘Oh, of course.  Sorry.’
 Delphine said and quickly sat down between Cain and Leo who both promptly
tried to fill her goblet with wine at the same time.  After a brief battle
of glares, Cain gave in and let Leo pour the wine and gave Delphine a kiss
instead, hiding a smirk at the resulting flash of anger in Leo’s eyes. 


To the twin’s obvious
consternation, Mage Grapple appeared to be in no hurry to elaborate on his
shock announcement and proceeded to ask Marcus a series of questions about his
first training session.  


Marcus was only too happy to
reply, his words rushed out between forkfuls of food, ‘And it was all slimy,
like a toad!  And the smell!  Uncle Grendel smells pretty bad
sometimes, but this was loads worse –’


Mistral smiled and took a sip of
wine; she hadn’t seen Grendel since leaving the Valley at the end of June, or
Samson and Gemma, or Xerxes and Brutus.  She suddenly missed them and
sighed, realising that Gemma and Samson’s daughter would have grown, although
Amber would probably be bigger than her already.  Catching Cassius’ eye,
she asked him a question that had been bothering her.


If Onieroi has touched Amber
in some way, I haven’t Seen it, apart from her accelerated growth rate that
is.  I know she hasn’t got the Sight.


No.  If she has a gift
it’s eluding me too, but have you noticed the way she always knows where you
are even when you’re not in the room?


Mistral frowned thoughtfully. 
Amber was always looking at her when she walked into the room, no matter which
doorway she entered from.  You think she can sense where people are?


Cassius gave a small shrug, I’m
not sure what her gift is, however, at the rate she’s growing she’ll tell us
what it is for herself soon enough.


Mistral watched Phantom sharing
his dinner with Amber and lifted her eyebrows in silent agreement. 
Turning to share her thoughts with Fabian, she frowned to see that his plate of
food remained untouched.  


‘I know I haven’t cooked a meal
like this in a while, but is it actually inedible?’  She asked in a low
voice.


Fabian turned to her, his
expression typically inscrutable, only the hard lines on either side of his
mouth betrayed the tell-tale black swirl of anger she could see in his
aura.  


‘I do not appreciate having our
family dinner being used as a stage for Eximius’ performance.’


An uncomfortable silence fell at
the table while Fabian locked gazes with Mage Grapple.


‘I apologise if I have offended
you De Winter,’ he said evenly.  ‘I assure you that it was not my
intention to intrude on a family occasion with theatrical aspirations, but to
share with those who are closest to me one of the most important decisions I
have ever made.’  He paused and took a long drink from his goblet of
wine.  Lowering it slowly, he smiled at Delphine when she instantly leaned
over to refill it for him. 


‘Since the trouble with the
Rochforte tribe I have put into place reforms designed to develop a greater
understanding between the Mage and Arcane races.  Forgive me if I sound
conceited, but the results speak for themselves.  The Council Chamber has
been rebuilt with an increased capacity of a hundred seats, of which exactly
half are held by Arcanes.  The decisions made on our future are now
influenced by a fairly balanced representation of all who inhabit the
Isle.  I am content to know that I have achieved the purpose to which I
have dedicated my life and now wish to enjoy what time I have left with my
grandchildren.’


Another long silence fell during
which Mistral and Cassius held a rapid silent debate over his not so subtle
elusion to family once again and everyone else wore shocked looks. 


‘You’re retiring?’  Samson
exclaimed, sharing a horrified look with his brother.  


‘You can’t!  We haven’t
managed to get you to give us The Ten Year Cull yet!’


‘Have you been pestering Eximius
for that again?’  Delphine tutted at her brothers then turned to smile at
her godfather.  ‘I wish you a long and happy retirement.  It’ll be
nice to see you enjoying yourself for a change.’


Enjoying yourself?  Mistral
threw a frankly incredulous look at Phantom which he returned over the top of
Amber’s dark hair.  


‘Who do you have in mind to
assume your role?’  Fabian asked sharply.  


‘Me.’


Everyone turned to stare at
Leo.  It was the first time he had spoken since sitting down to eat. 


‘What?  Unify the Council
and the Ri under one leader?’  Phantasm asked, frowning heavily. 
‘I’m not convinced that would be a good move.’  


‘No.  I would abdicate my
role as Divinus to become the Council Head.’


‘Then which member of the Magnate
would you intend to take the role of Divinus?’  Phantasm continued,
keeping his face carefully neutral.


‘Actually, I do not think that
the position of Divinus should be filled by any of the Magnate.’  Leo
paused and twisted his wine goblet thoughtfully between his fingers.  ‘I
know that you and your brother have the necessary skills to fulfil the role;
you are exceptionally gifted, are experienced warriors and well-versed in
matters that concern the Isle.  However, you already have a lifelong
commitment that would not permit you to devote the absolute attention the role
of Divinus demands.’


‘We do?’  Phantom said,
looking at Leo questioningly.


A ghost of a smile touched Leo’s
lips.  He nodded towards Amber, fast asleep on Phantom’s shoulder. 
‘You are godfathers.’


‘So are you!’  Phantom
retorted before he could stop himself.


‘Yes, thank you for reminding me
of my responsibility, Phantom.  However I am blessed with a goddaughter
who is both sensible and married to someone that, despite my initial concerns,
takes good care of her.  My role of godfather has been more of a pleasure
than a duty –’


Mistral stifled a smile as her
twin sons made silent retching noises.  


Marcus was less discrete and
sprayed out the mouthful of wine he was sneaking from Samson’s goblet, ‘You
wouldn’t say that if you’d been on the receiving end of one of Del’s
slaps!’  


‘– and your duties are only just
beginning.’  Leo finished, giving Marcus and his brothers looks that
clearly suggested they had proved his point for him.


‘So who do you favour as the next
Divinus?’  Phantasm asked in a slightly forced voice.


Before Leo could respond Mistral
let out a gasp, her gaze sliding sharply back into focus to look at Fabian with
shining eyes.


‘I do not covet the role of
Divinus!’  Fabian snapped, looking almost affronted.


‘No!  You
misunderstand!’  Mistral smiled, taking his hand and holding it tightly,
her face glowing with pride.


‘Ah –’ Fabian’s look of
truculence immediately shifted to a smile. 


‘Cassius.’  They both
murmured and turned to regard their son who was staring at Leo with nothing
short of astonishment on his face. 


‘Cassius Saul De Winter.  I
ask you now, in plain sight of a room full of witnesses, will you consider
being the next Divinus?’  Leo asked formally.  


‘I –’


No!  I’m not ready! 
I don’t have enough experience!


Yes, you do.  You are a
warrior, a Seer and a De Winter.  You will have the guidance of Imperato,
the twins and Mage Grapple, and your Uncle will be the Head of the Mage
Council.  Accept Cassius, you were destined for this.


I can’t believe you just said
that!


I didn’t ... I thought it.


This is really not the time to
develop a sense of humour mother!


‘Will you two please speak aloud
for once?’  Phantom demanded in exasperation when the silence stretched
beyond a bearable length of time.


Yes ... ‘Oh, I mean, yes
of course.’


‘Of course you will speak aloud
or of course you will accept?’  Leo arched an eyebrow enquiringly. 


‘Both.’


‘Brilliant!  That Ten Year
Cull is so ours!’  Samson whispered gleefully to his brother under the
resulting burst of excited talk.


‘Talk about family
connections!’  His twin agreed.  ‘We could probably even get that
Egyptian Contract Gleacher reckons is due!’


The uplift in noise and mood woke
Amber.  Expecting her to cry, Phantom immediately began to shush her but
she merely smiled around at her family, clapping her hands delightedly when
they smiled back.


‘She’s got such a sunny temperament!’ 
Cain whispered happily to Delphine.  ‘I’m so glad I got her as a godchild
and not Marcus.  I think he’s going to be a real handful.’ 


‘I wonder where he gets that
from.’  Delphine whispered back, glancing meaningfully at her mother and
father, who were kissing in a way that was not entirely appropriate.


Mage Grapple lifted his voice
above the general talk and laughter to address them in curt tones, ‘The matters
we have discussed tonight must remain confidential until my announcement has
been made official.  I shall remain in office until the situation with
Onieroi has been satisfactorily resolved.’ 


‘You hear that Marcus? 
Eximius means no bragging to your friends at school that your uncle is going to
be the next Head of the Council and your brother the Divinus.’  Delphine
said sternly.


‘C’mon Del!  Would I?’ 
Marcus cried in wounded tones and both Mistral and Cassius burst out laughing,
having heard exactly the opposite in his thoughts.


‘Where do ex-Heads of the Isle go
then?’  Samson asked, looking at Mage Grapple thoughtfully.


‘Hmm, not sure I’ve heard of any
retirement homes on the Isle, although, if there were, you’d be a real hit with
the stories you can tell,’ his brother mused.  


‘I intend to live in the Valley.’


‘Really?’


‘That’s fantastic!’


‘Will you teach me to
duel?’  Marcus had to practically shout to be heard above Samson and
Fabian’s excited outbursts.


‘With the permission of the
Divinus, I should like to undertake a small role instructing apprentices. 
However, you already have an excellent Training Captain and two highly
competent Lieutenants – I fear I may be surplus to requirements.’


‘No, you’ll be needed because one
of the Lieutenants keeps wandering off to have children!’  Samson laughed
then immediately stopped when he caught his mother’s suddenly wooden
expression.  ‘Oh, sorry mother, I forgot –’


‘Allow me to repay your
hospitality.’  Mage Grapple announced to cover the suddenly stilted
silence.  ‘Dine at my house tomorrow night.  I can only provide such
delights as Floris will deign to supply, but I am sure he will not fail –’


‘You’ve already bought a house in
the Valley?’  Delphine gasped.


Mage Grapple raised one scarred
eyebrow in a faintly humorous expression, ‘Yes Delphine.  I doubt that
Floris would wish to travel to my Council residence to perform his culinary
duties.’


Delphine laughed at her own
mistake then immediately offered to cook, adding extravagantly, ‘Cain will help
me, won’t you?’


Everyone laughed at the warring
emotions on Cain’s face, his obvious reluctance to help cook a dinner for Mage
Grapple battling against his utter inability to refuse a request from
Delphine.  She turned to smile at him and his face took on the devoted
expression he habitually wore in her presence.  ‘Oh, I suppose so –’


When Mistral and Delphine stood
up to clear the table, Mage Grapple sighed and leaned back contentedly in his
chair, ‘And now, I feel a suitable end to a fine meal would be a game of cards
... any takers?’


‘Small wager?’  Samson and
Fabian chorused.


‘Just to make it interesting.’
 Mage Grapple agreed with a hint of a smile and produced a pack of cards
from his pocket.


Phantom excused himself and took
Amber upstairs to settle her, dragging Marcus along with him as well.


‘But I’m not even the slightest
bit tired yet!’  Marcus complained, hiding a yawn while he trudged up the
stairs behind Phantom.


‘Look, you’ve already been
drinking tonight, don’t add gambling to your list of vices or you might as well
just change your name to Xerxes and be done with it!’  


In the kitchen Mistral began
washing the plates, gazing out of the darkened window at the raindrops
pattering against the square panes and making no effort to listen to her
daughter’s chatter until Fabian’s quiet voice spoke, instantly drawing her full
attention.


‘I will help your mother
Delphine.’


Mistral half-turned and smiled at
Fabian.  He picked up a linen towel and began to dry the plates she had
washed, the noise of him stacking them onto the dresser covering their murmured
conversation.


‘So that’s why Leo and Mage
Grapple have both suddenly started acknowledging the family connection.’
 Mistral began in a whisper.


‘Hmm, Leo in the guise of the
full-blooded son of Mage Grapple would be an unpopular Divinus, but an
extremely popular Council Head.’


Mistral nodded thoughtfully,
slowly circling the soapy cloth on another plate while she looked at Fabian,
‘Our son could be the next Divinus.’


‘Yes,’ he smiled, a brief glow of
pride lighting his dark expression before it quickly faded.  ‘But I want
Onieroi dealt with as quickly as possible; I detest the idea of this potion –’


Mistral abruptly dropped the
plate she was washing and turned to twine her wet hands around his neck,
pulling him close to her so that she could whisper in his ear.


The sound of Fabian laughing made
the card-players look up briefly.


‘What’s that about
Cassius?’  Phantasm asked then casually dropped an ace down onto the pile,
eliciting a groan from Cain.


Cassius smiled and shook his
head, ‘Unrepeatable.’


‘She’s going to have to become
more lady-like soon.’  Phantom remarked, sliding into his seat and
sweeping up his hand of cards.  ‘She’s going to be the mother of the Ri’s
Divinus and sister-in-law to the Head of the Isle.’


‘I really don’t think that’s
going to stop her, do you?’  Phantasm sighed.











Temple of the Divine





August limped to a rainy close
and September announced its arrival in a series of long golden days filled with
bright sunshine that had lost the intense heat of summer and left the air fresh
and cool.  It was a Friday lunchtime and Fabian was stood at the bar in
The Cloak and Dagger with Samson.


‘To your return to health my
friend.’  Samson raised his tankard of ale to take a deep drink. 
Wiping the frothy remnants away with the back of his hand, he turned to lean
back against the bar and looked across the tavern at Mistral and Gemma, sat
talking at a table with their daughters held on their laps.  He smiled and
slowly shook his head; the face that had so many times reminded Mistral of a
battle-scarred lion glowing with pride.  ‘Look at that,’ he said softly.


Fabian collected his own tankard
and turned to gaze across at the two women and smiled.  Amber was younger
than Samsara yet already twice her size and had clambered from Mistral’s lap to
walk around the table without need of any support.     



Mistral looked up, catching
Fabian’s eye she grinned and gestured pointedly to the empty table in front of
them.


‘I think someone is hinting that
we’re slow in bringing the drinks over.’  Samson laughed and turned back
to the bar to pick up the tray of drinks Floris had placed there.  ‘Put
these on my tab –’


Leaving Floris complaining
grumpily about the size of Samson’s tab, he strode across to lay the tray down
on the table then bent to scoop Amber up before she tottered off across the
tavern, ‘And where do you think you’re going madam?’  He asked, holding
Amber up and looking sternly at her.


Amber giggled and reached out to
pat his face, ‘H’o Samson!’


‘Oh no.’ Mistral groaned and
reached for her tankard of ale.  ‘She spoke her first words yesterday and
I thought it was just a fluke, but it seems that she really has started
talking.’


‘What’s so bad about that?’ 
Gemma asked.


‘You wait.  Once they start
they just don’t stop.’


‘I think I’m going to be waiting
quite a while don’t you?’  Gemma said, glancing ruefully at the baby
asleep in her arms.  ‘Mine’s still at the slug stage.’


‘Damn it’s good to see you laugh
again Mistral.’  Samson said and sat down, carefully balancing Amber on
his knee.  ‘I thought you were going to be fire wood the last time I saw
you.’


‘Don’t remind me.’  Mistral
muttered and lifted her tankard to her mouth.  


‘I even began to think it was my
singing that was causing it.’  Samson continued in a hurt tone.


Placing the tankard back onto the
table Mistral watched her daughter searching through the pockets of Samson’s
jerkin for something to play with, ‘I remember you singing to me Samson,’ she
said quietly.  ‘It was always The Ballad of the Two Knights.’


‘I sang it to you every
week.’  Samson’s face suddenly lost its mockery to become solemn. 
‘But you never even stirred.  I thought I was going to lose my daughter’s
godmother along with my oldest friend.’


Mistral didn’t know what to
say.  She only had vague memories of that time and no compulsion to recall
them any more clearly.  Instead of even beginning to try and explain her
sudden loss of will to live, she shrugged and took another drink from her
tankard, ‘It’s in the past now Samson.  I’m more concerned with the
future.’


Amber had found a spriggan foot
in one of Samson’s pockets and pulled it out with a delighted squeal, shaking
it like a rattle.  


‘Ha!  My lucky spriggan
foot!’  Samson laughed and took it from Amber, holding it just out of her
reach and making her laugh as she reached for it.  ‘Yes, the future,’ he
said, picking up their conversation again.  ‘And that consists of ... let
me see now –’ he turned to give Gemma a thoughtful look ‘– two Naming
Ceremonies and one wedding.’


Gemma’s relaxed smile immediately
became a little fixed, ‘Can’t the wedding wait for a bit?’


‘Nope.’


‘But I’m –’


‘The mother of my child and I
want to make you my wife.  Is that so hard to understand?’  


Gemma gazed down at the daughter
they shared, ‘No,’ she sighed then gave him a resigned look.  ‘Oh, if it’s
so important to you, then fine.  Marry me if you must.’


‘Such enthusiasm!’  Samson
gave her his gold-toothed rogue’s grin and lifted his tankard in a toast,
‘Here’s to you, Mrs Samson.’


Gemma’s face grew stony, ‘Do not
call me that.  Ever.’


‘No, I think that “Mr Gemma”
would be more realistic.’  Mistral whispered to Fabian, forcing him to
swiftly bend his head to hide his sudden laughter. 


‘When then?  I like October
... cool days, crisp nights.’  Samson winked at Gemma.  ‘Perfect for
a long honeymoon.’  


‘Samson!’  


‘You can borrow our house at the
Council.’  Fabian said while Gemma went pink and Samson grinned. 
‘We’re not due there in October.’


‘There’s good hunting in the
Northern Range and the house overlooks the Council stables, so you could do a
bit of research while you’re there.’  Mistral added to Gemma.  ‘The
horse master there breeds a nice arab mix you’d like.  


‘Hmm, horses, hunting ... maybe a
bit of culture, see a play or even the ballet.’  Samson said thoughtfully
to Gemma.  ‘What do you think my love?’


‘What about
Samsara?’    


‘Melsina would have her when you
wanted to go out.’  Mistral said promptly.  ‘She’s some kind of
wonder-nanny now.’


‘Melsina De’ath?’  Gemma
looked dubious.


‘Hmm, yes.  I know what
you’re thinking, and when I say that I really mean it ... but believe me, I’ve
been keeping a close eye on Melsina and she’s not doing too bad a job with the
Rochforte boys.’


Gemma didn’t look fully convinced
but Samson was overjoyed.


‘That’s settled then!’  He
cried, taking Amber’s hands and clapping them together enthusiastically. 
‘One wedding and a double Naming Ceremony coming up!  I wonder if Leo will
give us a discount –’


Whilst Samson began to quiz a
reluctant Gemma on what type of wedding she would like, Mistral and Fabian
began a quiet conversation of their own. 


‘Did you listen in on this
morning’s Council meeting?’  Fabian asked.


Mistral nodded, ‘Yes, I listened
to Cassius.  Mage Grapple presented the same proposal as when we came back
to the Valley.’


‘And how did the Council receive
it?’


‘Well ... all things considered.’


Fabian nodded; his expression
pensive, ‘It is an unusual suggestion ... and expensive.’


‘Hiring out every single Ri
warrior on one blanket Contract to obliterate the followers of Onieroi isn’t
going to come cheap.’  Mistral agreed.  ‘But –’


‘No Samson!  I am not
wearing white!’


Mistral and Fabian looked up
briefly at the sound of Gemma’s raised voice then resumed their murmured
conversation.  


‘– I have to say I think it’s the
only way.’  Mistral went on.  ‘The Contract Leo put out on Golden has
had a couple of takers but no-one’s been successful so far.  It’s going to
take a lot of work to track her and the rest of Onieroi’s following down ...
and even then Ri warriors will be fairly uncomfortable with the idea of killing
unarmed women.’  


‘I agree, which is why Mage
Grapple wants his warlocks involved.  They will have no compunction in
taking the lives they are ordered to.  Unfortunately, Leo has yet to agree
to their inclusion, he fears it may look too much like the Council are using
the Ri as sniffer dogs.  The Contract specifications must be worded very
carefully ... Gleacher has been tying himself in knots over it all week.’


Prospero growled in his sleep and
shifted his head so that it was resting more comfortably on Mistral’s
boots.  She glanced down at her dog and suddenly smiled, ‘Well, one bright
spot is that the giant Contract still hasn’t been fulfilled.  Prospero
would love the chance to chew on some giant ankle ... and it’s my birthday soon
–’


‘Mistral, you have never
celebrated your birthday!’  Fabian laughed.


Mistral shrugged, ‘Now seems like
a good time to start then.  Can I have the giant hunt please?’


‘Well, despite that fact that I
would love to give you that Contract as a present, it’s already been
allocated.’


Mistral snorted derisively, ‘That’s
doomed to failure and you know it!  Erin will have been fluttering her
eyelashes so hard at the others that she’ll be in the Infirmary with eye strain
by now!’


Fabian chuckled, ‘Yes, Cassius
has been reading the hunting party and has reported that it’s not going
well.  Although I don’t think she has injured herself, Erin is causing a
few problems in the hunting party.  Griffon and Remir have fallen out over
her –’


‘What?  Can’t they decide
who should be allowed to kill her for being so damned irritating?’


‘No Mistral.  That is not
quite what they are arguing over.’


Mistral pulled a face, ‘I don’t
think I need to know the details.  Have they even found the giant yet?’


‘Not according to Cassius’ last
report.’


‘Morons!’  Mistral muttered
scathingly.  ‘It’s a giant!  Not exactly blessed with the ability to
tiptoe and hide under rocks, is it?’


‘No.  But, back to the
unprecedented event of your first ever birthday.’  Fabian raised an
eyebrow.  ‘Are you sure you would like to spend it hunting for a giant?


‘Yes.’  Mistral replied
promptly, adding more hopefully.  ‘Please?’


Fabian nodded slowly and looked
down at her hand held in his.  Turning it over he deliberately traced her
lifeline with a single fingertip, ‘I was planning to take you on a hunt for the
last werewolf.  Jasper was badly bitten and forced to return to the Valley
empty handed and I’ve been offered the Contract.  He told me that the
werewolf has fled east, to the Dawn Forests.’


‘The Dawn Forests?’  Mistral
repeated vaguely, absorbed in watching the progress of Fabian’s finger along
the white line of a scar on the inside of her wrist.  


‘Hmm, we could leave Amber with
Delphine and Cain.  It would be just you and me –’ he suddenly looked up,
catching her with the night-black stare that still made her heart do
somersaults. 


‘So, you up for it then Lady De
Winter?’  Samson’s rasping voice cut in.


‘What?’  Mistral’s immediate
blush made Fabian laugh, raising her hand to his lips he kissed the skin of her
wrist, keeping her trapped within the darkness of his gaze.


‘Samson is asking whether you
will be Gemma’s Maid of Honour.’


‘Oh right.’  Mistral nodded
dazedly then immediately shook her head when his words finally sank in. 
‘No chance!’


‘Told you.’  Gemma said,
giving Samson a righteous look. 


Mistral pulled a face, ‘Sorry
Gemma, it’s just not my thing.  Ask Delphine –’


‘It’s fine Mistral.  I know
it’s not your thing, but Samson thinks it is!  Honestly!  I sometimes
wonder about your sanity Samson.’


‘Only sometimes?’  Samson
grinned.  


The debate over Samson’s state of
mental health was halted by the arrival of lunch and the conversation turned to
their plans for the afternoon.  They were taking the apprentices on an
overnight hunt in The Velvet Forests, which Samson was rapidly turning into an
excuse for a night of revelry at The Fallen Warrior and a chance to show off
his daughter to Brutus and Xerxes.  


‘We’ll take a steady ride out to
The Fallen Warrior ... we’ve got rooms booked but the apprentices can camp
out.  It’ll do them good ... toughen them up a bit –’  


 ‘I shouldn’t think the
apprentices will sleep Samson, and you shouldn’t either.  This is a
manderbill hunt ... they’re nocturnal.’  Mistral pointed out.


‘Yes, yes.’  Samson waved a
hand nonchalantly.  ‘But they won’t need supervising the whole time,
they’re meant to be Qualifying in three months.  Fabian, you and I will be
available to give guidance and advice from the comfort of the tavern while they
go off and scrat around in the undergrowth for those foul little beasts.’


‘Hook-toothed manderbills are
hardly little Samson.’  Gemma said reprovingly.  ‘I had no end of
trouble with them a few years ago.  A brood hatched in one of the disused
hay barns near my stables and I lost two foals before they were all
successfully trapped and destroyed.’


‘You were lucky they were newly
hatched or you’d have lost your whole herd.’  Mistral said.  ‘I can
remember setting a bear trap in the forests when I was young and catching an
adult manderbill by mistake.  It was the size of Prospero!’


‘I hope you left it in the trap
to rot.’  Samson said, moodily rubbing a silvery scar on his forearm that
was made up of several distinct puncture marks.


‘No way!’  Mistral
laughed.  ‘I climbed into the pit, killed it, then made the best saddle
bag I’ve ever owned with its skin.  Lasted me for years –’


‘Well, setting aside your happy
reminisces of saddlebags you have owned, can we agree a schedule for
tonight?’  Fabian asked with a smile.


‘Yes, sorry.’  Mistral
turned her attention back to Samson.  


‘Right.  One plan coming up.’ 
Samson lifted one of Amber’s hands and wagged it to emphasise each point.
 ‘We ride out straightaway, don’t we Amber?  That’s right!  When
we get to The Fallen Warrior the apprentices can stable our horses while we go
in and get a tab started behind the bar ...and you can get the first round in,
can’t you Amber?’  


Amber clapped her hands and
laughed.


‘And the small matter of the
manderbill hunt?’  Mistral reminded him. 


Samson waved one of Amber’s hands
in a dismissive gesture, ‘Oh, I’ll give the apprentices their instructions
while you lot get settled in.  And tomorrow morning Fabian and I’ll do the
debrief and you can stitch up anyone that got bitten, then we’ll give the
apprentices the rest of the morning off and we can all go on a bit of a hunt of
our own.  It’ll be Samsara and Amber’s first hunt –’  


‘I dread to think what he’ll be
like when she can actually ride.’  Gemma muttered to Mistral while Samson
gazed dewily at his sleeping daughter.


‘Oh he’ll be horrendous.  I
think all of my children have been bought ponies and enough weaponry to stock
the backroom of Toothe and Nayle before they were even crawling.’


After lunch Samson and Fabian led
the group of first years out of the North Gate and rode into the meadows
beneath a cloudless blue sky.  The horses were skittish, picking up on the
apprentices’ excitement at the prospect of spending a night out of the Valley
hunting for hook-toothed manderbills.  The large reptiles were not
particularly dangerous unless challenged, but then they would reveal the reason
for their names; a double row of curved teeth set in long powerful jaws that
were impossible to prise apart once they had clamped onto their prey.  


‘Er, Samson?’  One of the
apprentices spoke up in a nervous voice.  ‘Is it true that once a manderbill
seizes hold of its prey, it never lets go?’


Samson didn’t even turn to look
at the apprentice but laughed and kicked Alto into a canter, ‘I find most
things let go if you cut their head off.’


Laughing quietly at the look on
the apprentice’s face, Mistral and Gemma reined back to ride behind the
group.  Samsara was asleep in a sling beneath Gemma’s cloak but Amber was
sitting on the pommel of Mistral’s saddle, tugging playfully at Cirrus’ mane
and waving down at Prospero, jogging along beside them.  The two women
talked intermittently, about horses and Gemma’s plans to buy a pony from Eros
to breed into her herd, about Samsara, Amber ... anything but Mistral’s recent
brush with death and the looming wedding.


September had turned the forests
to a glorious blaze of colour.  Amber laughed and pointed up at the
branches spreading overhead, their autumn shades transforming the path to The
Fallen Warrior into a magical tunnel of red and gold.  Mistral breathed in
the sharp air and named the trees for Amber, smiling when she repeated them
back.  It was good to think of nothing more important than how pretty the
sunlight was, spilling down through the branches to form dancing patterns on
the hard ground.


They reached The Fallen Warrior
at sunset to find it packed with warriors making their way back to the Valley,
drawn by rumours of a huge Contract.  Despite his blithe comments about
leaving the apprentices to stable their horses, Samson took his firebrand mare
into the stableblock and settled her into a stall himself.  


Gemma watched him throw a rug
over the wilful mare then stroke her nose, crooning softly to her while she
took in her unfamiliar surroundings.


‘He doesn’t even let Ralph and
Lucien handle her,’ she sighed to Mistral.  ‘I honestly think he loves that
horse more than me.’


Mistral laughed quietly. 
There was a time when she had loved Cirrus more than anything or anyone, but
that was before she had met the dark-eyed Mage that was walking towards her now
and holding out his hand to take Cirrus’ reins from her.


‘I will settle Cirrus, you take
Amber inside.  Samson and I will be in once the apprentices leave for
their hunt.’


Mistral swung Amber up into her
arms, breathing in the sweet smell of hay on her hair while they walked across
the darkening courtyard towards the tavern.  The door was propped open to
let noise and torchlight spill out in equal proportions.  It was shaping
up to be a lively night in The Fallen Warrior.


Mistral paused on the threshold
of the tavern and turned to give Gemma an amused look, ‘You ready for
this?’  


‘I think so.’  Gemma smiled
and stepped in ahead of her, shifting her now awake baby into the crook of one
arm so that she could see the raucous antics of the customers in The Fallen
Warrior. 


‘Gemma!’


‘Mistral!’


Xerxes and Brutus immediately
strode towards them with wide smiles of greeting.


‘And this must be Samsara! 
I’m glad to say she looks more like her mother than her father!’  Xerxes
grinned and took the baby from Gemma.


‘And is this really Amber? 
But she’s nearly as big as Marcus!’  Brutus exclaimed and reached out to
take Mistral’s daughter from her.  He gazed down at Amber who looked back
up at him, her face breaking into a beaming smile and her golden eyes shining
with laughter.   


‘Oh.’  Brutus turned to look
at Mistral.  The wide smile had gone and in its place was an expression
she had never seen him wear before.  Brutus was completely and utterly
besotted.  ‘She’s beautiful Mistral.’


Mistral nodded and sighed. 
Amber had a different sort of beauty to Delphine’s fragile perfection. 
She had a ready smile and sunny nature that made everyone instantly warm to
her, and it seemed Brutus was no exception.  


Xerxes and Brutus led them to a
table at the back of the tavern, proudly showing off their new nieces to their
regular customers on the way.  Mistral and Gemma sank gratefully onto the
cushions covering the long bench, happy to let the brothers fuss over their
nieces while they accepted flagons of ale from the two dimple-cheeked barmaids.



‘You still feeding her?’ 
Mistral asked after Gemma had quietly requested a jug of water too.


‘Yes.’  Gemma sighed and
sank back against the wall.  ‘Cain says I’ll have to nurse her for at
least four months.’ 


‘What?  Why so long?’  


Gemma laughed and reached out for
the flagon of ale before her, taking a long drink she set it down then pushed
it away with a sigh, ‘Because that’s how long it will be before she’s ready to
eat more solid foods.’


Mistral looked over at Amber sat
on Brutus’ knee and watched her reaching out to grab a chicken leg from the
plate of cold meats one of the barmaids had placed on the table.  Silently
blessing her own children’s accelerated growth rate, she reached for her own
flagon of ale and took a long draught. 


‘Not pregnant again yet
then?’  Xerxes asked jokingly after he observed her downing most of the
flagon in one go. 


‘No.’ Mistral responded shortly
and gazed broodingly across the rowdy tavern, her good mood vanishing at the
sudden reminder of the promise Fabian had made to Mage Grapple.   


Xerxes and Brutus shared a look
at Mistral’s suddenly gloomy expression.


‘Is everything alright?’ 
Brutus asked quietly.  ‘I know you’ve been through a really bad time, but
that’s all done with now – isn’t it?


Mistral heaved a sigh and watched
Amber chewing on the chicken leg, ‘Everything’s fine.  Sort of.’


‘Right Gemma, would you like me
to show you the room I’ve allocated you?’  Xerxes asked, deftly shifting
Samsara into the cradle of one arm he rose to his feet and led Gemma
upstairs.  ‘I’ve given you a double room ... I know you’re not married,
but I thought that perhaps you and Samson wouldn’t mind sharing, just this once
–’


‘What’s happened Mistral?  I
thought everything was good now.  I mean, I know that we’ve got a
werewolf, a giant and a vengeful god romping loose around the Isle, but you’ve
got your Mage back alive, and a truly perfect daughter into the bargain ... so
why the glum look?’ 


Mistral sighed heavily, ‘Oh,
where do I begin?’


‘Well, the beginning usually
works for me.’  Brutus suggested with a smile. 


Mistral nodded, not smiling at
his joke, ‘Yes.  The beginning.  Well here we go then –’


Brutus smiled down at Amber and
watched her happily playing with the remnants of the chicken leg while he
listened to Mistral relating to him the unwelcome request Mage Grapple had
made.  He was saddened to learn that there would be no more nieces or
nephews to buy ponies for and teach how to hunt for a while, but was more
amazed that Mistral was even talking about it with him.  He stole a glance
at her out of the corner of his eye.  There was no doubt that what she had
been through had changed her.  She was still thin and her eyes didn’t
shine with the same zest for life that they used to, but more than the way she
looked there was a noticeable change in her personality.  Gone was the
reckless fiery creature that had driven them all insane with her behaviour as
apprentices and in its place was a vulnerability Brutus had never seen
before.  The Mistral sat before him was almost like a watercolour of her
former self, the colours diluted and somehow less vital.  


‘And there you have it.’ 
Mistral finished with a sigh.  ‘Once again my cursed gift is causing me
misery.  I can’t tell you how many times I’ve longed not to have it.’


‘Ah, but then you wouldn’t be
you.’  Brutus smiled.  ‘And despite the complete nightmare you’ve
been for most of the time I’ve known you, I wouldn’t change a thing about you.’


‘You sure about that
brother?’  Mistral asked with a sudden grin.  ‘Not even the time you
moaned like hell about me using you to learn how to stitch a wound in our first
year?’


‘That’s my favourite scar.’
 Brutus replied staunchly.


‘Or the time your mother thought
you were having an affair with the wife of Mage De Winter?’


‘That’s not something that should
ever be repeated, especially not in a packed tavern!’  Brutus hissed,
glancing nervously over his shoulder, as if expecting Fabian to be stood there
glowering at him. 


Xerxes returned to find Brutus
and Mistral laughing and sharing memories of the various calamities that had
befallen them as apprentices.


‘Where’s Gemma?’  Mistral
asked, looking up and wiping a tear of laughter from her eye.


‘Feeding Samsara.  I offered
to stay and help but she said something about not needing any assistance and
shut the door in my face!  Honestly!  I was only being polite!’


‘Course you were brother.’ 
Brutus smiled and bounced Amber to make her laugh.  


Fabian and Samson arrived and
more food, even more ale, and a long game of cards quickly followed.
 Gemma came back down and dropped a sleeping Samsara onto Samson’s
lap.  She sat down and swept up her hand of cards, fanning them out with
quiet confidence that spoke of being a dangerous person to play against. 
Amber had fallen asleep on Brutus’ knee, where she had remained since arriving
at the tavern.  Prospero was laid at his feet, one eye half-opened to keep
a careful watch on his new charge, only moving to snatch up the food Mistral
occasionally tossed to him.   


‘Heard about the giant hunt
then?’  Xerxes asked during a tense lull while Gemma pondered over her
cards.


‘Only that Erin’s causing
trouble.’  Mistral replied distractedly, her attention focussed on the
game.


‘Oh, it’s a bit more than
that!’  Xerxes laughed.  ‘She’s split the hunting party up! 
Apparently Remir and Chester have gone off alone, leaving her with Griffon and
Bertram.’


Fabian looked up sharply,
‘They’ve split into two separate hunting parties?’


‘Uh-huh.’  Xerxes nodded and
smirked.  ‘Apparently Remir took offense at her whispered promises to be
his only to be Griffon’s roughly five minutes later.’


‘Where do you get your
information brother?’  Mistral laughed.  


Xerxes tapped the side of his
nose, ‘Couldn’t possibly say Mistral.’


‘Well there’s going to be a spate
of bonfires in the village square if they think that a hunting party of just
two or even three can hope to bring down a giant.’  Samson said flatly. 


‘No loss if it’s Erin’s.’
 Mistral muttered.


‘I thought it was going to be
yours not that long ago Mistral.’  Brutus said without lifting his gaze from
his hand of cards.


Mistral scowled at him, ‘Not you
as well!  Was there anyone that didn’t come to gawp at me like an
exhibition in a travelling circus?


‘Yes there was actually.’
 Brutus replied quietly.  ‘Marcus.’


Mistral was instantly repentant, ‘Oh,
brother I’m sorry!  I never even thanked you both for looking after
him.  We must owe you some keep –’


Xerxes and Brutus instantly
looked offended.


‘Of course you don’t owe us any
keep!’  Xerxes cried. 


‘He’s our godson Mistral!’


‘Besides, the barmaids loved
having him here.  They keep asking when their “blue-eyed cherub” is coming
to stay again.  I don’t think we’ve ever kept staff this long before.’


‘Can’t think why we keep losing
them.’  Brutus muttered under his breath.  


‘Talking of barmaids, where’s
Marietta?’  Mistral asked, looking across the heaving tavern with a
frown.  ‘She’s hasn’t finally seen the light and left you, has she
Xerxes?’


‘As if!’  Xerxes laughed
heartily, as though Mistral had made a joke, not asked a genuine
question.  ‘I’ve sent her home to see her mother.  She was a
nightmare while Marcus was here and I couldn’t face watching her sobbing over
Samsara and Amber all evening.’


‘There you go, showing your soft
side again.’  Brutus sighed.  ‘I truly have no idea what she sees in
you.’  


‘Ah!  Gemma my love, you
play like a professional!’  Samson exclaimed when Gemma dropped a pair of
sevens onto the pile.


Gemma offered Samson a wry smile,
‘Horse dealing isn’t all about the four-legged animal in the yard, you
know.  I’ve sealed more deals on the outcome of a game of cards than I can
remember.’


Samson gazed at her happily, ‘And
I thought that I couldn’t love you any more than I already did.’


‘You know they’re finally getting
married don’t you?’  Mistral whispered to Brutus.


‘Hmm, Samson told me, or rather,
Samson announced it to the entire tavern.’


Mistral smiled, ‘Yes, he is
rather pleased.’


‘Talking of happy marriages, is
Cain still managing to keep Delphine in the manner she deserves?’  Xerxes
leaned over to demand in a hard voice.


Mistral rolled her eyes, ‘Oh
don’t worry about Delphine.  She’s got Cain so under the thumb it’s almost
embarrassing to watch!  He even helped her cook a meal for Mage Grapple
the other night.’


Xerxes looked confused,
‘What?  At the Council?’


‘No.  Mage Grapple has a
house in the Valley now.  He invited us for dinner.  Delphine offered
to cook and volunteered Cain in the process.’  


‘Cain in the kitchen ... I don’t
believe it!’  Xerxes exclaimed mournfully and dropped a two of clubs onto
the pile of cards.  ‘We’ve lost another brother to the blight of wedded
bliss!’


‘Cain’s no longer one of us.’
 Brutus agreed with a sad shake of his head.


‘Come off it Brutus!’ 
Mistral scoffed.  ‘You’re sat playing cards with a toddler on your knee
that you won’t let me put to bed, and you’re claiming to still be the wild
apprentice of your youth?’


‘She’s comfortable.’  Brutus
retorted defensively then frowned at Mistral.  ‘And keep it down or you’ll
wake her up!’


Sharing an amused look with
Fabian, Mistral shook her head and returned her attention to the game of
cards.  They played until the noise level in the tavern began to subside
and customers started to drift towards the stairs or the door.  Whilst it
was still warm enough, many simply rolled themselves into their cloaks to sleep
the night beneath the stars rather than pay for a room, a fact that obviously
irritated Xerxes.


‘I still think we should charge,
even if they are outside.  It’s our land they’re sleeping on!’


‘I know.’  Brutus agreed,
casting a dark look at one warrior walking out of the door.  ‘That one
there even asked if he could borrow one of our werewolf pelts to sleep in!’


Mistral looked up to admire the
two huge black pelts adorning the walls on either side of the fireplace.  


Xerxes caught her look and grinned,
‘Impressive aren’t they?  Mine’s the larger one –’


‘Yeah, right.’  Brutus
snorted into his tankard of ale.


‘Beats your collection of just
one doesn’t it?’  Xerxes continued in a smug voice. 


‘Not for long brother.’ 
Mistral smiled.  ‘Fabian’s got the Contract to hunt for the last one and
he’s taking me along as a birthday present.’


‘Birthday?’  Brutus looked
at her over the brim of his tankard.  ‘I’ve known you for years and I’ve
got absolutely no idea when your birthday is!’


‘Neither have I.’ Mistral
shrugged.  ‘I’m sure Imperato would tell me if I asked, but I’m not
bothered.  It’s sometime in October though, which is good enough for me
and a perfect excuse to get a rug to go the other side of our fireplace. 
Then Prospero will be really comfy whichever side he chooses to lie on.’


‘Who’s having Amber?’ 
Brutus promptly asked.


‘Delphine and Cain.’


‘Oh.’  Brutus looked
slightly crestfallen then immediately brightened again.  ‘What about
Marcus?’


‘We haven’t got that far yet.’
 Mistral admitted with a frown.


‘Good.  He can come
here.  The barmaids will have something to look forward to then, other
than the day that Xerxes’ hands finally stop wandering.’


‘Er, about your barmaids.’
 Mistral interrupted with a worried look on her face.  ‘Can you make
sure they don’t spoil Marcus too much?  Only I don’t want him to be turned
into some sort of wimp.’


‘Wimp?’  Xerxes exploded
into gales of laughter.  ‘Do you know what he got up to when he stayed
here?’


‘No, should I?’


‘Well probably not, but let’s
just say that when I did the stocktake I was lacking a couple of bottles of
basilisk liquor and I’ve never found my second favourite bow, or had a
satisfactory explanation as to why the elven settlement in the forests near us
suddenly lost their entire poultry livestock in one night, or why all the
horses were in different stalls one morning and completely exhausted, or –’


‘I think you should stop before
Mistral decides to ride back to the Valley and deliver a belated lecture to
Marcus on his behaviour.’  Fabian said, laughing at the horrified
expression on Mistral’s face.  ‘And now, I think that we should
retire.  The apprentices will be back at dawn and it would not do for them
to find their Training Captain and Lieutenants still asleep.’


‘We all hunting tomorrow then?’ 
Brutus asked, rising carefully to his feet and passing the soundly sleeping
Amber over to Mistral.


‘Yes.  But please tell me
you haven’t bought Amber a bow.  I really don’t think she’s ready for one
yet.’


Brutus instantly looked
disappointed.


‘Oh you have, haven’t you?’ 
Mistral sighed.  ‘Well, just don’t expect her to do anything with it other
than wave it around.’


When Amber was settled in the cot
that Xerxes had ordered one of the barmaids to place in their room, Mistral and
Fabian went through the nightly routine of ousting Prospero from the bed before
being able to get in it.


‘You know, I think I’m becoming
offended by the amount of men that were passing through our bedroom when I was
absent.’  Fabian murmured once Mistral was safely nestled in his arms.


‘Don’t be.  I can barely
remember a thing about it.  And I really wasn’t looking my best.’


Fabian laughed softly, a pleasant
low rumble that made Mistral smile.  She lazily traced the distinctive
triple arcs of a manticore bite on his chest, recalling the few weak memories
she had of the time she had believed Fabian dead. 


‘Do you remember anything about
being under Onieroi’s power?’  She suddenly asked.


‘Nothing.’  Fabian sighed
and lifted a hand to stroke her hair.  ‘One minute I was preparing to enter
a cave, filled with conviction that I was about to right my wrongs to you
–  and the next thing I knew was looking into Cassius’ face and more than
a month had passed.’


Mistral propped  herself up
onto one elbow to look at him, her dark hair cascading down over one shoulder
and her eyes lit with a fierceness that made her look more like her old self,
‘You had no wrongs to right Fabian!  Apart from the one massively stupid
act of going off without me.  I swear, if you ever do that again then I’ll
... I’ll –’


‘What will you do?’  He
lifted a strand of her hair, curling it through his fingers and smiling while
she struggled to find suitable words to convey the direness of her
threat.  


‘Ha!’  She exclaimed, giving
him a victorious look.  ‘I’ll insist on being called by my title, and by
default you’ll get called by yours!’


Fabian drew in a sharp breath,
his expression pained, ‘Harsh threats Lady De Winter.’


‘You better believe it Lord De
Winter – and you’d better get used to being called that –’


‘Never,’ he growled and abruptly
pulled her back into his arms.


 


Mistral opened her eyes
slowly.  The heavy veil of sleep lingered, making her feel disorientated
and afraid until she saw his face and then everything was new again.  


‘Oh!  My love!’


Her rapturous greeting was
delivered to an expressionless bronze mask and a body hidden by long green
robes, but to Golden, the sight of the creature before her was more welcome
than the rising sun after a winter’s night.


‘Is it time?’


The bronze mask moved up and down
in a single nod and Golden knew what to do.  She sat up and pulled back
the heavy bearskin that covered her.  Oblivious to the soiled gown she was
wearing or the cots in her dishevelled hair, she smiled and began preparing to
worship her god.  The floor of the temple she knelt upon was damp and the
water that dripped down from the ceiling icily cold, but Golden barely
noticed.  Her god had awoken her and the unadulterated joy that evoked was
strong enough to block out any physical discomforts. 


Others moved around her, their
faces covered by the heavy hoods of their cloaks, but Golden ignored
them.  They were just minions, only there to worship in her place when she
was resting.  Onieroi had told her that she was the one, the only one that
mattered – and now he needed her.


Ignorant to the aching cold that
seeped into her knees as she knelt on the wet cave floor, Golden clasped her
hands together and bowed her head, uttering words of devotion to the masked
figure seated before her.


‘What can you See?’  Fabian
hissed when Mistral finished repeating Golden’s prayer. 


Mistral’s face took on an
expression of wild happiness, ‘I see only Onieroi.  Such sublime
perfection!  The flawed creatures that dare to mould themselves in your
image will soon all bow down before you, my Onieroi ... my love.  You are
not fallen anymore!  See?  See how my salvation is your salvation?’


Fabian frowned into Mistral’s
empty eyes, hating to hear words of love for another fall from her lips. 
He held her hands a little tighter, commanding her attention, ‘Tell me of the
cave!’


‘It is no cave!’  Mistral
cried angrily.  ‘It is a temple!  The temple of the divine!’ 


‘Tell me of the temple Mistral.’


Mistral’s eyes widened with fury,
‘Do not call me by that name!  I am not the assassin’s whore!’ 


Fabian’s jaw clenched.  He
fought to control his anger and asked in a cold voice, ‘Tell me how I can
worship with you ... Golden.’


‘You want to join us?’ 
Mistral gave a deranged laugh, high and unnatural.  ‘You cannot!  You
are of the sinful!’


‘Oh?  How have I
sinned?’  


Mistral’s face suffused with
anger, ‘You have sinned by the very breath that leaves your body to ask that
question!  You are not pure!  I know the thoughts that your mind
has!  You are a man!’  She spat the words like a curse, her face
distorting with disgust.  ‘How you will quake when Onieroi unleashes the
might of the oppressed!  You will fall to your knees and beg for
mercy!  Then we shall see who really has power!  You!  You are
nothing without us!  You cannot procreate!  Only destroy!’


‘Women cannot procreate without
men either Golden.  You are equally nothing without an opposite to
complete the circle of life.’


‘I have Onieroi!’  Mistral
screeched in Golden’s voice.  ‘Why would I need anything more?’


‘Ah, but of course.  You have
no need of men do you Golden?  You are a barren half-breed, only fit to
lavish your sterile love on a forgotten figment of the past.’


Mistral’s shriek of fury was loud
enough to wake Amber.  She stood up in her cot and clung onto the bars,
gazing curiously at her parents.   


‘Come back to me now Mistral,
your daughter needs you ... I need you.’  


Responding more to the urgent
emotion in Fabian’s voice than the words he spoke, Mistral’s eyes slowly lost
their vitriol and became calm once more.  She pressed a hand to her
forehead, groaning quietly, ‘I’ve got such a headache!  What just
happened?’  


‘Wait a moment, I will tell you.’


Fabian slipped from the bed to
fetch Amber, who had not cried, but the absence of her usual smile told him how
unsettled she was.  Carrying her back with him to their bed, Fabian placed
her between them and put an arm around Mistral.  Together they watched
Amber’s eyes slowly close and her mouth curl into a smile at being tucked up in
bed with her parents.  Only when he was certain she was asleep again did
Fabian answer Mistral’s question.


‘Golden.’  


‘Again?  Oh, thank goodness
it was you I was reading her to this time!’  Mistral said in a relieved
whisper.  


Fabian looked pensive, ‘It was different
this time Mistral, I actually spoke with Golden.’


Mistral’s face creased in
confusion, ‘You did what?  Don’t you mean I was just reading her?’


‘No.’ Fabian shook his
head.  ‘She was talking through you.  I think that Onieroi has gifted
her with some sort of power as a reward for her devotion.  She knows of
the connection between you and spoke directly to me.  It is too grave an
oversight to be accidental.  I think that Onieroi has grown in power
enough to become arrogant, disdainful of the ones he seeks to rule.  He
cares not that I know of his plans.  He is certain they will come to
fruition – for what can us mere mortals do to deflect the will of a god?’


‘Kill his simpering collection of
desperate old women and dance in the dust that he becomes, that’s what!’ 
Mistral hissed vehemently.


Despite himself, Fabian laughed,
‘I have always admired the view you have on life Mistral, it is refreshingly
simple.’


‘I’m simple?’


‘No, far from it.’  Fabian
smiled and shifted Amber slightly so that he could kiss Mistral.  ‘Permit
me to explain.  You are not blinded by unnecessary complications and see
only what really matters.  Not the threat that Onieroi poses, or the plans
he has made, but the way to destroy him.’


Mistral nodded then fell
silent.  They lay quietly together listening to Amber’s gentle breathing
and Prospero’s deeper snores coming from the foot of the bed. 


After a while, Fabian rolled over
to gaze at her with eyes that were almost black in the moonlight, ‘Do you feel
ready to talk about what you Saw?’


Mistral frowned, ‘I’ve been lying
here trying to make sense of it, and I can’t.  It was like I was standing
behind a curtain of water.  I could See Golden and hear her voice, but I
couldn’t move from where I was standing.’


‘So you weren’t Seeing through
Golden’s eyes?’


Mistral shook her head,
‘No.  I was there, in the cave – but it was me, not Golden.’


‘Could others see you?’


Mistral’s forehead furrowed into
lines of concentration, ‘I don’t think so.  I could see about fifteen
other figures kneeling on the floor of the cave near Golden and none of them
showed any signs of being able to see me.’


Fabian’s eyes widened, ‘Did you
See their faces?’      


‘No.  They were all wearing
long green robes with the hoods pulled right up.’


Fabian swore softly under his
breath.


‘I know!  It’s so
frustrating!’  Mistral agreed in an angry undertone, careful not to wake
Amber.  ‘If only I’d managed to catch a glimpse of one of the other
followers then I’d be able to read them remotely instead of having to rely on
the connection with Golden.  I hate the fact that she took me over! 
I feel ... oh!  I can’t describe how I feel!’  She paused and dipped
her head, letting her hair fall to hide her expression before she continued in
a whisper.  ‘Would it sound stupid if I said that I felt used?’


Fabian reached out to cup her
face in his hands, his black gaze boring into hers, ‘I will kill her
Mistral.  You know that, don’t you?’  


She nodded slowly, trapped by the
dark emotion in his eyes. 


Amber stirred, fidgeting
restlessly in her sleep, prompting Fabian to take her back to the cot across
the other side of the room.  He returned to the bed and lay on his back,
placing an arm around Mistral when she immediately curled up against him and
lay, listening to the steady rise and fall of his chest and the beat of the
heart it held.


‘Do you think you can sleep again
now?’  He asked softly. 


‘No.’ 


Mistral heard in his thoughts the
smile she couldn’t see.


‘Would you like me to sing to
you?’ 


‘No –’ she suddenly sat up,
the white cotton sheet sliding away to reveal skin almost as pale, its myriad
of faint scars turned silver by the moonlight pouring in through the window.
 ‘I want you to make my body sing.’ 











Rising Star





‘You think what?’  Mistral’s
shocked exclamation rang out across the living room.


‘I don’t think anything
Mistral.’  Cain replied calmly.  ‘The evidence speaks for
itself.  Amber had a slow start, but she’s more than making up for it
now.  The measurements I’ve just taken show that she’s growing at a rate
roughly equivalent to a week for each year of a Mage or elven child’s life.’


Mistral gaped at him, dumbstruck
by the vastly accelerated growth of her youngest daughter, ‘But ... but that
means she’ll overtake Marcus soon!’


Cain nodded matter of factly,
‘Yes it does.  As I was saying before you decided to interrupt, she will
be fully mature before the end of November.  I think that Eudora had
better get sewing.’


‘Eudora?  Clothes are the
last thing on my mind right now Cain!  She’s a baby!  I – I can’t ...
she can’t be fully grown before November!  It’s September now!’


‘Amber is not a baby Mistral.’
 Cain said firmly and nodded towards the open kitchen where they could see
Amber in the backyard, starting to climb the wall by using the jasmine that
covered it.  ‘How many babies do that?’


‘All of mine.’


Cain laughed, ‘Yes, all of yours
have been born with an innate sense of adventure, and Amber’s is just revealing
itself a little early.’


‘So ... so she won’t age quicker
too?’


Cain’s expression became guarded,
‘Only time will tell what effects Onieroi’s touch will have on her long term
future.  All I can say for sure is that she is healthy, growing rapidly
... and gifted.’


Mistral’s gaze immediately
sharpened, ‘What do you know of her gift?’


Cain frowned, ‘I can’t be sure,
but I think she can sense where people have been.  When I arrived here
this afternoon she told me that she’d followed me from the butchers ... but
that was where I went this morning to fetch the meat for tonight’s dinner, she
can’t have followed me because you weren’t even back from The Fallen Warrior
then.’


Mistral’s expression became
thoughtful, ‘Cassius thinks she has a subtle take on my ability to read auras
and can see a person’s signature colours in a trail ... like a dog follows a
scent.’


‘That would make sense.’
 Cain began to pack away his kit.  ‘Either way, I’m happy with her
progress.  Despite the shaky start she’s had to life, Amber is filled with
it.’


‘Tell me about it.’  Mistral
sighed.  ‘She only started talking on Friday and now it’s like a waterfall
every time her mouth opens!’  


Cain laughed, ‘Yes, I did hear
all about this morning’s hunt, three times over.’


Mistral suddenly tensed, ‘Did she
mention anything else?’


Cain looked up from fastening the
buckle on his saddlebag, ‘Like what?’


‘Oh, nothing.’  Mistral
muttered evasively and picked at the frayed edge of one of the sofa cushions.


‘Mistral.’  Cain sighed
wearily.  ‘You know that you can’t lie, so why do you even try?’


Mistral scowled at him and tucked
her knees up to her chest, staring broodingly at the cold ashes in the grate,
‘Golden.’


‘Oh?’  Cain sank down onto
the sofa beside her, gazing at her intently.


‘She ... she used me to talk to
Fabian last night ... and Amber saw it –’


‘Wait!’  Cain held up a hand
to halt her, shaking his head and trying to make sense of what she was telling
him.  ‘Golden used you to talk to Mage De Winter?’  


Mistral nodded unhappily and sank
her chin onto her knees, ‘Oh yes, it appears that I’m now just some weird conduit
for Golden to use when she wants to spread the good word about Onieroi, and my
daughter was forced to witness the freak show –’


‘You can stop right there!’ 
Cain said sharply.  ‘Amber never mentioned a thing about last night. 
She was full of the hunt, which, I might add, featured Brutus in the starring
role for giving her a bow.’


‘Good.’  Mistral said
quietly.  ‘I hoped she wouldn’t remember.  I listened to her thoughts
as soon as I woke up and there was nothing there, other than the fact that she
was loving being cooked breakfast by her Uncle Brutus.’  


Cain studied her for a moment,
taking in the shadows beneath her eyes and the hollows in her cheeks.  She
was a far cry from the living corpse he had helped nurse back to health only a
month before, but bodies healed quicker than souls.  ‘Why don’t we talk
about you Mistral?’


‘Me?’  Mistral turned her
head on her knees to give him a blank look.  ‘What’s there to say about
me?’


‘Quite a lot actually, since I’ve
just told you that your youngest child is going to become an adult in less than
two months – but let’s start small.  Why don’t you begin by telling me
about today?’  Cain settled himself into a more comfortable position on
the sofa.


Mistral sighed.  She hated
talking about things.  Musing that Cain and Delphine were more than well
suited in that department, she turned her gaze back to the unmade fire and
thought about the day’s events.  She had woken to find that she was alone,
well, apart from Prospero.  Her initial panic at finding Amber’s cot empty
had been quickly assuaged by use of her gift to See Amber sat on a chair in the
kitchen downstairs, doing her best to wear out her newfound ability to talk
while Brutus cooked her scrambled eggs.  Her fears for her daughter’s
whereabouts laid to rest, she had reached for Fabian’s thoughts and listened in
to him and Samson debriefing the apprentices.  Aside from a few
superficial bites and scratches, all of the apprentices had returned safely
from their overnight hunt.


Realising that Cain was still sat
patiently waiting for a response, Mistral heaved another sigh and reluctantly
began, ‘Erm, well, I got up late ... didn’t sleep too well ... Fabian and
Samson dealt with the apprentices then gave them the rest of the morning
off.  They’d managed to bring down two manderbills, which wasn’t
bad.  Um ... oh, then we all had breakfast and went hunting.  Brutus
gave Amber a bow, which she actually managed to draw and shoot an arrow
from.  She didn’t hit anything though ... and then we rode back here... that’s
about it really,’ she finished with a shrug.


Cain sighed quietly. 
Getting Mistral to open up was hard work.  ‘And last night?’  He
prompted when she remained silent. 


‘What about last night?’  


Cain tried not to laugh at the
sudden redness in Mistral’s cheeks.  In truth it was actually good to see
some colour in her face to lift the deathly pallor.  ‘I mean, about Golden
using you to preach to Mage De Winter.’


‘Oh right!’  Mistral nodded
quickly then frowned.  ‘It was weird ... like she was the one in control,
not me –’ she suddenly stopped and looked at him uncertainly.  ‘You know
that mirror Leo had installed in the Meeting Room on the third floor?’


‘The two-way looking glass?’


‘Yes, that’s the one.  He
uses it to observe reactions when he leaves the room to let the attendees
debate a sensitive matter.  He says that Seers are all very well, but he
likes to see with his own eyes too.’


‘Yes, that’s our lovely trusting
leader.’  Cain agreed with a sigh.  


Mistral gave a short laugh, ‘Who
can blame him?  But anyway, that’s how I felt ... like I was the mirror
... and it was horrible.  I hope Gleacher gets that Contract to hunt down
Onieroi’s followers drawn up soon because having Golden in my head was actually
worse than the first year of my apprenticeship.’


‘Nothing could be that bad.’
 Cain laughed and rose to his feet.  ‘I’ve got to get back,
Delphine’s making sure the flat’s clean for tonight and I promised to give her
a hand.  So, you’ll all be round tonight for dinner about seven?’  


‘Yes.  Oh, Cassius won’t be
back in time though ... he’s still travelling back from the Council.’


‘Fine, it’ll just be the ten of
us then.’  Cain grinned.  ‘Not sure how we’ll all fit in the flat,
but Delphine was adamant that we gave you a night off cooking.’


Mistral smiled and Cain realised
it was the first time he’d seen her smile since arriving.  He watched her
smile slowly fade as her eyes followed Amber’s progress up the courtyard
wall.  She reached the top and pulled herself up then turned around and
sat on the wall, swinging her legs while she idly picked flowers from the
jasmine and dropped them down to the cobbles twelve feet below her.  


‘Are you sure brother?’ 
Mistral asked in a quiet voice. 


‘Mistral.  Amber was born
six weeks ago and just look at her.’


‘Oh, I know you’re right.  I
just don’t want to believe you.’  Mistral sighed then placed her head back
down onto her bent knees and stared morosely at the unmade fire again.  


Cain watched her for a moment and
frowned, unwilling to leave her alone in such a bleak mood, ‘Where’s Mage De
Winter?’  


‘Leo.’  Mistral responded
dully.


Cain abruptly reached out and
grabbed her hands, yanking her upright and calling for Amber over his shoulder,
‘Amber?  It’s Sunday today, and what do we do on Sundays?’


There was a light thud as Amber
leapt down from the wall and skipped into the house, ‘See Phantom and
Phantasm!  Eat and play cards!’


‘What’s so different to any other
day then?’  Mistral grumbled and let herself be hauled from the house. 


‘Ah, but today Amber’s favourite godfather
is wielding the wooden spoon in the kitchen.’  Cain replied with a wink at
Amber.


‘You’re cooking?’  Amber
asked and slipped her hand into his.  ‘What is it?’


‘No idea.  I just do what
Delphine tells me.’  Cain replied airily.  ‘I find life much more
pleasant that way.’


Mistral actually laughed and by
the time they reached the twins’ house, Amber’s irrepressible flow of inane
chatter had lifted her spirits enough to manage a smile when Phantom opened the
door and let them in.


‘Right, now I’ve delivered you to
your destination I must go put on my pinafore and obey the instructions of the
light in my life.’


Mistral watched Cain waving as he
walked away down the street, the jauntiness of his strides telling her that
despite his self-deprecating jibes about being under the thumb, there was
nothing in the world he would rather be doing than what Delphine told him.


‘Hello Phantom!’  Amber said
brightly and grinned up at her godfather.  


‘Amber?’  Phantom stared at
the little girl on his doorstep.  ‘That’s never you!  Last time I saw
Amber she was just walking and managed to call me “Panto”.  You must be an
imposter.  What have you done with the real Amber?’  He asked
suspiciously. 


‘S’me!  Honest!’  Amber
laughed and ran into the house calling for Phantasm.


‘You were only half-joking then,
weren’t you brother.’  Mistral sighed and stepped into the house after
her.


‘Less than half actually.’
 Phantom muttered back.  ‘Care to explain why I took a toddler for a
walk on Friday morning and now it’s Sunday afternoon and I’ve got a goddaughter
the same size as Marcus?’


‘Onieroi.’  Mistral said
flatly.


‘Will she be alright?’ 
Phantom asked worriedly and looked over to see her chatting to Phantasm who was
doing his best not to gape in astonishment.


‘Cain came round to do a routine
check on her just now.  He says she fine.  Just growing fast.’


‘How fast?’


‘On a scale of a week to every
year of an elven child’s life.’


‘What?’  Phantom
gasped.  ‘But that means –’


‘I know.  She’ll be fully
grown by the end of November.’


‘Yes, I can count Mistral.’
 Phantom responded huffily.  ‘If you had let me finish, what I was
actually going to say was that means she’s going to need some new clothes – and
quickly.  Unless I’m mistaken, those are a pair of Marcus’ trousers she’s
wearing.’


‘Sorry to offend your fashion
sensibilities brother, but I didn’t have anything else to fit her this
morning.’


‘Well I am offended!  No
goddaughter of mine is wandering around in her older brother’s trousers! 
I’m taking her to Eudora’s right now –’


‘It’s Sunday brother. 
Eudora will be embalming herself, or hanging upside down from her perch or
something.’


‘Don’t be bitchy Mistral! 
And I’m perfectly aware of what day it is.’  Phantom chided in a prim
voice.  ‘Eudora will open up for me.  I’m one of her best customers.’



‘I’m sure you are brother.’
 Mistral murmured, bitchily.


‘Right!’  Phantom said
loudly.  Ignoring the sidelong look Mistral was giving him, he strode
towards Amber with his hand held out.  ‘Come on Amber, we’re going to
rouse Eudora from her coffin and get her to make you some clothes.  What
would you like?’


‘A jerkin.  With lots of
pockets to put things in,’ she replied promptly.  


‘Hmm, how about a dress?’


‘A dress?’  Amber considered
the idea for a moment then shook her head.  ‘No good for hunting in. 
Some new trousers would be nice though, Marcus is a bit shorter than me.’


Phantasm waited until the door
had closed behind his brother and Amber before turning to give Mistral a
frankly incredulous look, ‘Just what has happened in the two days since I last
saw Amber?’


Mistral shrugged and dropped down
onto the sofa, ‘She’s grown.’


‘Yes I can see that!  But
why?  How?  And, again, I can’t emphasise this last question enough, what
has happened?’


Mistral heaved a world-weary sigh
and looked up to meet his anxious green gaze, ‘You know she was touched by
Onieroi’s power when I read him in The Fallen Warrior back in the spring. 
Well, it seems that not only has it made her grow a lot faster than we
expected, but it’s also given her some kind of gift.’


‘Wait!’  Phantasm held up a
hand, frowning irritably.  ‘One thing at a time please.  The
predicted timescale of her growth is what, exactly?’


‘Well, nothing with my children
is ever exact is it?  But Cain reckons she’ll be fully grown by November.’


‘November?’


‘Yes brother, the month after
October, and the one that usually comes just before December.’


‘I can’t believe you’re even
joking about this Mistral!  Amber was only born six weeks ago and she’s
just walked into this house telling me all about some hunting trip Brutus took
her on!’


‘If I don’t joke I’ll cry.’
 Mistral responded flatly.


Heaving a deep sigh, Phantasm sat
down on the sofa beside her and placed an arm around her shoulders.  Any
lingering anger he felt disappeared at the sharp feel of her bones beneath his
touch.  ‘Tell me of her gift,’ he said more gently. 


‘Well, I can’t be sure, but I
think she can see a person’s signature in a trail, like a visible scent. 
When she was a baby, Cassius noticed that she was always looking at me when I
walked into the room, no matter which door I came in through.  She knew
where I’d gone you see, even if she’d been asleep when I’d left the
room.’  


Phantasm nodded thoughtfully, ‘So
she can see aura trails.  She will be an exceptional tracker.’


‘Yes I suppose she will.’
 Mistral agreed in a surprised tone.  ‘I hadn’t really given much
thought to what it would mean yet.’


‘No, well that’s
understandable.  I’m sure you’re still trying to come to terms with how
fast she’s growing.’  He suddenly took his arm from around her shoulders
and slapped both hands down onto his knees.  ‘There’s no time to
waste.  We need to get started right away!’


‘With what brother?’ 
Mistral asked, sitting upright to give him a perplexed look.


‘Education Mistral!  That’s
what!  It’ll be a waste of time sending her to school.  Poor Virgil
won’t have a clue what class to put her in when she turns up a year older each
week.  I’ll school her.  Full time for the next –’ he paused and did
a quick calculation, ‘seven weeks, by which time she should be about ready to
start training with the apprentices –’


‘But we’re nearly through the
year!’  Mistral cried, horrified at her daughter’s childhood being
snatched away faster than Prospero stealing food from an unattended plate.


‘You’re right.’  Phantasm
agreed, narrowing his eyes thoughtfully.  ‘There’s not enough time. 
I’ll school her in the mornings and she can have one-to-one training to bring
her up to speed in the afternoons, then join in with the apprentices. 
Judging from the way her vocabulary has expanded from barely being able to
pronounce my brother’s name on Friday to the deluge I was swamped with five
minutes ago, I’m fairly sure she’ll be ready to Qualify with Samson and Fabian
this solstice.’


‘But she can’t!’


‘Why not Mistral?  Amber is
a special case and needs special treatment.’


‘Because ... because –’ Mistral
cast around wildly for a valid reason not to have her last child taken from her
so quickly.  ‘Marcus won’t like it if his younger sister Qualifies before
he’s even started training!  Can’t she wait till the new year and start
with the others then?’


‘No.  It’ll only hold her
back.  And as for Marcus, he’ll get over it.  And if he doesn’t,
tough.  It won’t hurt him to suffer a little disappointment in his
life.  He’s been too spoiled.’


‘That’s my youngest son you’re
talking about!’  Mistral snapped. 


‘Yes, and he’s my godson too.’


‘Oh not this again!  We had
the same argument about the boys!  Please don’t say we’re going to have it
about Marcus too!’


‘Had?  Don’t you mean are
still having?  And Amber needs her own room now too.  She’s too old
to be in with you and Mage De Winter.  Marcus can go in with Cassius and
Amber can have his room.  It wouldn’t be good for the survival of my last
few nerves if Marcus shared with Samson and Fabian, I shudder to think what
those three would plot during the small hours of the night –’


Mistral listened to Phantasm
bossily rearranging the structure of her family and knew she should be incensed,
leap off the sofa and scream at him, or at the very least tell him to mind his
own damned business, but she couldn’t summon up the enthusiasm to have a row
with him.  Instead she gave a defeated sigh and sank back against the
sofa.  ‘Whatever you think is best brother.’


Phantasm abruptly halted and
stared at her, ‘What?’


Mistral said nothing and
shrugged.


‘Mistral.  This is the part
where you rant and rave about how I have no right to tell you how to raise your
children and I argue back that someone has to because you and Mage De Winter
are too liberal.  Then you throw stuff at me – I’ve even bought a cheap
set of crockery just in case – and finally you cry.  I’m simply not
prepared for this sudden change of tactics.’


‘Sorry to upset your carefully
laid plans, but I’m not up for a row.  I’ll happily smash your new plates
if it’ll make you feel better.’  


Phantasm frowned, ‘Do you want to
skip straight to the crying part?’


‘No.  I’ll cry tomorrow when
there’s no-one to see.  Now I just want to eat a meal at Cain and
Delphine’s with my family before they all grow up and leave, but ...
brother?’  Mistral turned to look at him and the sadness in her eyes
instantly made him reach for her again.


‘Yes Mistral?’  


‘Nothing.  You’re already
doing it.’


 


They gathered in the living room
of Cain and Delphine’s tiny flat.  All of the furniture had been pushed to
one side and a huge brightly coloured silk rug spread out on the floor.


‘Like it Del!’  Samson
grinned and dropped down onto the rug.


‘Well, there was no way I could
fit you all around our kitchen table.’  Delphine said, carrying dishes
across from the kitchen and laying them in a line down the centre of the
rug.  ‘It was Cain’s idea actually.  He was telling me about the
times he’s been in the Desert Lands and how they eat out there.  I thought
it would be perfect for us all tonight.’


Delphine’s talk of the Desert
Lands made Mistral smile.  Catching her look Fabian caught her around the
waist and pulled her down beside him, ‘Their eating style is not my abiding
memory of the Desert Lands,’ he breathed in her ear.


‘Or mine.’  Mistral smiled
and leaned happily against him to watch Amber sit down and put an arm around
Prospero, who was delighted to have a meal served at his level for once.


‘Yes Prospero, I have prepared a
dish just for you.’  Delphine told the happily panting dog.  ‘I
thought you could actually eat with us for a change, instead of skulking under
the table and soaking my knee with drool.’


‘He was great today, thanks for
lending him to us mother.’  Samson leaned over to ruffle Prospero’s
velvety ears.


‘Was it a good hunt?’ 
Mistral asked.  


‘You tell me.  We’re about
to eat some of it.’  Samson responded with a grin.   


Mistral turned to study to dishes
of food Delphine and Cain were laying along the rug.  The Desert Lands
theme had been continued in the food laid out before them.  Mistral could
detect the exotic aromas of saffron, turmeric, cardamom and cumin mixed in with
the rich smell of venison and rabbit.  


Delphine and Cain moved quickly
down either side of the rug, passing out goblets of spiced wine.  When
everyone had a goblet, with Marcus being given his own watered one and Amber an
even more watered one, Cain raised his in a toast.


‘To my goddaughter, my family,
and not least of all my wife, who I love and can never thank enough for
allowing me to marry her.’


‘To love then.’  Delphine
smiled and raised her goblet.


‘How about a toast to the
food?  I’m starving!’  Samson muttered to his twin and promptly
reached for the dish of spiced meat in front of him.


The different dishes of meat were
passed around, goblets refilled and talk exchanged while the family ate
cross-legged on the floor.


‘Try this one!  It’s really
spicy!’  Marcus cried enthusiastically. 


‘Have already ... hence my inability
to speak properly.’  Phantom replied in a choked voice and quickly took a
long drink from his goblet.


‘We need to talk about Amber.’
 Fabian murmured to Mistral once the conversations were flowing around
them with enough volume for his quietly spoken words to remain private. 


Mistral sighed heavily, ‘Do we?’


‘Yes.  Would you like to
teach her, or would you rather I or Samson did?’


Of the multitude of issues that
Amber’s phenomenally accelerated growth rate raised, who would be responsible
for her training was the last one on Mistral’s mind.  She suddenly
realised that she wanted to do it.  Her last child for the foreseeable
future was going to be an adult in less than two months and she wanted to be
more to her than the person who fed her and provided clean clothes. 


‘Me.’


Fabian nodded, ‘Then, as the Ri’s
Training Captain, I hereby release you from all duties and formally request
that you concentrate solely on instructing our daughter.’


‘And I formally accept.’
 Mistral responded and raised her goblet to knock against his in a solemn
toast.  ‘You know,’ she continued once they’d both taken long draughts and
set their goblets back down on the rug beside them.  ‘I could get used to
drinking again.  I feel like I’ve either been pregnant or nursing for the
last six years ... it’s good to be able to drink and not feel guilty.’


Fabian leaned forward and pressed
his lips close to her ear, ‘Don’t get too used to it Lady De Winter.  Once
this mess is sorted out you and I have an army to make.’


Mistral laughed and turned to see
the smile in his eyes that was no more than a subtle shine glimmering in the
black depths, but to her it was more blinding than the sun bursting out from
behind a rain cloud.


‘She looks happier.’  Phantom
nudged his brother in the ribs and nodded to where Mistral and Fabian were
kissing, oblivious to the disgusted looks their twin sons were giving them. 


Phantasm followed his brother’s
gaze and gave a brief smile, ‘I hope so.’


‘Mother!’  Delphine’s excited
squeak made Mistral and Fabian break apart to look over at their
daughter.  ‘Did you know that Gemma’s asked me to be her bridesmaid?’


‘No!  Really?  I was
hoping it would be me!’  Mistral lied, ignoring Fabian’s amused chuckle in
her ear.


‘Yes!  They’re getting
married at the start of October.’  Delphine continued, completely missing
the sarcasm in Mistral’s response.  ‘It doesn’t leave much time to get
everything ready, but Samson says that if anyone can do it, Phantom can.’


‘Can I?’  Phantom muttered
to his twin.


‘Course you can brother. 
Organising weddings is your calling.’  


‘Oh yes?  And what’s yours?’


‘Bullying Mistral into a dress
for it.’


Phantom frowned thoughtfully,
‘All things considered, I prefer my calling to yours.’


‘So do I.’ Phantasm responded
grimly.


September’s long days were
crammed from sunrise to long after sunset with frantic activity.  Amber
began her schooling with Phantasm, devouring entire subjects in a single
session like a mid-morning snack.  French was mastered in the course of a
Saturday afternoon; arithmetic took most of the next day but left enough time
for a good start to be made on the weighty subject of Council politics. 
Once Marcus was safely within the confines of the village school and the gates
closed to prevent him from running out again, Mistral devoted her mornings to
teaching Amber the arts of a warrior; unarmed combat, archery, sword work,
tracking, hunting, knife work ... skills that had taken Mistral a year to learn
were mastered by Amber in mere hours.  She was not conceited by her
astonishing ability, but responded to her instruction with the enthusiasm and
boundless energy that epitomised her nature.


Imperato watched her take part in
one of his archery sessions with nothing short of awe, expressing to Mistral
his admiration for her exceptional skill and proudly attributing her ability to
the centaur blood that ran in her veins, rather than the touch of the divine.


Each morning Mistral would open
the door to Amber’s bedroom filled with trepidation, steeling herself for the
sight of the daughter she had put to bed the night before being older – one
morning a child, the following day a girl, the next an adolescent.  She
would hide her reaction, storing up the tears until she was alone and could
give way to the silent fears that devoured her.  Some days she managed not
to cry at all, but others all it took was a look from Fabian or a quietly asked
question from Phantasm or Phantom as to how she was and then she would give in
with a choked sob and soak the shirt of whoever had been foolish enough to
unleash the tide of tears.  


And in the background the threat
of Onieroi still simmered.  The Contract for the annihilation of Onieroi’s
following had finally been completed and issued for tender; now it was a case of
waiting for the three Agencies  to send out notification that recruitment
was about to begin.  In preparation for the start of the Contract the Ri’s
scouts had been sent out across the Isle to report back any unusual activity in
an effort to try and pinpoint the location of Onieroi’s temple.  Cassius
and Fabian would spend hours in meetings with Leo, Imperato, and Bryden, poring
over the reports the scouts brought back.  Considering just who the Isle
had been created to be a haven for, “unusual activity” was a common occurrence,
making the task of sifting through the reports a tedious process.


In amongst the piles of reports
about dangerous hybrids, illegal potion brewing and other minor misdemeanours
were more worrying accounts of disappearances.  Tribal women were
vanishing from their settlements in the dead of night, leaving behind no sign
of a struggle and no body to be found.  All were widowed, their children
grown and their lives left empty, expected to do nothing but remain within the
confines of their tribal settlements until age claimed its tithe.  Bored
and trapped, they were the perfect recipients for Onieroi’s promises of
fulfilment and carefully measured doses of freedom.  


The Valley quickly filled with
warriors eager to sign up for the highly paid Contract.  It was with
relief that Mistral and Fabian escaped to their mountain house each weekend, or
occasionally to The Fallen Warrior to enjoy a change of scenery, usually with
at least three or four of their offspring in tow – one of which was always
Amber.  She would erupt through the tavern door with a huge grin that
would somehow manage to stretch wider when she saw her favourite Uncle. 
Brutus would drop whatever he was doing, ignore the customer he was serving or
the bill that he was collecting payment for and stride over to her with open
arms and a beaming smile.


Mistral saw it all and said
nothing.  She had enough to worry about ... not least of all the dress
that Phantasm thought she didn’t know he’d asked Eudora to make for her.


 ‘Seriously Fabian, I think
he’s finally lost it,’ she said earnestly.


Fabian sighed and looked across
the busy tavern.  It was a Saturday night in The Fallen Warrior and it was
typically heaving.  He and Mistral had elected to spend an evening there
to be together and escape the demands of their family, only for most of their
family to promptly show up the moment they sat down to eat.  Cassius,
Marcus and their twin sons were sat at a table next to them and Amber was in
the kitchen helping Brutus. 


‘What has Phantasm done now
Mistral?’ 


‘Only gone and got Eudora to make
me three dresses!  He’s got this cunning plan, or at least he thinks it’s
cunning, it’s actually pretty stupid ... anyway, he reckons that if he gets two
really vile dresses made and one that he actually thinks I’ll like, then I’ll
be so horrified by the first two that ‘ll go for the third one without any
argument.’


Fabian laughed softly, ‘That’s
actually quite clever.’


‘You think?’  Mistral said
doubtfully.  ‘What if I hate the third one too?  What’s he going to
do then?’


‘And do you hate the third one?’


Mistral paused while she recalled
the dress she had Seen in Phantasm’s thoughts, ‘No, it’s not too bad
actually.  It’s the colour of red wine with a black velvet trim that makes
me think of your eyes.’


Fabian looked at her and smiled,
making her realise that the most expensive velvet in the world could never hope
to compete with the soft darkness of his gaze. 


‘Two venison casseroles.’
 The waitress announced in a breathy voice and plonked the steaming dishes
in front of Fabian and Mistral.


‘Thank you.’  Fabian
murmured politely while Mistral struggled to gather herself together, still
lost in the silent promises of Fabian’s dark gaze.


‘Anything else I can get you?’


Mistral dragged her eyes up to look
at the smiling face of the barmaid and noted that she was new, ‘Uh, no just
some peace.  Thanks.’


Unoffended, the barmaid laughed,
her acreage of exposed cleavage shaking like unset jelly, ‘I can take a
hint!  I’ll be back to collect your plates when you’ve finished.’


‘Looks like Xerxes has seen off
another barmaid.’  Mistral muttered to Fabian once the new barmaid had
gone.


‘Yes.  Samson told me the
saga.  It rated on a fairly standard scale of sordidness for Xerxes. 
Apparently the new barmaid’s name is Rosalind.’


‘Why would I need to know that?’


‘Because she’s Brutus’ lover, and
if what Samson’s assures me is true, she wants to become something more
permanent.’


‘Oh?’  Mistral turned to
watch the barmaid moving amongst the customers of The Fallen Warrior, her smile
wide and her hips similarly so.  Mistral frowned.  She hardly the
type Brutus usually went for, but then, what did Brutus go for?  He was
hardly in the same league of rakishness as his brother.  Occasional
liaisons with the village girls and Liliana’s sisters were about the limit of
his forays into the world of romance.  Leaving the puzzle of Brutus’ love
life, Mistral returned her attention to the more important matter of dinner. 


She and Fabian managed to nearly
finish their meal before their family descended upon them, Marcus full of talk
about anything and everything, the twins about the hunt they would be going on
tomorrow with Amber, who’s tracking skill was proving to be every bit as
exceptional as Phantasm had predicted.  Cassius was with them too, full of
apologies for intruding on their evening.


‘Sorry.  I thought that if I
at least came with them then I might be able to stop them from bothering you
too much.’


Mistral smiled and leaned
contently back on her chair, watching Amber and her boys laughing over some
childish joke Marcus had told them.  


‘I can’t believe Samson and Gemma
are getting married next week!’  Marcus was saying excitedly. 
‘There’s going to be masses of wine there, I’ll be able to sneak
loads!’   


Mistral sighed and looked at her
youngest son.  As ever the barmaids were hovering close by, one seeming to
feel the need to ruffle his dark curls every time she walked by, another
stopped to pat his cheek and ask if he wanted any more food bringing through
from the kitchen.  


‘He’s fine and so are we. 
So if you don’t mind?’  Mistral said, raising an eyebrow pointedly.


Meeting Mistral’s glare with an
insolent look, the barmaid pouted and flounced off. 


Cassius gave his mother a
reproving look across the table, I think you hurt her feelings.


Feelings?  Come off it
Cassius!  That would imply she had brains!  The twinkle in her eyes
is actually the sun shining between her ears!


Cassius burst out laughing,
making his brothers realise he’d been sharing a silent conversation with their
mother again.


‘I hate it when you two do that.’
 Samson said.


‘What were you talking about this
time?’  His twin asked curiously.


‘Your Uncle Samson’s stag night.’
 Mistral lied easily. 


Once the conversation was safely
deflected away from the barmaid’s suspected ability to be out of her depth in a
puddle and onto the far more interesting subject of Samson’s last wild night of
freedom, Cassius resumed his silent exchange with his mother.


You’re getting better at that.


I know.  I just have to
remember to occasionally lie really badly just to keep you all fooled.


The light relief of a night away
from the Valley and a Sunday spent hunting with Xerxes and Brutus passed
quickly and Monday morning presented its grey face all too soon.  The week
seemed to gather pace with every day that passed and by Wednesday it was
positively galloping by.  Recruitment for the Contract to search out and
destroy the followers of Onieroi had now finished and the Valley was fuller
than it had been since the elections for the last Divinus had been held. 
Frantic preparations for the huge Contract were underway and businesses in the
village were doing a roaring trade.  The Equus never seemed to leave the
furnace-like confines of his forge, where he worked tirelessly to shoe a constant
stream of horses.  Cain was rushed off his feet by warriors needing to
restock their medical kits and purchase gourds of his strictly under the
counter manticore liquor.  Toothe and Nayle had a permanent queue of
warriors stretching out through the door and into the street, and even Eudora
was so busy that she barely had time to flirt with each customer.  The
Cloak and Dagger was packed at every hour of the day and night, forcing Floris
to employ a couple of village girls as temporary barmaids.  But instead of
easing the workload, the girls’ lively banter and bright smiles only served to
draw greater numbers of warriors into the tavern, creating more work for Floris
than before.  


In the De Winter household the
final arrangements for the double Naming Ceremony and wedding due to be held on
Saturday had reached fever pitch.  Phantom and Delphine were rarely seen
apart; both looked harried and talked in rapid voices about things that made
Mistral yawn.


‘No, that’s more cobalt than
azure.’


‘No!  It can’t be! 
Eudora assured me it was azure!  I specifically asked for azure! 
Oh!  This is going to be a disaster!’


Mistral looked up from sharpening
her set of throwing knives to see Delphine flinging her hands up in despair.


‘I know I’m probably going to regret
this,’ she sighed.  ‘But what can possibly be disastrous about two
different shades of blue?’


‘Exactly!’  Delphine wailed
dramatically and dropped her head into her hands.


‘Gemma’s wedding is themed around
her dress, which is cornflower blue.’  Phantom explained while he patted
Delphine’s arm consolingly.  ‘We asked Eudora to make Delphine’s dress in
azure; however it’s actually a rather striking shade of cobalt.’


‘They’re meant to contrast, not
clash!’  Delphine sobbed.   


Mistral arranged her face into
what she hoped was an expression of sympathy appropriate for a catastrophe of
such epic proportions.


‘Do you think that’s more cobalt
than azure?’  Delphine demanded tearfully and thrust a velvet gown towards
Mistral.


‘Er?’  Mistral studied the
dress in Delphine’s trembling hands.  ‘Well, it’s definitely blue –’


Mistral was thankfully saved from
having to give any further opinions on the varying shades of blue by the
arrival of Fabian.  He sat down at the table opposite her and pulled a
scroll of parchment from inside his jerkin.  Mistral glanced at the green
wax seal and saw it was impressed with the image of a rising sun, the emblem of
the elven tribe who lived in the Dawn Forests.  She was surprised to see
that Fabian’s name was written on the front.  Curious to know why
Chieftain Silverside would be writing to Fabian, Mistral watched him slit the
seal with his dagger and unroll the parchment, listening to each word he read
in his thoughts.


He finished reading and rolled
the scroll back up with a sigh before looking up to meet her gaze, ‘We had
better leave on Sunday, after the wedding.’


Mistral nodded and rose her to
feet, ‘I’ll go pack now.  I don’t think there’ll be much time this
weekend.’  


Fabian watched Mistral running
lightly up the stairs before interrupting Delphine’s debate with Phantom over
how blue the cornflower blue of Gemma’s dress really was, ‘Delphine? 
Would you and Cain be able to come and live here next week?  I’m taking
your mother away.’


‘Yes of course we will.’
 Delphine replied instantly.  ‘I’m glad you’re taking her away. 
She could do with a rest.  Where are you going?’


‘To the Dawn Forests to hunt the
last werewolf.’ 


‘What?  That’s hardly a
rest, is it?’


‘Not for most people.’
 Fabian admitted with a smile.  ‘However, it is your mother’s
birthday sometime soon and she wanted to celebrate by taking over the hunt for
the giant, however I managed to persuade her to compromise and settle for the
slightly less dangerous option of a werewolf hunt.’


‘Birthday “sometime soon”? 
Don’t you know when mother’s birthday is?’  Delphine asked in a shocked
voice.


‘No.  And neither does
she.’  Fabian responded evenly.  ‘I don’t think she knows when mine
is either,’ he added thoughtfully.  Taking advantage of Delphine being
momentarily lost for words by her parents’ deplorable lack of knowledge about
each other’s birthdays, Fabian turned to meet Phantom’s openly curious
gaze.  ‘This is a report from Chieftain Silverside,’ he explained,
indicating to the scroll on the table with a wave of his hand.  ‘He’s just
completed the annual census on the unicorn herd and the numbers are down on
last year.’


‘By how many?’  


‘Four – but fortunately not the
stallion.’


‘And Chieftain Silverside
believes the werewolf is responsible for the losses?’  


Fabian nodded, ‘Almost
certainly.  He states quite clearly that there was no evidence of poachers
or manticores in the area, and no remains were found.’


Phantom sighed, ‘That does sound
like a werewolf.’


‘It’s not good timing.’
 Fabian frowned.  ‘But we can’t risk losing anymore of the unicorn
herd.  I had intended to wait until Samson returned from honeymoon –’


‘No.  It’s excellent
timing.’  Phantom cut in swiftly.  ‘Mistral needs a break.  If I
have many more tear-soaked shirts my laundry bill is soon going to equal my
monthly pay.  Delphine is more than capable of handling the boys.  My
brother and I will ensure that Marcus is delivered to school each morning and
collected each evening – and I am sure that Master Wolfsnare would relish the
opportunity to teach the apprentices.’


‘I think that the apprentices are
intending to join in the hunt for Onieroi’s following.’


Phantom’s face fell slightly,
‘Ah, perhaps on second thoughts the timing is not so good after all.  The
boys –’


Fabian sighed, ‘Are already
planning to go.  Mistral knows, in fact, she told me of their plans.’


Phantom was initially surprised
that Mistral hadn’t mentioned it to him, then realised it was an indicator of
just how low she felt not to have made a fuss about it, ‘Oh well,’ he
sighed.  ‘I suppose she’ll only fret if she’s stays in the Valley. 
At least if you take her off to hunt a werewolf she’ll be distracted.’


Fabian gave a small smile and
returned his attention to the parchment.


‘Well, if that’s sorted, please can
we return to the matter in hand?’  Delphine asked in a sharp voice. 
‘Only at this rate the wedding is going to be more along a theme of “Mosaic in
Blue” than a subtle contrast between two shades!’


‘Of course Delphine. 
Terribly sorry.  Where were we?’  Phantom replied obediently while
Fabian raised the parchment higher to hide his amusement.  


On Thursday Gleacher Shacklock
placed a notice on the door of The Cloak and Dagger announcing that all
warriors signed up to the Contract were to be divided into parties of twelve.


‘Does it say who is in each
party?’  Phantom asked, trying to peer through the crowd gathered around
the door.


‘No.  There’s too many to
list.’  Phantasm called back from his place nearer the front.  ‘It
says that details of each party can be obtained from any of the Agencies.’


At once the crowd began to
disperse and hurry towards the village, no doubt to crowd into the three
Agencies and demand to know which party they had been placed in. 


‘Well, that got rid of
them.’  Phantom said smugly and pushed open the door to a suddenly empty
tavern.   


For the first time in weeks, the
twins strolled over to the bar without having to shove their way through a mass
of warriors.  


‘Yes, I am rather looking forward
to Monday morning when it suddenly becomes a lot quieter around here.’
 Phantasm agreed and leaned against the bar next to his brother.  


‘Actually, it’s going to be a lot
quieter than you think.  Mage De Winter’s taking Mistral to hunt for the
last werewolf hunt on Sunday, so they’ll be away for a while too.’


His brother suddenly looked smug,
‘So she fell for it then?’


‘Fell for what?’


‘The scroll and the sob story
about the unicorn herd.  Didn’t you recognise the handwriting?’


‘No.  I’ve never seen
Chieftain Silverside’s handwriting before.  But I recognised the emblem –’


‘Yes.  A rising sun. 
Distinctive ... and terribly easy to copy.’


Phantom gave his brother a
startled look, ‘You forged a report from Chieftain Silverside?’


Phantasm slid a few bronze coins
onto the bar to pay for the two tankards that Floris set down then waited until
the bartender had moved away before replying to his brother’s question,
‘Yes.  It was at Mage De Winter’s request actually.  He wanted a
valid reason for having Mistral out of the way when the warriors all leave on
Monday morning.  She has a soft spot for the unicorn herd, since she and
Mage De Winter brought them to the Isle.’


‘Ah, yes, the disastrous second
honeymoon.  But, why would he want her out of the way by Monday?’ 
Phantom frowned.


‘Surely it's obvious!  The
boys will be going on the Contract.  Qualified or not, Master Shacklock is
hardly going to stop his godsons from going!’


‘I agree that Master Shacklock is
too lenient with them, but Mistral already knows that they intend to go and
doesn’t really seem that bothered.’


‘Oh, she will be when it comes
down to them actually leaving, and Mage De Winter knows it.  There will be
less of a scene if Mistral isn’t here to witness their departure.’


Phantom sighed, ‘So all we’ve got
to do is somehow prevent Marcus from going with them.  I vote for
restraints of some kind, maybe even chains.’


Phantasm smiled, ‘Marcus isn’t
going to be a problem.  Xerxes and Brutus are taking him back to The
Fallen Warrior with them after Samson’s wedding and won’t return him until
Tuesday.  By then the Valley will be clear.  Delphine and Cain will
move into Mistral and Mage De Winter’s house to look after Marcus and Amber,
and I think we should too, just to help out.’


‘You mean, make sure Marcus
doesn’t climb out of his bedroom window in the middle of the night to try to
join his brothers.’


Phantasm heaved a sigh, ‘And
Amber too.’


‘Oh great.  Well, in the
meantime, let’s just get through the weekend shall we?’  Phantom said then
glanced quickly around at the empty tavern before continuing in a low
voice.  ‘I think that Cain’s got something outrageous planned for Samson’s
stag night tomorrow.  I saw Liliana’s sisters arriving this morning.’


‘He wouldn’t dare.  Delphine
would kill him.’


‘Hmm, well boys will be
boys.  And I don’t think Cain will ever stop being a boy.’


Friday arrived and so did
Gemma.  After a brief visit to Samson’s flat she declared it
“uninhabitable” and marched straight round to The Cloak and Dagger only to find
there were no rooms available.  After listening to Floris’ grumpy
explanation that every room had been taken since the news went out for the
Contract on Onieroi’s followers, Gemma realised she and Samsara would either
have to risk the health hazard that was Samson’s flat, or sleep in the hayloft.



‘You know what Floris?’ 
Gemma snapped when Samsara began to cry hungrily, adding to her list of
problems.  ‘I think I’ll just go home.  I didn’t want to get married
anyway!’


‘Not so fast, my reluctant
bride!’  Samson hurried across the tavern to pluck his wailing daughter
from Gemma’s arms.  ‘I’ve found you a room in possibly the cleanest house
in the village.’


‘If you’ve ever been there, then
I doubt it!’  Gemma retorted bad-temperedly.  ‘That flat of yours is
a pigsty Samson!’


‘I promise to tidy up a bit this
afternoon –’ 


‘Tidy up?  It should be
burned!’  


‘One incineration coming up.’
 Samson grinned and took her hand.  ‘Now let me show you to your
accommodation.’


‘It’s not the dorms is it?’ 
Gemma asked warily.


‘Of course not my love!’


‘The Infirmary?’


‘Would I?’  Samson cried. 


‘Probably.’  Gemma muttered
sourly and allowed herself to be led from the tavern back into the village.


The polished door Samson knocked
on was promptly opened by Phantom.  


He smiled and immediately took
Samsara, ‘Good-day Samson ... Gemma.  Now, I’ve prepared some goats milk
for Samsara so that you can go and get settled in while I feed her.’


Gemma stepped into the twins’
house and looked around cautiously while Phantasm waited politely to show her
the spare room.  Finding no fault in the spotless floor or the
scrupulously clean kitchen, she threw Samson a look that plainly told him he’d
been saved by the skin of his teeth and followed Phantasm up the stairs.


‘Thanks brother.’  Samson
muttered in a relieved voice once she was safely out of earshot.  ‘I was
seriously considering asking Serenity to curtain off a bed in the Infirmary if
you hadn’t been able to put her up.’


‘Think nothing of it.’
 Phantom replied while he winded Samsara, who had just guzzled an entire
beaker of milk and was now contentedly dribbling most of it down Phantom’s
back.  ‘It actually makes more sense for Gemma to stay here anyway. 
Delphine will be round later and we can go through the final preparations for
the wedding.  In fact, I think I’ll get Mistral and Liliana’s sisters
around too, make a bit of an evening of it to keep her mind off any last minute
nerves.’


‘Ah, yes, a good old fashioned
hen night to keep her occupied while I enjoy my stag party!’  Samson
grinned wickedly.  ‘Good plan brother!’


‘Er, about this stag party Samson
–’


‘Course you’re invited
brother!  Seven o’clock in The Cloak!  Be there if you can get away
from the clucking hens!’  Samson laughed and strode towards the door.


‘No, that’s not what I was going
to –’ the door slammed shut, leaving Phantom mid-sentence ‘– say,’ he
finished lamely. 


At seven o’clock that evening
Mistral was strong-armed to the door of the twins’ house by Grendel and Cain.


‘There is no way I am spending a
night listening to a cackling bunch of women!’  Mistral fumed while she
struggled against their double grip.


‘My wife does not cackle!’ 
Cain cried, looking offended.


‘Liliana does.’  Grendel
grumbled.  ‘And her sisters are worse.  S’like having a flock of
geese in the house when they stay.’


‘Not helping brother!’  Cain
hissed when Mistral promptly resumed her struggling. 


The door was opened at the first
knock by Phantom.  Cain and Grendel quickly shoved Mistral inside, her
squeak of protest muffled by the immediate slamming of the door behind
her.  


Cain listened to the sound of the
key turning in the lock and grinned at Grendel, ‘Ha!  Now that all our
womenfolk are safely under lock and key for the night, we can finally get that
stag party started!’


Mistral took one look at the
scene in the twins’ living room and immediately spun around and began to tug on
the handle of the door.


‘It’s locked Mistral.’ 
Phantasm said quietly and dragged her to join the party.


Liliana and all her sisters were already
there, all cooing over Samsara and talking at once in high-pitched
voices.  Delphine and Phantom were debating blue again and trying
unsuccessfully to draw a bored looking Gemma into their conversation.


‘What the hell am I doing
here?’  Mistral muttered to Phantasm as he passed her a goblet of wine.


‘Drinking and helping Gemma relax
before she gets married tomorrow.’


Mistral snorted and took a huge
gulp of wine.  Meeting Gemma’s eyes across the room she read her desperate
plea for help without any need of Sight.  


‘You know what brother?’ 
Mistral suddenly grinned.  ‘I think I’m going to do just that!’ 
Tossing back the last of her wine she walked quickly round the gaggle of
simpering nymphs to where Gemma was sitting at the table with Delphine and Phantom,
surrounded by piles of velvet all in different shades of blue.


‘Cobalt.’  Phantom said
flatly. 


‘It is not cobalt
Phantom!  Honestly, I think you should get your eyes tested!  Now,
look at this one –’


‘Phantom, Delphine.’
 Mistral greeted them both with smiles.  ‘Would you mind if I
borrowed Gemma for a moment?  Only I’ve bought her a present that’s not
really the sort of thing to be given in front of a room full of people,
especially when two are male.’


‘Oh?  What is it
Mistral?’  Phantasm asked suspiciously.


‘Phantasm!’  Mistral gave
him a reproving look.  ‘You should never ask a married woman to share her
secrets!  I’ve got Gemma a little something that will make sure that
Samson always behaves.’


Liliana’s sisters giggled while
Phantom smirked, but his brother continued to regard Mistral through narrowed
eyes.


‘It had better not be a dagger.’


‘I swear it’s not
weaponry.’  Mistral said honestly.


‘Fine.  But I don’t trust
you Mistral.  You’ve got five minutes.’


‘More than enough time
brother!  Or so I’m told –’ Mistral quipped, eliciting more squeals
of laughter from the nymphs.  Grabbing Gemma by the arm, Mistral pulled
her up the stairs, using the sound of their boots on the wooden steps to cover
her whispered words.  ‘Tell me you left your bedroom window open, because
if he hears one squeak of wood he’ll be in like a shot!’


‘Open and ready to throw myself
out of if things got any worse downstairs.’  Gemma muttered back grimly.


‘Good!’  Mistral shut the
bedroom door behind them.  Glancing briefly at the open window and the
darkening sky beyond, she turned back to Gemma with a more serious look on her
face.  ‘You happy leaving Samsara?’  


Gemma nodded, ‘Oh yes. 
Phantom is better at looking after her than I am.’


Mistral smiled, ‘He’s had a bit
of practise with mine.  Right, we’ve got about three minutes before
Phantasm susses what we’ve done –’ striding quickly over to the window, Mistral
swung both legs out then turned and dropped from sight.  


Gemma waited until she heard the
soft thud of Mistral landing on the cobbled street below then swiftly followed
her.


‘Quick!’  Mistral dived down
the nearest alleyway with Gemma hot on her heels.  Skidding to a halt at
the end they peered cautiously into the street it opened onto.  Finding it
empty they ran straight across and vanished down another narrow
passageway.  Using the network of alleys that criss-crossed the village
they finally arrived, breathless and laughing, in the village square.


‘What now?’  Gemma asked
while she rubbed at the stitch in her side.


‘Now?’  Mistral gave her a
wide grin and indicated towards the other side of the village square. 
‘Now we go to a real party.’


Gemma followed Mistral’s gaze and
gave a low laugh.  The Cloak and Dagger was literally bursting at the
seams with warriors bent on helping Samson celebrate his impending
nuptials.  The door had been propped open to let the party spill out into
the torchlit square.  Warriors clutching tankards of ale were stood next
to the open windows of the tavern, talking and laughing with the occupants sat
inside. 


‘Now that’s more like it.’
 Gemma said and began to walk with Mistral towards the tavern.


Ignoring the hostile looks they
drew from the few warriors brave enough to comment on their arrival at a stag
party, Gemma and Mistral elbowed their way towards the bar.  A
particularly loud burst of laughter and the unmistakable sound of Samson’s
voice singing reached their ears as they drew nearer.


‘Oh really?’  Gemma raised
an eyebrow when she caught a snatch of the crude song Samson was singing.


‘That’s nothing.’  Mistral
laughed.  ‘If we have enough ale tonight, I might even tell you what
Liliana and her sisters thought I was going to give you.’


‘I’d rather you didn’t.’


‘So would I, but sometimes the
ale makes my mouth run away with me.  Talking of which, two tankards
please Floris – and make it snappy.  We’ve got some catching up to
do!’  


‘Certainly have.’  Gemma
muttered.  Grasping the tankard Floris banged down in front of her, she
raised it her mouth and took a long swallow, draining most of it in one go.


Mistral watched her with an
amused expression, ‘Another?  Or are you still nursing?’  


‘Nope.  As of five minutes
ago, Samsara is now weaned.’


Mistral laughed and raised her
own tankard, ‘Here’s to you, sister.’


Laughing, Gemma tipped her
tankard towards Mistral’s before finishing her drink and nodding to Floris to
refill them.


It didn’t take long for news of
their arrival to reach Samson.  He shoved his way through the crowd, his
expression cautious at first, but when he saw Gemma leaning against the bar
laughing with Mistral he shrugged and ordered them two more tankards.


‘Sorry Samson, but I couldn’t
stand the hen party.’  Gemma gave Samson a half-hearted look of
apology.  ‘This is much more my thing.’


Samson offered her a gold-toothed
grin in return, ‘Ah, well.  I suppose it is your wedding too.’  



‘Yes.  So it is.’ 
Grinning devilishly, Gemma lifted her tankard again.


‘I wondered when you would
arrive.’


Mistral smiled at the silken
murmur in her ear, words spoken too quietly to be heard above the shouted talk
and laughter in the tavern, but clearer to her than the loudest yell.  She
turned to meet Fabian’s dark gaze and smiled.  ‘Missed me?’


‘Always.’  Fabian smiled
then raised an eyebrow.  ‘But how did you escape?  I heard Cain in fits
of laughter telling the whole tavern that Phantasm had locked and bolted the
door to prevent you from leaving.’


Mistral shrugged nonchalantly,
‘Jumped out of the upstairs window.’


Fabian laughed and started to say
something else but his words were drowned out by a number of voices all
shouting at once. 


‘Mistral!’


‘Mother?’


Suddenly Xerxes, Brutus, Cain,
Grendel, Cassius and her boys were there and Mistral was tucked beneath
Fabian’s arm with a tankard of ale in one hand, listening to wild tales of Samson’s
youth with a wide grin on her face.


‘I’m glad you weren’t mine in
those days Samson.’  Gemma said after one particularly unsavoury tale had
been told.  ‘I’m not sure I could have coped.’


Samson offered her a rueful grin,
‘Sorry my love, but I was always yours and you were always mine.  It just
took us a little while to realise it.’


The party grew wilder, with
displays of drunken heroics taking place that ranged from being amusing to
frankly life-threatening.  Mistral and Fabian were laughing together,
watching some of the apprentices take part in a blindfold target shooting
competition in the torchlit Arena when Cain’s shouted announcement drew
everyone’s attention.


‘It’s time for the main event!’


Word quickly spread and the
tavern emptied to form an audience of drunken warriors around the Arena. 
More torches were hung in brackets along the fence, illuminating the three
apprentices charged with obeying Cain’s instructions.


‘Move the targets!  We need
to clear the Arena for –’


 A loud bellow drowned out
the end of his sentence and all eyes turned towards the stableblock to see
Clovis and Grendel hauling a huge black Minoan bull across the square. 


‘Oh!’


‘No.’ Fabian said firmly.


‘Aw, come on!  Just one
go!’  Mistral pleaded.


‘Absolutely not.  I value
your bones unbroken.’


Mistral sighed and resigned
herself to merely watching as the bull was dragged into the Arena.  Broad
backed and heavily muscled, the bull’s massive head was crowned by two curved
horns that had been filed off at the ends to make them marginally less
deadly.  Clovis and Grendel strained at the two ropes attached to its
harness while it snorted and pawed the ground.  Another piece
of braided rope had been knotted around its neck and arranged so that the short
tail end rested over its withers. 


‘The rules are
simple!’ Cain continued in a loud voice.  ‘Each rider must attempt to stay
on the bull for as long as possible while only holding onto the rope with one
hand.  His other hand must remain free for the duration of the ride. 
The warrior who stays on the longest wins!’


‘What’s the prize?’  One
warrior called cheerfully. 


Cain laughed and spread his arms
out wide, ‘The only thing worth competing for my friend!  Pride!’  


The warriors erupted into wild
cheers.  Cain waited patiently until the noise subsided then turned to
Samson, ‘Now, I think that the groom should set the target to beat. 
Samson?  If you would be so good as to step this way –’


‘Place your bets!’  Xerxes
yelled as Samson left Gemma’s side and strode confidently into the Arena.


‘I can’t bear to watch!’ 
Gemma moaned and pressed her hands to her face.  


A roar went up from the crowd,
forcing Gemma to splay her fingers and watch Samson jump down onto the bull
from the top of the Arena fence.  Clovis and Grendel
immediately dropped the ropes they were holding and the bull thundered out into
the Arena, trying to throw Samson from its back by bucking and spinning in
circles.  Laughing wildly, Samson gripped the short end of rope with one
hand and held the other high, just managing to keep his seat by pressing his
legs tightly against the bull’s flanks and leaning back to counterbalance each
deep buck.  Used to riding Gemma’s unbroken horses, Samson was unfazed by
the familiar bucking, but when the bull began to move in sharp twisting,
rolling motions his confident grin faded.  Growing more enraged by the
persistent weight of the unwelcome rider on its back, the bull bucked and span
in tighter circles that were the undoing of Samson.  He was finally flung
from its back and crashed down onto the sandy floor of the Arena to thunderous
applause and a cry of fear from Gemma.  Winded, but unhurt, Samson sprang
to his feet and bowed to his audience.


‘Thirteen
seconds!’  Cain shouted.


At once bets were
being placed and warriors were clamoring for their chance to be thrown from the
bull’s back.  Fabian took the highest score and caused a near riot of
competitiveness and was finally beaten by Grendel, who had the unfair advantage
of being a similar weight and size to the creature he was riding.


‘Where’d Cain get
it?’  Mistral whispered to Brutus when Fabian went to fetch them both more
drinks.


‘Clovis got it
actually.  It came from one of his dodgy mates that deals in illegal
hybrids.’


‘Ah, I bet it was
Sawyer.’  Mistral nodded then added quickly. ‘How long will it be in the
Valley?’


‘Not long enough
for you to try and kill yourself on it, that’s for sure.’  Brutus muttered
back then cursed loudly.  ‘What the hell?  Amber?  I don’t think
so!’


Mistral watched
Brutus sprinting across the Arena to grab Amber from the fence before she could
leap onto the bull’s back, her relief quickly changing to horror again when
Marcus promptly took her place only to become relief again when Cassius reached
out a long arm and casually plucked his younger brother off the fence.


‘Who was meant to
be looking after those two tonight?’  Mistral demanded when Fabian
appeared by her side with two tankards of ale in his hands.


‘Me.  Sorry
Mistral.’  Gleacher’s face had foregone its usual dour expression to
appear almost embarrassed.  ‘They foxed me by pretending to want to go to
bed then climbed out of their windows.’


‘Don’t worry about
it, no harm done.’  Mistral replied and quickly turned away to hide her
smile when Fabian caught her eye and raised an eyebrow at the news that their
children had just deployed exactly the same escape technique that she had. 


After the exhausted
bull had been returned to the stableblock by Clovis and Grendel, warriors began
to drift back towards the warmth of The Cloak and Dagger.  Mistral watched
Brutus piggybacking a giggling Amber back towards the village with Cassius
walking alongside carrying Marcus like a sack of corn over his shoulder. 
Knowing that neither Marcus nor Amber would be escaping again with a Seer as a
babysitter, Mistral smiled and leaned against the Arena fence.  She gazed
across at the silhouetted Ri herd grazing in the moonlit paddock and suddenly
shivered; it was getting cold.


Fabian walked up
behind her, encircling her in the warmth of his arms.  She sighed and
leaned back against him, looking up at the star-filled sky and sharing a rare
moment of peace.  


‘Is that
Samson?’  She asked after a short while. 


Above the sounds of
laughter coming from the tavern Mistral could hear singing.  She listened
more closely.  The gravelly voice was definitely Samson’s. They both
turned to see Samson on one knee in the middle of the deserted village square,
singing to Gemma, who was smiling at him with a mixture of exasperation and
amusement.


Fabian chuckled
softly, ‘I would like to be able to blame his alcohol intake, but Samson drunk
or sober is perfectly capable of such behavior.’


Mistral laughed and
returned her gaze to the night sky and let the sound of Samson’s voice become
background music.  It was the song he had written for Gemma, The Ballad of
the Fallen Star, but some of the lines were new.  


‘Has he changed
it?’  


‘It would appear so
–’


Cradled in the
comfort of Fabian’s arms and the warmth of his love, Mistral listened to
Samson’s singing.  The ballad was no longer filled with loss and sadness
but spoke of the joy of being forgiven and finally becoming complete.  


‘My life was lit


By the rising of a single
star


So perfect –


I fell to my knees and worshipped
from afar


My fallen star is fallen no
more


She scales the heavens from
east to west


In her silver shadow my
faithful heart follows


And I am blessed.’


Fabian pressed his
lips to her cold cheek in a kiss.  She felt the warmth of his murmured
words against her skin.  Smiling, she turned to take his hand and walk
with him to their house.  











Lions and Lambs





The rosy hues of Saturday’s dawn
gradually faded to leave behind a cloudless blue sky the texture of watered
silk.  Although early, the village was already teeming with activity as
final preparations were made for the three ceremonies taking place in the
village square that day. 


Mistral lay chin-deep in the bath
Delphine had run and almost forcibly shoved her into.  Inhaling the heady
aroma of lavender, she was reminded of the enforced pamperings she had suffered
at the hands of Melsina and smiled.  These days Melsina barely had time to
take a bath, never mind bullying others to do the same.  The Rochforte
boys were growing up to be normal boys; spirited, mischievous and
exhausting.  


Beyond the tranquil peace of the
bathroom Mistral could hear the sounds of her family getting ready for the
day’s events.  Her boys were in the kitchen searching for a post-breakfast
snack and Marcus was in the living room, grooming Prospero and trying to tie a
ribbon around his neck.  Mistral listened to her dog’s warning growls
without any concern.  Prospero had never once bitten any of her children,
no matter how sorely provoked he’d been ... and that included the time Marcus had
saddled and ridden him like a pony around the living room.  Delphine was
forcing Amber into a dress she plainly didn’t want to wear and Fabian was sat
at the long table with Cassius, discussing the area of the Isle his hunting
party had been Contracted to cover in the search for Onieroi’s following.


Mistral sighed and slid a little
deeper into the scented water.  She didn’t want to think about next
week.  The all too convenient timing of Chieftain Silverside’s missive
hadn’t fooled her; Phantasm’s handwriting was more familiar than her own – but
she understood Fabian’s reasoning for the deception and wasn’t angry with him,
only naturally anxious for her sons.  Once she’d found out that Leo had
requested Cassius to lead one of the hunting parties, Mistral had paid a quiet
visit to Eliza Bragg to ensure that her twin sons would be placed in his party
too.  It hadn’t taken much to persuade the agent to come around to her way
of thinking and Mistral had smiled when her twin sons’ were duly allocated
places in the same hunting party as their older brother, despite not being
Qualified yet.    


A knock sounded on the door and
Mistral ducked her head under the water, staying there in the vain hope that
the person would give up and go away.  After a while her need for air made
her surface, only to instantly hear the knock being repeated with increasing
impatience.


‘I will kick the door down if you
don’t answer soon!’


Mistral snorted and ducked her
head under again, missing the blithe response Amber made as she wandered past
in a satin dress, leather jerkin and boots.


‘No need, she never locks it –’


Mistral surfaced again and lay
with her eyes closed, savouring the silence and the relaxing heat of the
water.  She sighed blissfully.  This was how to start a day. 


‘Towel?’


Mistral’s eyes flew open with a
scream at the sight of Phantasm stood by the bath holding a towel for her.


He rolled his eyes disapprovingly
at the storm of swear words she unleashed upon him, ‘Yes, I’m sure that I am
all of those things, however, would you like a towel?  Or are you
intending to remain in that bath all day?’


‘Get out!’  Mistral
screeched, frantically wafting what few bubbles of scented foam remained to
cover her modesty. 


‘Mistral.  Have you
forgotten that I delivered Marcus?  Come on now, stop being so silly and
get out of that bath before you have more wrinkles than Eudora.’


‘Not with you standing there!’


Phantasm heaved a sigh of the
long suffering and turned around, proffering the folded towel over one
outstretched arm.


Mistral leapt from the bath and
snatched the towel.  Wrapping it tightly around herself, she stalked from
the bathroom to her bedroom, shouting for Fabian as she slammed the door in
Phantasm’s face.


‘I already have Mage De Winter’s
full permission for this Mistral!’  Phantasm snapped through the closed
door.  


Mistral’s response was
eye-wateringly blue, possibly even azure.


‘He has actually.’


A silence.  


Mistral slowly opened the door a
fraction to meet Fabian’s steady gaze.


‘What?’


‘Mistral.  Please get
ready.  You need to be leaving within the hour.  I am Samson’s best
man and must go now to help him prepare, please ... can I trust you to behave?’


‘No.’


Fabian smiled and pressed his
boot into the gap of the open door, wedging it open just enough to allow him to
lean through and kiss her angry lips.


When his lips left hers, so did
all her anger.  She sighed and watched him disappear down the stairs, a
tall figure dressed in a plain white shirt and black trousers, unshaven,
uncombed, and everything she had ever wanted.


Taking advantage of her moment of
distraction, Phantasm pushed open the door and strode into the bedroom. 
Dropping the three parcels he was carrying onto her unmade bed he marched
straight over to the window and closed it, then slid the latch across to lock
it.  


He turned to regard her scowling
expression with folded arms, ‘Just in case you decide to try a repeat of last
night’s little escape routine.  Now, we have a choice of three dresses
today,’ he continued in a bossy voice and walked back towards the bed. 
‘Which one would you like to see first?’


‘I’ve Seen them all already
brother.’  Mistral sighed wearily.  ‘Let’s just skip to the third
one.’


Phantasm smiled and reached for
the appropriate parcel, ‘I thought you’d like that one.  It’s my favourite
too.’


Mistral sank defeatedly onto the
edge of the bed while Phantasm opened the parcel and pulled out the red and
black dress she had described to Fabian.  He laid it carefully across the
bed then turned to regard her with his head tilted on one side, ‘Hair. 
How would you like it to look?’


Mistral sighed and knew that it
would be a waste of breath responding with the words she wanted to say.  ‘Like
it is’ would only be the kind of flippant response guaranteed to launch Phantasm
into a lecture about her duty to appear appropriately coiffed and attired at
formal functions.  A lecture she had now heard so many times that she knew
every word and even when he would pause to draw breath.  


‘Just do what you want,’ she
shrugged moodily.  ‘You usually do anyway.’  


Phantasm raised his eyebrows,
‘What?  No arguments?  Well, in that case, why don’t you tell me what
you would like, for a change.’


Mistral gave him a blank look
then frowned while she recalled the various styles Phantasm had forced her hair
into over the years and tried to pick the one she’d hated the least, ‘D’you
remember the one you did when Fabian came back from herding the unicorns over
to the Dawn Forests?’


‘Oh yes!  I pinned the front
up and left the rest in a loose plait over one shoulder.’


‘Yes.  Well, that one wasn’t
too bad.’


‘Thank you for that ringing
endorsement Mistral.’  Phantom sniffed and began to tug a comb through her
hair, muttering to himself under his breath.  ‘Hmm, not quite formal
enough for the occasion, but if I change it slightly –’ 


The bedroom door opened and
Delphine walked in bearing a tray.  Her hair was pinned up ready for the
ceremony and she was wearing the necklace Fabian had given her as a wedding
gift, but her dress was one of her usual ones.  ‘Here mother, I’ve brought
you some breakfast.’


Mistral eyed the plate of fruit
and bread she laid on the bed beside her.  Just recently Delphine had
become obsessed with trying to feed her up.  There was also a cup of
greenish coloured liquid on the tray.  Delphine’s other obsession was
ensuring that Mistral took her daily dose of Moon Potion.


‘Right, Marcus is dressed and
ready – he looks gorgeous..  Amber is dressed and ready ... well, sort
of.  Xerxes and Brutus have just come round and picked them up.  The
boys are wearing clean shirts, which is about as complimentary as I can be
about the way they’re dressed.  They’ve already gone to The Cloak, oh and
Cassius has just left to go and meet Leo to finalise a couple of details, but he’s
coming back to fetch Samsara –’


Mistral listened to her
daughter’s brisk run-down of the morning’s events and sighed.  Delphine
was so organised she made the twins look shabby.


‘So if you don’t need me anymore
I’m going to go help Phantom finish getting Gemma ready, then I might just get
time to put my own dress on too.’


Picking up on the sharpness in
her daughter’s tone, Mistral gave her an apologetic look, ‘Sorry Delphine, and
thanks for your help.  I don’t know what I’d do without you.’


Delphine immediately smiled, ‘Oh
I enjoy it!  Bossing the boys around makes my day ... talking of which,
I‘d better just pop back to the flat and make sure Cain is ready –’ she swept
back across the room then suddenly stopped and turned, the half-smile she had
inherited from Fabian lifting one corner of her mouth.  ‘I nearly forgot
–’ reaching down behind the chair near the door, Delphine pulled out a parcel
that was wrapped in the same fashion as the ones on the bed.  


Mistral suppressed a sigh. 
More clothes from Eudora’s shop.


‘This is a little something from
me.  I thought you could do with a bit of luxury after everything that’s
happened in the last couple of months.  Enjoy!’  Giving her mother a
coy smile, Delphine dropped the parcel onto her lap and left the room, closing
the door behind her with a giggle.


‘What could possibly be luxurious
about more damned clothes?’  Mistral grumbled and made to chuck the parcel
onto the floor.


‘Open it Mistral.’  Phantasm
chided.  ‘Delphine obviously wanted to give you something to make you feel
special for Amber’s Naming Ceremony, and whether you like what’s in that parcel
or not, you are going to wear it.’


‘We’ll see about that.’
 Mistral muttered and tugged at the strings holding the parcel
closed.  The linen wrappings fell open, leaving her frowning at the
unrecognisable items that were revealed.  ‘What’s this?’  She asked,
pulling out a long black silken item that looked like one leg of a trouser but
sealed at the bottom.


Phantasm glanced at it and gave a
low laugh, ‘A stocking.’


‘A whatting?’


‘Stockings.  There’s
two.  You wear them on your legs Mistral.’  Phantasm explained in an
amused voice.


‘What, like trousers?’  


‘No.  They’re worn
underneath a dress.’


‘Why?’  Mistral asked,
holding the other one up and looking at them dubiously.


Phantasm briefly considered
telling her the truth but decided that would definitely make her not wear them,
so he lied, ‘To keep you warm.’


‘Oh!  What’s this for then?’


Phantasm glanced at the scrap of
black silk she was holding up hid a smile, ‘Same thing, really.’ 


‘It doesn’t look like it’d keep
me very warm.  If it was that cold surely I could just wear some trousers
under the dress instead.’


‘Yes.  You probably would.’
 Phantasm sighed and returned his attention to her hair.


In the twins’ house across the
village, Gemma was getting a taste of her own medicine as Delphine revealed the
full tyrannical side of her nature.


‘I swear never to nag Samson
again.’  Gemma muttered to Phantom when Delphine briefly left the room to
put her own dress on.


Unperturbed by not even being in
the same room, Delphine continued to call out the itinerary for the day through
the open door, ‘Amber will be named first while you and I wait here.  Cain
will come and fetch us when it’s time for us to leave.  Cassius is coming
round to look after Samsara in a minute as Phantom will have to be in the
square for Amber’s Naming Ceremony as a godfather.  It’s a shame you can’t
be there to officially take up your position as Amber’s godmother, but Leo says
he’ll swear you into the De Winter godparent club later ... Oh!  Liliana
and Godiva have our bouquets, they should be bringing them around in the next
ten ... no, make that eight minutes –’


There was a blissful pause filled
with the sound of rustling as Delphine pulled on her dress.  The rustling
ceased and Delphine’s voice promptly continued.  ‘Not too bad, I suppose
... still think it’s cobalt though,’ she muttered quietly, then launched back
into delivering her instructions in a louder voice.  ‘When Cain comes to
get us we’ll walk to the village square together, then I’ll follow you down the
aisle – well, I call it an aisle, it’s really just the gap between the
crowds.  And is there ever a crowd!  I’ve never seen the Valley so
full –’


‘Delphine?  Please could you
fetch some water?’  Phantom called sharply when he felt Gemma suddenly
tense.


‘What?  Now? 
Really?  You shouldn’t drink so close to the ceremony Gemma!  What if
you need –’


‘I’m really thirsty
Delphine!’  Gemma said quickly, cutting Delphine off. 


‘Fine!’  Delphine replied in
a voice that clearly suggested it wasn’t.


Phantom listened to her running
down the stairs and gave Gemma a sympathetic look in the mirror, ‘I can only
apologise and assure you that her ability to organise with military precision
does mean every single angle of your wedding has been examined and re-examined
twice over.  Absolutely nothing can go wrong today Gemma.’


‘No.  It wouldn’t dare to.’
 Gemma remarked darkly.


Phantom laughed and finished
twisting the long plait of Gemma’s thick blonde hair up on her head, ‘After you
and Samson are married,’ he continued while he threaded delicate white
gypsophila flowers through the plait, ‘you will both stay there and Samsara
will be named.  Then it’s a simple case of drinking and eating until
no-one can stand up anymore.’


‘Roll on that part.’  Gemma
muttered with feeling.


Mistral had struggled into the
silk undergarments that Delphine had bought her and managed to clamber into her
dress without ripping it, but the stockings were defeating her.


‘Are you ready yet?’  Phantasm
poked his head around the door to see Mistral trying to tug one of the
stockings on as though it were a boot.


‘Not like that!  You’ll snag
the silk!’  He cried.  ‘Roll them on gently!’


‘Do what?  How?’ 
Mistral frowned irritably.  


Phantasm let out a sigh of
exasperation, ‘You mastered Greek in the course of a couple of days, but the
simple task of dressing yourself is almost beyond you.  Oh, the things I
do for you!’  He knelt at her feet and took the crumpled stocking from her
hand, gathering it smoothly into a rolled collar he slipped it over her foot
and unrolled it up to her calf.  ‘There, now you can finish that one ...
gently!’  He added sharply when Mistral immediately looked set to yank it
up like a riding boot.


‘I feel like a trussed chicken.’ 
Mistral complained when she was finally dressed and her new long leather boots
laced.


Phantasm watched her fidgeting
uncomfortably and smiled, ‘Well you look more like a beautifully wrapped
solstice present, all silk and velvet.  I think I’m actually going to be
proud to walk down to the village square with you today.’


‘Are you usually embarrassed to
be seen with me then?’  She demanded frostily.


‘Frequently.’


Mistral turned to glare at him
only to be thrown by the flawless perfection of his alabaster skin and marble
green eyes.  The starched white shirt he was wearing made him appear more
godlike than angelic.  She smiled.  Sublimely beautiful he may be,
but he was always going to be just her brother.  ‘C’mon Sheldon, let’s get
to The Cloak.  If you buy me a drink I’ll promise not to embarrass you for
the whole day.’


Phantom arrived to collect them
and Mistral walked to The Cloak and Dagger between her two guardian angels with
a clean, but bowless, Prospero padding along at her heels.  The village
was deserted, all the shops closed and the houses shuttered.  Everyone was
gathering in the village square to name another De Winter and witness one of
the Ri’s longest serving warriors finally relinquishing his long bachelorhood.


Predictably, The Cloak was full
beyond capacity.  White-shirted wedding guests overflowed into the village
square, giving the tavern the appearance of having burst like an overstuffed
cushion.  Floris was serving drinks through one of the open windows while
his barmaids weaved through the crowds bearing trays laden with tankards,
trading saucy quips with the warriors.


‘Do you like it?’  Phantom
asked.


‘It’s The Cloak brother, you know
I like it.  I spend half my life there.’


‘No, not the tavern
Mistral!  The village square!  Liliana and her sisters have been up
since dawn getting it ready!’


‘Huh?’  Mistral gazed round
at the familiar stone houses that bordered the square on one side, but they
looked no different.  Letting her gaze wander over to the stableblock she
noticed that a garland of seasonal flowers decorated the arched entrance, and
they were all blue.  Mistral felt her expression become incredulous as her
eyes travelled around the village square.  Everywhere she looked was a
floral tribute to the colour blue; bunches of spikey larkspur and huge prickly
globe thistles adorned every post of the Arena fence.  Sea holly of such
an intense blue that it was hard to believe it wasn’t dyed festooned the
windows and door of the tavern.  The usual simple white canopy erected in
the centre of the village square for ceremonies had been transformed into a
floral bower.  Royal blue lobelia swathed each of the four supports and
trailed from the silken roof, giving Leo the appearance of being stood beneath
a waterfall. 


Mistral struggled to make her
mouth to do anything other than gape.  Formulating a thought, never mind a
word other than ‘uh’, was just not possible.


‘Blue, isn’t it?’  Phantasm
said lightly and steered her towards the Arena where Xerxes and Brutus were
watching Amber and Marcus shoot empty tankards off the fence while Cain kept
score.


‘Good shot Amber!’  Cain
cried when Amber sent a pewter tankard zinging off the fence with her
arrow.  ‘She gets it from her favourite godfather,’ he added in a low
aside to Mistral then did a double take when he noticed what she was
wearing.  ‘You look nice!’


‘Nice?’  Xerxes
grinned.  ‘She looks more than nice!  Mistral, you look like a
present just waiting to be unwrapped!’


‘Is that a compliment or should I
be punching him in the face?’  Mistral muttered to Phantasm.


‘Compliment.’  Phantasm
whispered back.  ‘But if he tries to do any unwrapping, punch him.’


‘Will do,’ she smiled happily at
Xerxes then turned to watch Amber and Marcus.


Delphine was right; Marcus did
look handsome in his white shirt and black trousers.  The scuff marks on
his knees and smudge of dirt on one cheek only made him look even more
appealing.  Mistral was relieved that the barmaids from The Fallen Warrior
weren’t there to fawn over him.  Watching Brutus dote on Amber was bad enough. 
The satin dress Delphine had shoe-horned her into that morning was still
intact, just, but no longer clean.  Her long hair was tied back in a plait
but several wispy strands had escaped to form dark curls framing golden eyes
shining with laughter.  She notched another arrow and neatly shot the
tankard from Brutus’ hand.  Instead of being angry, Brutus laughed and
shook the spilt ale from his sleeve before lavishing praise on her for the
accuracy of the shot. 


‘You think Marcus is
spoiled?’  Mistral said quietly to Phantasm, nodding meaningfully at
Brutus.


Phantasm followed her gaze and
laughed softly, ‘I agree Brutus indulges Amber, but we all do.  She had
such a poor start to life that it’s difficult not to ... and she’s hard to
resist.  That smile –’ Phantasm shook his head, smiling fondly at his
goddaughter.  ‘She’s so full of life and fun, a bit like you on a good
day.’


‘Today is going to be a good day
brother, I can feel it.’  Mistral smiled and stood on her tiptoes to kiss
him on the cheek.  ‘Thanks for the dress.  I almost like it.’


‘Praise indeed.’  Phantasm
murmured and reached out to take the tankards of ale his brother carried across
from the tavern.


Phantom’s eyes were sparkling and
his cheeks a little flushed, ‘It’s crazy in there!  I managed to tell
Samson and Mage De Winter we’re here though,’ he gabbled excitedly. 
‘They’re coming out now –’


‘Er, brother, did you by any
chance down a whole gourd of manticore liquor while you were in there?’ 
Phantasm asked with a frown.


‘No!’  Phantom
laughed.  ‘But Samson has laid on a barrel of something I’ve never tried
before ... s’kinda like cider, but with a little extra kick –’


‘Cain?’  Mistral gave her
son-in-law a sharp look.  ‘Has this “something” got anything to do with
you?’


‘Just a little something I
prepared for the occasion.’  Cain grinned impishly.  


‘Consisting of?’


‘Cider.’


‘Yes, I recognise the shade of
red in Phantom’s face that only cider has the power to induce, but what’s with
the look in his eye like he’s sat on a hedgehog?’


‘My secret ingredient.’
 Cain tapped the side of his nose smugly.


Mistral ground her teeth, ‘Which
is?’  


‘Secret.’


‘Get unsmug and tell me, you
jumped up half-hob!  Because if Marcus or Amber get hold of any you’re
going to be cleaning up the sick!’ 


‘Oh.’  Cain’s face
fell.  ‘I hadn’t thought of that!’


‘No, because you’re still a
damned child yourself and leave all the thinking to the adults!’


‘Ouch!’  Cain winced. 
‘You can be very cruel Mistral –’


‘I’ll show you cruel in a
minute!  Just what the hell is in it?’  


‘Well, I call it my Snakebite
Special.  It’s basically just really strong cider with, er, basilisk
venom.’


‘Oh, I don’t believe you!’ 
Mistral exploded.  ‘To think I let you marry my daughter!’


Cain took one look at the murder
she was promising in her eyes and hurried off towards The Cloak, ‘I’ll go get
the barrel moved!  See you in a bit!’  He called over his shoulder. 


Mistral watched him running
across the busy square and was half-tempted to chuck one of her daggers at him,
just to see if she could get him, when she caught sight of Fabian walking
towards her and suddenly, nothing else mattered.


She was aware, in a vague sort of
way, that someone tall was walking beside him dressed in a spotless white shirt
and pressed black trousers, but Mistral only had eyes for her Mage.  She
met his dark gaze and at once the volume of his thoughts in her mind increased,
drowning out any other sound.  The familiar easy strides carrying him
closer were taking too long.  Impatient for the promised greeting in his
whispered thoughts to be fulfilled, Mistral grabbed the hem of her dress and
gathered it in her hands, freeing her black-stockinged legs to run across the
cobbles and fling herself into his open arms, covering his laughing face with
kisses.  


‘I could get used to being
greeted like that by you,’ he laughed, swinging her into in his arms.  


‘I’ll do my best to greet you
like that every time I see you then.’  Mistral smiled blissfully up at him
and twined her hands around his neck.  ‘But it might be a bit
inappropriate in the Training Arena.’


‘Yes, perhaps we should just
reserve it for special occasions then, such as the naming of our daughter,’ he
smiled then continued in a softer voice.  ‘You know it is traditional for
a husband to present his wife with a gift on such an occasion.’


Mistral’s smiled became a little
fixed.  More of the De Winter jewellery.  Great.


‘I hope that you are not
offended, but since you now have almost as many rings as fingers, I thought
that I would waiver tradition and opt for a slightly unorthodox gift.’


‘I don’t need any gifts
Fabian.  I’ve got you –’


‘You will always have me
Mistral.’  Fabian cut in.  ‘My life, my future it is yours.  But
not my past.  I have little recollection of most things I did in my life
before I met you, and my childhood is something I spent so long trying to
forget that now I cannot recall it at all ... not because it was bad, quite the
opposite.  I know that I was cherished by my mother and I think guilt has
made me obliterate her love from my memory.’  Fabian paused and drew in a
deep breath, his expression becoming almost hesitant.  ‘I want you to have
this.’


Mistral stared at the small
leather-bound book in his hand and frowned, ‘What is it?’


‘My mother’s diary.’


‘Oh!’  Mistral took the book
from his hands and gazed at the faded cover.  There was no writing on the
front to indicate what it contained.  Tentatively she opened the first
page and gazed at the slanting script that was so similar to Fabian’s. 
‘It’s in French!’


‘Yes.’  Fabian smiled. 
‘My mother was French.’


Mistral nodded mutely and was
struck by how little she knew about the woman who had born the man she
loved.  She gazed up at him, her expression uncertain, ‘I don’t know
what to say Fabian.  It’s your mother’s diary ... I don’t know that I
should read it.’


‘I want you to read it because I
can’t,’ he said quietly.  ‘Read it Mistral, then tell me of the mother I
can’t really recall and how she loved the boy I can’t remember being.’


Suddenly Mistral was crying.


‘Hush,’ he whispered, stroking
her tears away with his fingers.  ‘Save your tears for Marietta when
Xerxes catches the bouquet Gemma will throw.’


Mistral laughed and Fabian
smiled, ‘That’s better.  Now,’ his expression changed with startling
abruptness to become so dark and intense that she was left breathless, ‘would
you care to tell me about the black silk stockings I and the rest of the
village square have just seen under that dress?’


‘Oh!  Er, Delphine gave them
to me.  They’re to keep me warm.’


‘Are they really?’  He
raised an eyebrow.  ‘Well, they’re certainly making me warm.’  


Mistral bit her lip and blushed
at the look he was giving her.  Laughing softly Fabian swung her back to
her feet and took her hand, leading her over to where Samson was being teased
by a crowd of well-wishers.  Mistral recognised the tall figure she had
seen walking beside Fabian as being Samson, but it was a Samson she had never
seen before.  His lion’s mane of hair had been tamed and his scarred face
shaved, but the scoundrel’s grin he offered her when she approached was the
same.


‘Lady De Winter!  You look
–’ he paused to run his eyes over her dress then gave a low growl, ‘almost
edible.  Let me practise kissing the bride.’


‘You can do that when she turns
up.’  Mistral said, deftly ducking when Samson tried to plant a kiss on
her cheek.


Samson threw back his head and
laughed a little too loudly and Mistral realised that he was nervous.  Not
of the ceremony, or being the centre of attention at such a big gathering, but
of Gemma not turning up.  She watched him accept another tankard of Cain’s
Snakebite Special and drain half the contents in one go before reaching out to
touch his arm.


‘Gemma will be here Samson.’


He lowered his tankard and gave
her a look of sudden urgency, ‘You See Gemma?’


Mistral smiled, her eyes becoming
misty, ‘Yes –’


‘And?’


‘She is dressed and ready. 
They are waiting for Cassius to come and collect them.  Delphine is
driving her insane with her bossiness.  Gemma ... she is longing for a
drink, but Delphine won’t let her until after the ceremony –’


‘Cain!’  Samson immediately
roared.  ‘Get a tankard of that brew sent round to Gemma straight
away!  I’ll not have my wife-to-be parched before her wedding!’  He
spun back to Mistral, fixing her with an intense look.  ‘How does she
look?’


Mistral’s smile deepened as she
Saw through Phantom’s eyes.  Gemma had lost the weight of pregnancy and
was the strong-figured elven woman Mistral had met when she’d bought Cassius
his first pony.  Her hair was braided in a simple style befitting her
no-nonsense nature and decorated with delicate white flowers that complimented
the blue of her eyes, the exact same shade of cornflower blue as her
dress. 


‘She looks alright.’
 Mistral shrugged.


‘What?’  Samson’s face
darkened and Mistral laughed. 


‘You’ll have to wait and see for
yourself Samson!  It’s bad luck for the groom to see the bride before the
ceremony!’


Samson managed to restrain his
impatience throughout Amber’s Naming Ceremony, which was more than Amber
managed to do.  Far older than any of their other children had been when
they were named, Amber fidgeted and pulled faces at her godfathers throughout
the ceremony, but as usual, instead of inciting disapproval at her antics, she
caused outbreaks of laughter that forced Leo to pause and gaze sternly at her
in an effort to try and make her behave.  She would offer him a sincere
look of apology each time then wink, forcing the Divinus of the Ri to lower his
head and pretend to read the words he knew by heart to hide his smile.


‘Amber Mistral De Winter!’ 
Leo finally announced and everyone applauded then laughed when Amber gave a
loud whoop and ran straight to Brutus, who was grinning and holding the
leadrope of a glossy Dawn Forest pony, a present for his niece.


‘I don’t think we should leave it
this long again before naming them.’  Mistral muttered to Fabian. 
‘That was hard work!’      


Fabian smiled and trailed a hand
down the back of her dress, ‘There are a few things I don’t want to leave too
long.’


The twins came to escort a
blushing Mistral away to join the guests, leaving Fabian alone with Leo. 
Cain left to collect the bride and bridesmaid and suddenly Samson’s moment of
reckoning had arrived.  Looking almost fearful, he took his place beneath
the flower-covered canopy and nodded wordlessly to Leo then turned to Fabian
with a shaky laugh. 


‘I have stood beside you on more
Contracts, battlefields, and tavern brawls than I’ve got scars, yet I have
never needed your support more than I do today.  How weak am I to be
felled by a woman?’


‘It is not weak to give your soul
to another Samson.  It is the bravest thing a man can do.’


‘My soul?  Do you really
think Gemma wants the maimed scrap that is all I have left of a soul?’


‘Without a doubt brother.’
 Fabian murmured then looked over his shoulder and smiled.  ‘Look –’


Samson spun on his heel and
stared at the sight of Gemma walking slowly towards him with a smile on her
face that seemed to say, ‘oh, what the hell’.  Behind her came Delphine,
exuding a radiance that would have eclipsed most brides, but not for
Samson.  To him Gemma shone brighter than the star for which she was
named.  His eyes fell on the third figure in the procession and any
lingering fears he had melted away.  Cassius walked slowly behind Delphine
with Samsara held in his arms.  The daughter Samson adored was playing
happily with Cassius’ long ponytail, tugging it with a force that must have
hurt, but there was no indication of annoyance in his warm smile.  


‘You look absolutely beautiful my
love.’  Samson greeted his bride with a golden smile.


‘Samson.’  Gemma responded
coolly and passed her bouquet to Delphine.  ‘You owe me for today, it’s
been hell.’


‘I know.  I have something
to make up for it, I promise –’


‘It had better be good,’ she replied
and gave Leo a curt nod to indicate that she was ready for him to begin.


The ring Fabian passed to Samson
was a broad band of gold with a single diamond set flat into the metal. 
Fine lines had been etched into the gold to turn the diamond into a star
radiating points of light.  Gemma watched Samson slide it onto her finger
in place of the ring she had worn for years and realised with a pang that she
suddenly missed the other one.


‘Wait!’  She suddenly turned
to Leo while the entire village held its breath.  ‘Can you change a bit
for me?’


‘Which part would you like
changed Gemma?’  Leo asked calmly, as though brides suddenly wishing to
amend the wedding ceremony in the middle of it were an everyday
occurrence.  


‘Can you say the part about “from
this day forward” again?’


‘From this day
forward until death do us part?’


‘Yes.  Well,
can you leave out the reference to death please?  He’s not getting away
from me that easily.’


Leo nodded and
solemnly repeated the words she wanted to hear again, ‘To have and to hold from
this day forward, for better or for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness
and in health, to love and to cherish; without end, from this day.’


Gemma smiled and
turned back to Samson, ‘That’s better.’


‘Any other
adjustments?’  Leo asked after a moment’s pause.  


‘No.’ Samson
said quickly when Gemma looked suddenly thoughtful.


‘Then, I pronounce
you husband and wife.’


‘Wait a minute.’
 Gemma frowned.  ‘That bit’s not really right either –’


‘You may kiss the
bride.’  Leo continued in a firm voice and Samson grabbed Gemma, sweeping
her from her feet and planting a kiss on her lips before she had time to finish
her sentence.


The crowd erupted
into cheers and applause.  Mistral turned to mutter to Phantom under the
sound of their clapping hands, ‘Pronouncing them Gemma and husband would have
been more realistic!’


Phantom laughed then nudged her
in the ribs, ‘Time for you to become a godmother Mistral.’


In direct contrast to Amber’s
behaviour, Samsara fell asleep during her Naming Ceremony and therefore behaved
perfectly.  Mistral found herself listening closely to the words Leo spoke
in a way she never had during any of her children’s naming ceremonies.  In
a strange way, she felt an almost deeper sense of duty to Samsara as a
godmother than she did as a mother to her own children.  Perhaps it was
because she had actually been chosen to fulfil the role rather than let nature
make a choice on her behalf.  Either way, she gazed at the sleeping baby
in Samson’s arms and was suddenly overjoyed to be sharing in the life of a
child again when she and Fabian were forbidden from having any more of their
own. 


Leo brought the proceedings to a
close and Delphine passed Gemma back her bouquet with a smile, ‘Make one of
Liliana’s sisters happy!’


Gemma rolled her eyes and tossed
the bouquet into the crowd.  Liliana’s sisters promptly abandoned their
coquettish fronts and dived for the bouquet with a savagery that startled the
warriors standing nearby.  With squeals of rage they rose from their scrum
empty-handed to watch a surprised Amber cantering past on her new pony with
Gemma’s bouquet wedged across the front of her saddle.


‘I damned well don’t think
so!’  Mistral exclaimed under her breath.


Fabian laughed softly and wrapped
an arm around her waist to pull her against his side, ‘Let me buy you a drink
Lady De Winter, and you can whisper sweet nothings in my ear about the rest of
the ensemble Delphine bought you to go with those stockings.’


‘Well, if I were her I’d ask for
my money back, because they’re not keeping me very warm.’  Mistral
grumbled while Fabian led her away, still laughing. 


Left alone beneath the flower
covered canopy, Samson turned to take his wife in his arms, ‘Hello Mrs
Samson.’  


‘Call me that again and I will
have you shot.’  Gemma replied, then smiled.  ‘Hello.’


‘Would you like to see your
compensation for marrying me?’


‘Oh?’  Gemma looked over his
shoulder.  ‘I can’t see an army of warriors bearing caskets of gold.’


‘No my love, your gold does not
chink and glitter, it gleams in the sun and neighs in the dark.’  Samson
turned her in his arms to face the stableblock where Clovis was leading a
magnificent white arab stallion towards them. 


‘Oh Samson!’  Gemma spun
back to look at him, her blue eyes shining.  ‘He’s perfect!  I’ve
been looking for a warm-blood to breed into the Southern Downs –’


Samson listened to her enthuse
about bloodlines that meant far less to him than the smile on his wife’s face,
while across the square, the celebrations began.


Tables and chairs were brought
out from the tavern and set in the village square, ale drunk, and the six hogs
that had been roasting since dawn carved and served.  Cain’s barrel of
cider mix was finished and replenished twice over and under its powerful
influence the sounds of talk, laughter and music soon filled the crisp October
air.  The shadows of afternoon swiftly deepened to evening and beneath the
forgiving veil of darkness, the revelry grew wilder.


Phantasm, Phantom, Mistral, and
Fabian were leant against the Arena fence, watching their twin sons shoot
blindfold at spriggans Grendel was throwing into the air.  Despite their
liberal intake of Cain’s cider mix, they didn’t miss a single one.


‘Are you sure they don’t have the
Sight?’  Fabian asked when another spriggan swan-dived to the sand with a
dying squeak.


Mistral laughed, ‘No, they just
have the gift of being your sons.’


‘And yours too.’  Fabian
turned to kiss her. 


‘Ah, surely that’s more of a
curse than a gift –’


An angry shout rent the air,
discordant to the babble of happy talk and laughter.


‘You heartless bitch!’


‘I didn’t think Liliana’s sisters
were working tonight.’  Mistral said and frowned over Fabian’s shoulder,
trying to spot the cause of the angry outburst.


‘They’re not.’  Fabian said,
turning to look with her.  ‘They’re in the back room of the tavern with
Samsara.  It must be someone else that’s causing trouble tonight.’


It didn’t take long for them to
spot the source of the disturbance.  Erin was stood in the village square,
her sharp fairy-looks set in a defiant expression while a warrior shouted in
her face.


‘You left them?’


‘Who’s that?’  Mistral
muttered.  She couldn’t see the warrior’s face – he had his back to them. 


‘It’s Ulysses.’  Fabian
frowned.  ‘And if Erin’s back it means that the giant hunt has not gone
well.’


‘I left their bodies Ulysses, not
them!’  Erin retorted angrily.


‘Why the hell didn’t you bring
them back!  Griffon was my brother!  He deserved to be given the
honour of a Ri passing, not left to rot on the hillside!’


‘There was nothing to bring
back!’


Ulysses stiffened and slowly
looked her up and down, ‘If it was so bad, why isn’t there a scratch on you?’


Erin tossed her head impetuously,
‘Griffon wanted me to be safe.  He insisted that I stayed away when they
moved on the giant.’


‘And you just stood there and
watched them go to their deaths like lambs to the slaughter did you?’ 
Ulysses demanded furiously.  ‘Don’t you dare call yourself a warrior
Erin!  No warrior would stand by and let a brother die!  You’re
nothing but a cheap whore!’


Erin gasped and flung out a hand
to slap Ulysses but he was quicker than her.  Grabbing her hand he twisted
it sharply behind her back, forcing her into a painful hold while he continued
to hiss angry words in her ear, ‘Is it the truth or guilt that’s got you so mad
Erin?’


‘I’m guilty of nothing! 
There’s no shame in falling in love!’  


‘Shame?  You don’t know the
meaning of the word!  But you should!  In fact, you should burn with
shame!  Burn in place of the brother I will never see again because you
stood by and let him be ripped to pieces then left his body for carrion!’


‘What should I have done
Ulysses?’  Erin spat furiously.  ‘Dragged all their bodies
back?  Or just Griffon’s?  Or should I have asked the giant to help
me build a pyre and given them a proper Ri send off?’


‘Yes!’  Ulysses
howled.  ‘You should have done anything but turn up here tonight without a
damned scratch on you telling me that four good warriors are dead when you
still draw breath!’


‘C’mon Ulysses.’  Erin tried
in a wheedling tone.  ‘It’s how Griffon would’ve have wanted to go ... all
that death and glory warrior stuff ... I know you’re hurting.  I am too
–’ she twisted in his arms to gaze up at him, her expression
sorrowful.  ‘We can comfort each other.’


‘I don’t believe he’s fallen for
that!’  Mistral muttered disgustedly when Ulysses accepted her embrace and
Erin’s gloating face appeared over his shoulder. 


Erin’s gaze slid across the
square to alight on Mistral’s twin sons and the greedy light that flared in her
eyes was enough to send Mistral’s temper beyond the limits of her
control.  With a snarl of fury she wrenched herself from Fabian’s arms and
flew across the square with Prospero bounding along in her wake.  


Phantasm immediately made to run
after her but Fabian laid a restraining hand on his arm, ‘Let her go,’ he said
quietly.  ‘It might do her some good to feel a little anger again. 
And I have to say that Erin deserves everything that’s coming to her.’


Mistral left the ground and
launched herself at Erin in a flurry of red and black silk.  The two women
crashed to the cobbles and immediately began brawling to the thunderous cheers
of the watching crowd.  


‘Do you have any idea how much
work it takes to train just one apprentice?’  Mistral shouted while she
straddled Erin and held her by the throat.  ‘And you mince back in here
tonight proudly telling us that you just saw off four?  That’s four years
you owe the Ri!  And I’m going to make you work every damned one of them
on Contracts of my choosing for no pay whatsoever until you learn the value of
life!’


‘Like hell I will!’  Erin
screamed.


‘Oh yes.  It will be
hell.  I’ll make sure of that.’  Mistral promised savagely. 
‘And until I’m hauled off you, I’m going to give you something to remember this
conversation by –’


Twenty minutes later Mistral was
sat on one of sofas in their house with Fabian.  The twins and Xerxes were
gathered around, regarding her with conflicting expressions on their faces.


‘Disgraceful!’  Phantom
exclaimed.


‘Glorious.’  Xerxes sighed,
smiling happily.


‘Justified.’  Phantasm said
quietly.


Fabian looked pointedly at the
gathering in their living room, ‘I am sure you would prefer to be helping
Samson and Gemma to celebrate.  Please ask Brutus to return Amber and
Marcus before the hour is too late.’


Taking the hint, Xerxes and the
twins left.


Mistral listened to the door
closing behind them and steeled herself for Fabian’s anger, ‘I’m sorry
Fabian.  I know I should have showed more restraint, but she really riled
me –’ she plucked up the courage to meet his eyes and abruptly stopped. 
He was gazing at her, not with the anger or disappointment she was expecting,
but with another emotion entirely.


‘My tigress has returned.’ 











An Eye For An Eye





Mistral tiptoed down the stairs
at dawn the following morning.  The house was quiet, Xerxes and Brutus had
returned Amber and Marcus at midnight, but Cassius and her boys hadn’t crawled
in until three in the morning and would no doubt be comatose for hours to
come.  Taking the opportunity to have a lie-in, Mistral was only heading
to the kitchen to grab some food and take back up for breakfast in bed with
Fabian.  Raking her fingers through her sleep-knotted hair, she yawned and
stepped down into the semi-darkness of the living room.  Dust motes sparkled
in the few rays of bright morning sunshine that found their way through a gap
in the curtains and lit the shape of two bodies stretched out on the
sofas.  Mistral clapped a hand to her mouth to cover her squeak of
surprise when one of them suddenly emitted a snore. 


‘S’that you Mistral?’  One
of the cloak-covered figures moved to reveal a muss of blonde hair and sleepy
green eyes.


‘Er, no.  You’re
dreaming.  Go back to sleep.’  Mistral said quickly and turned to run
back up the stairs only to realise that all she had on was Fabian’s white
shirt, which wasn’t quite long enough for running up stairs.  Turning
around again she tugged uncomfortably at the hem and began to side-step into
the kitchen, watched by an amused Phantom.


‘This is quite a funny dream,’ he
chuckled.  ‘I think I might wake my brother up to share it with me.’


‘M’already awake.  And
you’re right.  It is quite funny.’  Phantasm yawned and stretched,
throwing off his cloak he tossed it over to Mistral.  ‘Here.’


Mistral caught the cloak and
quickly wrapped it around herself, scowling at their smiling faces, ‘Don’t you
two have a house?’


‘Yes.  A very nice one
actually.  However, when Samson was last seen carrying Gemma over his
shoulder towards it at two in the morning, we rather felt that we might be intruding.’


‘Thankfully Cassius saved us from
a night of trying to sleep in the hayloft by offering us sofa-space.’ 
Phantom added with a yawn.  


‘Did he really.  How very
kind of him.’  Mistral muttered.


A low cry sounded from the crib
in the far corner of the living room and Phantom immediately sprang to his
feet, ‘Duty calls!  One goat’s milk coming up Samsara!’


Mistral spun round to watch
Phantom plucking Samsara from the crib, ‘We’ve got Samsara?’  She gasped
excitedly.   


‘Yes.’  Phantasm said and
swung his legs off the sofa to sit upright.  ‘But Delphine will be coming
round in a bit to babysit.’


Mistral watched Phantom crooning
to the sleepy baby while he heated a pan of milk and smiled, ‘There’s no need
for Delphine to come round.  I’ll have Samsara this morning.  Fabian
and I aren’t planning to set off on our werewolf hunt till later.’


‘Sorry Mistral, but I don’t think
you’ll be going anywhere today.  Leo’s called a hearing for Erin, and
there’s no telling how long it’ll go on for.’


‘Huh, well I seriously doubt that
Leo will want me there after last night!’  


‘He wants all the Magnate and
training staff there actually.’  


‘And that’s in spite of your
disgraceful behaviour.’  Phantom added as he walked back into the living
room with a beaker of milk in one hand and Samsara tucked in the crook of his
other arm.  


Mistral ignored his reproving
look and gazed wistfully at Samsara, ‘Can I feed her?’  


Phantom’s expression immediately
softened, ‘Of course you can.’  He smiled at Samsara reaching hungrily for
the beaker of milk.  ‘Yes, it’s coming!  I’m not sure if she gets her
impatience from Gemma or Samson.’


‘Both I should think.’
 Mistral replied and quickly sat on the nearest sofa then held out both
hands to take the wriggling baby from Phantom.  Settling her into the
gathered folds of Phantasm’s cloak, she took the beaker which was promptly
snatched from her grip by Samsara.  ‘Steady!’  Mistral laughed and
supported the beaker while Samsara guzzled the contents.  


‘Have we another child already?’ 
Fabian asked, padding barefooted into the living room clad in just the trousers
he had been wearing the day before. 


Mistral looked up and smiled at
her husband, ‘We’ve got Samsara for a bit, oh and the twins too, but they can
just about feed themselves now.’


Laughing quietly Fabian sat down
beside her.  Without having to be asked, Mistral passed Samsara over to be
winded.  She clung to Fabian’s shoulder while he patted her back and
looked at Mistral over the fuzzy top of her head, smiling softly.  ‘I miss
this.’ 


Samsara burped and sent a dribble
of warm milk down Fabian’s back.


Fabian pulled a face, ‘I don’t
miss that.’  


Mistral laughed and wiped it away
with a corner of Phantasm’s cloak.


‘Do you mind Mistral?’ 
Phantasm said sharply.  ‘I should think I’ll have to wear that to the
meeting this morning, unless I dare intrude on the honeymoon suite that our
house has apparently become.’


Fabian glanced enquiringly at
Phantasm.


‘Yes, sorry Mage De Winter. 
The reason my brother and I are adorning the sofas in your living room this
morning is because Gemma and Samson stayed at our house last night –’


‘I gathered as much.’
 Fabian interrupted.  ‘I was more intrigued about the meeting you
mentioned.’


‘Ah, yes.  The Divinus has
called a judicial hearing on Erin.  Attendance by all the Magnate and
training staff is obligatory, irrespective of hangovers or lack of sleep.’


Phantom groaned and rubbed his
temples, ‘And I am suffering from both of those.  I’m going to need a
shower to shift my headache this morning.’


‘Well I’m having the bathroom
first.’  Mistral said quickly.  Quite forgetting about the cloak
she’d been using to cover herself, she leapt from the sofa and sprinted up the
stairs in a blur of bare legs before Phantom could get there before her. 


When Mistral, Fabian and the
twins left the house to walk up to the main building two hours later, Amber and
her brothers still weren’t up, but the look on Delphine’s face when she arrived
to babysit Samsara suggested that they soon would be.


‘What happened after we left last
night?’  Mistral asked as they walked through the deserted streets.


‘Well, things started to get
slightly hazy after you and Erin finished your shameless brawl.’  Phantom
said, giving her a reproving look.  ‘But I can clearly recall Amber
refusing to get off the pony Brutus gave her until he promised to take her
hunting today ... what else happened?  Oh yes!  Liliana’s sisters
fell out over who should be allowed to marry Marcus when he’s old enough –’


‘What?’  Mistral’s outraged
shout echoed in the empty street.  


‘Oh, don’t worry.  Marcus
wasn’t interested.  Xerxes was teaching him how to count cards and that
was far more important.’


‘What!’


By the time they reached the main
building Mistral had heard all about Xerxes vanishing into the darkness of the
paddock with two of Liliana’s sisters,  Bryden Wolfsnare dancing with
Serenity in the village square, Bernadette being caught kissing Floris in the
backroom and, more amusingly, Phantasm having to fend a drunken Eudora off with
a chair.


‘I think I would have paid money
to see that!’  She laughed and clutched a hand to her ribs. 
‘Oh!  I’m not used to laughing this much!  I’ve got a stitch!’


‘Which was more than you had on
this morning!’  Phantasm snapped, stung by her laughter at his
expense.  ‘Surely you and Mage De Winter can afford more than one outfit
between you now?’


Mistral immediately scowled but
Fabian looped an arm around her shoulders and whispered something in her ear that
made her laugh and duck her head against his chest to hide her blushes,
prompting the twins to tactfully go on ahead and climb the winding stone
staircase to the third floor alone. 


‘Did you see the pony Brutus
bought Amber?’  Mistral asked when her face had recovered its normal
colour.


‘Hmm, Dawn Forest ... good
looking.  Nice manners too.’ 


Mistral rolled her eyes, ‘Waste
of money though.  She’ll have outgrown it by about next Wednesday.’


‘I’m sure Brutus has already
bought her a horse in preparation for that eventuality.’


‘Yes, I want to talk to you about
that.’  Mistral glanced at Fabian uncertainly.  She wasn’t sure how
to broach the subject of Brutus overindulging Amber.


‘Talk of horses can wait
Mistral.  This cannot.’  Fabian reached out a hand to open the door
to the meeting room.  Holding the handle he turned to face her and
continued speaking in a quieter voice.  ‘I want you to set aside your
feelings towards Erin and be objective for the duration of this hearing. 
If she is found guilty today she will be cast out of the Ri.’


Angry words about Erin instantly
formed on Mistral’s lips but the look on Fabian’s face made her bite them
back.  She sighed heavily, ‘Oh, alright.  I’ll do my best, but I
can’t promise not to want to hit her again.’


 Fabian smiled and pushed
open the door then stepped aside to let her enter first.  


Mistral stepped into the musty
meeting room and noted that Serenity and Bryden were sat with an empty seat
between them, both carefully avoiding each other’s eyes.  Leo had taken
his seat at the head of the table with his back to the wall where the two-way
mirror was hung, his face revealing nothing other than his usual icy
composure.  To Mistral’s surprise, Imperato was stood on Leo’s
right.  It was an indication of the seriousness of the occasion that the
centaur had been called to the Valley of the Ri on a Sunday and also that he
was in the third floor meeting room.  Leo usually held any meetings
involving Imperato on the ground floor as a mark of courtesy. 


The twins were already seated
when they arrived.  Fabian pulled out a chair for Mistral beside Phantasm
then took the one next to hers, nearest to the end of the table where Leo was
seated.


Leo offered them no greeting but
continued to gaze with cold detachment at the closed door of the meeting room;
waiting for the last member of the Ri’s training staff to arrive.  A
silence fell and Mistral quickly grew bored with watching Bryden and Serenity
looking anywhere but at each other and let her gaze wander aimlessly around the
room.  It was still quite dark, the meeting room faced west and the sun’s
rays wouldn’t penetrate through the long mullioned windows for a while
yet.  Despite the lack of natural light, Leo hadn’t ordered any torches to
be lit and the heavy atmosphere in the room was added to by the shadowy
dimness.


Having exhausted what little
distractions the room had to offer, Mistral fell to thinking about the reason
for the meeting.  She had never attended a judicial hearing before and had
no idea what was involved.  Suddenly curious about what was expected of
them, she turned to whisper a question to Fabian when the sound of running feet
in the corridor outside made them all turn towards the door.  The steps
drew closer and slowed to a walk then halted outside the room, they all waited
expectantly as the handle turned and the door slowly opened to reveal Samson,
looking his usual dishevelled self.


‘Apologies for my lateness, but I
have an excellent excuse,’ he grinned and loped into the room, dropping into
the empty seat between Bryden and Serenity. 


‘I offer my apologies for
intruding on your marriage celebrations Samson and thank you for attending this
morning.’  Leo began in crisp tones.  ‘Now, to the matter in
hand.  I have called this judicial hearing at such short notice because
Erin has requested to be included in the Contract due to start tomorrow.’


Mistral snorted derisively. 
No-one in their right mind would want Erin in their hunting party.  By
now, the whole Valley knew she’d caused the rift on the giant Contract that had
ultimately resulted in four deaths.  Then a slither of ice slipped into
Mistral’s mind, cooling her angry thoughts to leave them filled with a dreadful
certainty.  


‘Which party will she be put in?’


Leo eyed her coldly, ‘Her
attendance has not been approved yet.’


‘Yes, but surely you’ve already
considered where you’d place her?’  Mistral persisted.


‘Should the outcome of this
hearing result in Erin’s inclusion in the Contract then I would wish her to be
placed where her actions could be monitored –’


‘Oh, I knew it!’  Mistral
exploded.  ‘You want her with Cassius!  Over my dead body! 
There is absolutely no way that tart –’


‘Mistral.’  Leo cut across
her in a hard voice.  ‘I need you here this morning to deliver your
unprejudiced findings, not seek to protect your sons, who, I might point out,
are perfectly capable of deflecting any unwanted attention without your
assistance.’


Mistral glared at Leo, ‘Are you
calling me overprotective?’  


Leo sighed, ‘No Mistral. 
Merely protective.’


‘With damned good reason
too!  Erin just split a hunting party up and caused the deaths of four
warriors!  I’m not letting her anywhere near my sons!’


‘And that brings us to the reason
for this meeting.’  Leo said smoothly.  ‘We need to ascertain the
true events leading to the deaths of Remir, Chester, Griffon and Bertram and
establish how much blame lies with Erin.’


‘All of it obviously!’


‘Thank you for proving to me your
complete lack of objectivity, Mistral.’  Leo said coldly.  ‘I now
know for certain that I cannot permit you to remain in the room whilst the
hearing is taking place.’  


‘Oh yes you can!  I trained
Griffon!  I want to see justice served!’


‘Mistral.’  Fabian murmured
quietly.  ‘Please calm down and listen.’


Mistral resigned herself to
merely fuming in silence while Leo went on to outline the format for the
hearing. 


‘This is a judicial hearing, not
a tavern.  There will be no shouting and definitely no arguing.  Erin
has been formally summoned to give her account of all that occurred on the giant
hunt.  To ensure that she receives a fair hearing, Gleacher will be
attending as an impartial mediary.’  Leo paused and looked over at
Mistral.  ‘Mistral?  Could I have your attention please?’  


Mistral broke off from glowering
out of the window to give Leo a look that went beyond icy and entered into the
realms of glacial.


‘I want you to remain in the
secret room and use your gift to read Erin.  I will need both thoughts and
aura readings recorded on parchment, so you will have to use the two-way looking
glass –’ 


Oh, Divinus!  You
redefine devious!


So that’s why we’re in the
third floor room even though Imperato is here.


Mistral’s eyebrow twitched in
response to the twins’ thoughts while Leo continued speaking. 


‘–and please try to write legibly
Mistral.  This is a formal hearing.’


Yes, that you obviously never
intended me to “formally” attend!


Ignoring the filthy look Mistral
shot him, Leo went on to address the meeting as a whole again, ‘I have asked
Cassius to join us after Erin has given her version of events.  I shall be
asking him to present evidence from the victims.’


Mistral stiffened, ‘You’re asking
Cassius to enter a Death Trance?’


‘Yes Mistral.  Cassius is
the Ri’s Seer.  It forms part of his duties to speak for those who
cannot.’


‘But –’


‘But what Mistral?’  Leo
demanded impatiently.  ‘It’s standard practise in cases such as this for
the victims to be read.  What is your problem with it?’


‘I don’t have a problem with it,
in fact I’ll do it.’  Mistral said quickly.


‘No.  I have already told you
what your role will be.’


‘Cassius can read Erin, I’ll read
Griffon –’


‘Cassius cannot read auras
Mistral.’  Leo said flatly.  


‘Mistral, it is not the first
time Cassius has read the fallen.  He knows what to expect.’  Fabian
said quietly when Mistral looked set to argue.  


‘Now.  The format.’ 
Leo continued in a brisk tone.  ‘Mistral will take her place in the secret
room before Erin arrives, she will assume that Mistral is not present at the
meeting due to the fracas that occurred between them last night.’


Mistral tensed, expecting a
cutting comment from Leo about her behaviour, but none came.  Surprised,
she looked up to find that Leo was looking directly at her.


‘No Mistral.  I am not angry
with you for last night’s outburst, quite the opposite in fact.  Your
fierce loyalty and passion are just two of the qualities that make you an
excellent Training Lieutenant.  Should you have reacted in any other
manner than the way you did, I would have been concerned.


‘So –’ Leo said, returning to the
matter in hand while Mistral did her best not to look astonished.  ‘Erin
will be offered the seat at the end of the table, facing the two-way
mirror.  She will have Gleacher sat at her right to offer counsel should
she request any.  Once she has related to us her version of events and
answered our questions, Cassius will be summoned into the room to read the
fallen.’  


Mistral looked up sharply,
‘What?  In front of her?’  


‘Yes Mistral.  Erin must
remain in this room until the hearing has reached its conclusion.’  


‘Does Erin know that’s going to
happen?’  


‘No.  Which is where we have
the advantage.’  Leo smiled coldly.  ‘Erin will no doubt expect a
Seer to be present in the meeting to read her thoughts, but thoughts can be
controlled.  She is extremely skilled in the arts of deception and a true
liar must first convince themselves of a falsehood before expecting to be able
to fool others.  Therefore we must assume that she will believe utterly
everything she says during the hearing today, making our task of deciphering
the truth from her fabrications harder, which is why I want you to read her
aura too.  The mind can lie, but the heart cannot.’


‘Neither can the dead.’
 Fabian added quietly.


Leo nodded, ‘Precisely. 
Their final memories will either verify or contradict her story.  Either
way, we will leave the room once we have heard the evidence from the fallen to
debate our decision.  Mistral?  You must concentrate the hardest at
this point.  She will believe herself to be away from scrutiny and may
well reveal emotions or thoughts she has kept concealed throughout the
hearing.  We will join you in the secret room to review the evidence and
reach our verdict.’


‘Who will stay with her?’ 
Mistral asked, privately thinking that the moment she was left alone, Erin
would run like a scalded rat.


‘Gleacher will remain with her at
all times, plus Grendel will be placed on the door to ensure that she does not
attempt to leave.  Now, any questions before we begin proceedings?’


‘What punishment is she
facing?’  Samson demanded bluntly.  


‘That depends on what crime has
been committed.’  Leo responded evenly.  ‘Should Erin simply have
been obeying Griffon’s wishes then she is guilty of being foolish and has been
punished enough in the loss of her lover.’


Samson’s lip curled disdainfully,
‘And if not?’


‘If the evidence shows that she
deliberately stood back and allowed four warriors to die, then Erin will have
defiled the rules by which we live and she will be cast out of the Ri.’


In the short silence that
followed Mistral stared incredulously at Leo, ‘Is that all?’  She finally
burst when no-one else seemed about to comment on the leniency of the
punishment.


‘All?’  Leo echoed
sharply.  ‘Mistral.  Erin is an outcast half-breed.  Becoming a
warrior was the only option of a free life for her.  If she is shunned by
the Ri it will effectively be a death sentence.’


‘Come off it!  She’ll land
on her feet, or in someone’s bed!’


Leo regarded Mistral coolly,
‘Well, as a member of the Ri’s training staff you have the right to recommend
appropriate punishments.  What suggestion would you care to make?’


Mistral gave an angry shrug, ‘I
quite liked my suggestion last night.’


A faint smile touched the corners
of Leo’s mouth, ‘Yes, I agree.  However, Erin is a Qualified warrior and
is no longer bound financially to the Ri, therefore we cannot force her to work
for free.  However, as a Qualified warrior she is sworn to abide by the
Ri’s code of ethics –’


‘That she’s blatantly
broken!  She needs to pay for what she’s done, not be allowed to walk
away!’


‘I agree with Mistral.’ 
Samson growled.  ‘The punishment should fit the crime.  An eye for an
eye.’


‘It’s just a shame we can’t kill
her four times –’


‘Mistral.  Samson. 
Please remember that Erin is innocent until proven guilty.’  Leo rose to
his feet.  ‘And now it is time for the hearing to begin. 
Fabian?  Please could you show Mistral to the secret room. 
Serenity?  I think that it would be best if you collected Erin.’


‘Yes, she’s the only one Erin’s
unlikely to try and flirt to death on the way up here.’  Mistral muttered
to Fabian.


Fabian didn’t comment but led her
by the hand from the room.  They walked a short way along the corridor
until Fabian halted beside a section of oak panelling that appeared no
different to any other lining the walls.  Fabian ran a hand lightly over
the wood until he found what he was searching for and pressed his thumb down
onto a slightly raised knot in the wood.  Mistral heard a muffled click
and a section of the panelling slid back to reveal a room roughly the size of
the dorm room she had stayed in for two years.


Fabian pulled her into the dark
interior and quickly tugged a lever on the other side.  The door slid
smoothly shut leaving them stood in pitch blackness.  Mistral remained by
the closed door while Fabian moved around the room lighting torches mounted in
brackets on the stone walls.  Light gradually filled the small space,
allowing Mistral to see the secret room she had never been in before.  It
was completely bare and immediately reminded Mistral of the old Divinus’ tower
room.  The windowless stone walls and bare floor made it feel more like a
cell than a room.  The only items of furniture in the room were a narrow
wooden table with a single chair sat facing a long piece of glass set into the
stone wall.  


Mistral stared at the
glass.  She had often looked at the mirror in the meeting room but had
only ever seen a reflection of her bored face, but from the other side, the
secret side, the entire meeting room was revealed.  The glass was not
clear like a window, but had a smoky quality, making the meeting room appear as
though it was veiled by a thin mist.  Mistral moved closer and peered
curiously through.  She could see Leo talking with Imperato and the twins,
their heads bent close together in conversation.  Samson was leaning
across the table, talking to Bryden, but Mistral couldn’t hear a word.  


‘Is this room soundproof?’ 
She asked Fabian who was lighting the last torch on the far side of the room.


He shook out the taper he had
been using and turned to answer her question, ‘Yes.  You and I could shout
at the top of our voices in here and no-one would hear a word.  The walls
are three feet thick and lined with a double layer of bestra wool.  The
only way in or out is through the door, or the mirror.  In fact, the
mirror is this room’s weakness.  It is thick enough to shield the sound of
spoken words, but not direct contact; so please refrain from throwing the chair
at it if Erin riles you during the meeting.’


‘I won’t throw my chair at the
mirror during the meeting Fabian!’  Mistral laughed.  ‘I’ll wait
until it’s over and throw my dagger at Erin if she doesn’t get what’s due.’ 


Fabian frowned and walked over to
slide both arms around her, ‘Justice will be served Mistral.  She cannot
fool you, and the dead cannot lie.’


Mistral closed her eyes at the
warm touch of his lips, sadness surfacing through the anger she felt at Erin,
‘I know.  It’s just that I quite liked Griffon.’


‘And I held a lot of respect for
Remir.’  Fabian said quietly.  ‘He was a good warrior.’


‘Just a terrible judge of
character.’


Fabian gave her a poignant smile,
‘Love looks not with the eyes, but with the mind, and therefore is winged Cupid
painted blind.’


Mistral sighed and laid her head
against his shoulder, ‘Yes.  Love is definitely blinder than the last
Divinus.’


‘Not all love is blind.’ 
Fabian disagreed softly.  ‘I see everything I ever need in you.’


Mistral lifted her head to gaze
into his eyes and was instantly lost in their liquid darkness, so black she
could see the flickering torchlight reflected in their depths.  She was
abruptly aware of the fact that they were alone together in a soundproof
room.  


A muted rapping on the glass made
them both jump and turn to see Phantom mouthing angrily at them through the two-way
mirror.


Fabian watched Phantom’s lips
moving soundlessly, ‘What is he saying?’   


Mistral sighed and read her
brother’s mind, repeating his heated words in a flat voice, ‘Come on Mistral
... I know you’re in there behaving inappropriately ... just for once can you
behave with at least a modicum of decorum?’  She broke off to frown at
Fabian.  ‘What’s a “modicum”?’


‘It is the opposite of how I feel
about you.’  Fabian laughed and bent his head to kiss her.  


‘And “inappropriate” is
definitely how I feel about you.’  Mistral murmured when he released
her.  ‘Come and get me soon won’t you?’  A note of anxiety crept into
her voice when he strode over to the hidden door.  The thought of being
sealed into what was basically a tomb was already sending prickles of panic
across her skin. 


Sensing her fear, Fabian gestured
her over to stand beside him at the wooden door.  Taking her hand he
wrapped her fingers around a short iron lever set in the stonework beside the
closed panel.  ‘Pull this downwards once to release the catch and the door
will slide open.  But only once.  If you panic and pull it twice, it
will open then close again.’  


Mistral gripped the reassuring
cool metal and nodded, ‘I get it.  Once to open it and once to close it.’


‘Good.’  Fabian smiled and
raised an eyebrow.  ‘Now, would you please release me Lady De Winter?’


Mistral shook her head, her dark
eyes completely serious, ‘Never.’


The sound of knuckles on glass
forced her back to reality and out of the warmth of Fabian’s embrace. 
With a reluctant sigh, Mistral tugged the lever down and the hidden door slid
open to reveal the corridor.  She watched the tall figure of her Mage duck
out into the corridor before the closing wooden panel blocked her view of
him.  She turned to regard her torchlit prison with a sigh.  It was
time to work.


Taking her seat at the table,
Mistral dunked a tatty quill into the pot of ink and held it ready above a
piece of parchment.  She looked up to see Phantom still mouthing furiously
at her through the glass.


‘Yes, yes, whatever brother, I
can’t hear you.’  Mistral pulled a face at him that she knew he couldn’t
see, but it still felt childishly satisfying to do it. 


Her flippancy vanished when she
saw the meeting room door open and watched Fabian walk in followed by Serenity,
Erin and Gleacher Shacklock.  Mistral sat up ramrod straight and stared at
Erin.  There were bruises on her pale face and one of her blue eyes was
ringed from their fight the night before, but her expression was defiant. 
Gleacher showed her to the seat at the end of the table where she sat down and
looked straight at Mistral.  For a split-second Mistral was convinced that
she could see her, then she realised Erin was merely examining her own
reflection in the mirror with a definite air of satisfaction.


‘Oh yes?’  Mistral murmured
to herself as her eyes slid out of focus.  ‘Well let’s See what lies
beneath the bruises and the defiance shall we Erin?’  Pressing the
sharpened end of the quill to the parchment, Mistral began to write while she
gazed unseeingly through the two-way mirror into the meeting room.


‘Erin.’  Leo addressed the
diminutive warrior curtly.  ‘You have been formally summoned to attend a
judicial hearing today and provide an account of the events that led to the
failure of a Council Contract and the loss of four warriors.  Before we
begin I require you to confirm that you understand why you are here.’


‘Yes!  I’m here to be a
scapegoat for the Ri’s failure!’  


‘Oh?  And how have we failed
you Erin?’    


‘That Contract should never have
been a lottery!  It should have been given to warriors experienced enough
to deal with a giant.’


‘If you did not feel that you had
the skills to complete the Contract, then why did you enter your name into the
lottery?’


‘Not me!  My Griffon! 
He was so young!’  Erin cried, her voice cracking with emotion. 
‘T-too young to die!’


‘Griffon was a Qualified
warrior.  Entering the lottery was his decision to make.’  Leo
reminded her coldly.  ‘Your tears will not resurrect the dead or influence
the outcome of this hearing.  We have gathered today to establish the true
events that led to the deaths of the four warriors Remir, Chester, Griffon and
Bertram.  Please give your version of events, preferably without tears.’


Realising that her display of
waterworks was not having the desired effect, Erin promptly stopped crying and
began to recite what was obviously a rehearsed speech.


‘We left the Valley in the middle
of July.  We had to wait that long to start because Bertram had to finish
a tracking Contract he’d been assigned.  We headed south towards the Vale
of Belleville.  We all thought it would make a good starting point for the
hunt since that was where the giant escaped from.  Bertram was our
nominated tracker; he picked up the giant’s spoors once we reached the Southern
Range.  We followed the trail south east for about a week, then due east
for a further fortnight and caught up with it on the far side of the
mountains.  We tracked it for a few days until it settled in a place
suitable for us to attack, then we waited until nightfall before going in ...
but Griffon made me agree to stay out of the fight and –’ she stopped to choke
back a sob ‘– and that was the last I s-saw of him –’   


‘Them Erin.  Four warriors
died, not just Griffon.’  Samson growled quietly.  


‘Yes, of course I know
that!’  Erin shot Samson a furious look, completely at odds with the
woebegone expression she had worn only a split-second before.   


‘And what of the reports we
received of the hunting party dividing in two?’  Leo asked.


Erin looked momentarily taken
aback but quickly recovered, ‘Well, I didn’t want to mention it and speak ill
of the dead, but Remir confessed his feelings for me and didn’t take my refusal
too well.  He left the party and persuaded Chester to go with him.’
 She heaved a deep sigh.  ‘It is sad.  But I never asked Remir
to fall in love with me, sometimes these things happen.’


‘Well I think you’re safe from
unwanted attention now Erin.’  Samson said coldly.  ‘Warriors’ widows
are considered unlucky lovers.’


Erin’s eyes widened with anger,
but she controlled it and somehow managed to make them fill with tears again,
‘A widow!  Yes, I am a widow.  Griffon asked me to marry him the day
before we found the giant.  If only he’d lived I’d be planning my wedding
now.  Instead I can’t even go to his funeral!’  Giving a wail she
pressed her hands to her face, sobbing uncontrollably.


‘What strategy did Griffon and
Bertram deploy?’  Leo asked when the worst of the sniffing had subsided.


‘Standard Ri formation for
partner work.’  Erin replied a little too promptly.  ‘They took
opposing flanks and approached under cover of darkness armed with grapples and
chains.  The plan was to secure the giant while it was asleep, then slay
it using poisoned bolts.  But it didn’t work out.’


‘Why?’


Erin’s face immediately crumpled
again, ‘The giant was woken by Remir and Chester trying to get in before
Griffon and Bertram, that’s why!’


‘And when did you realise that
the plan had gone wrong?’ 


‘When they were all dead, that’s
when!’  Erin sobbed.


‘Why did you not go to assist
your lover and your Ri brothers Erin?’  Samson growled through gritted
teeth.


‘I did!’  Erin cried. 
‘But by the time I got there it was over and all that was left was – was –’ she
stopped and shook her head, her expression bleak.  ’I can’t tell you how
many times I’ve regretted promising to obey Griffon’s wishes ... but – but I
loved him.  Shouldn’t I have obeyed the man I loved?’  She finished
in a pathetic whisper.


‘Nice acting.’  Phantom
muttered to his brother.


Phantasm nodded and continued to
regard Erin with an expression of mild distaste.


‘Please accept our condolences on
your loss.’  Leo said in a voice that redefined insincere.  ‘Do you
require a few moments before I open the floor to questions?’ 


‘No.’ Erin said in a trembling
voice and wiped her tears away.  ‘I’m f-fine.  Ask away.’


‘What was the date upon which
Remir made his feelings known to you?’  Bryden asked briskly. 


‘Um –’ Erin made a show of
struggling to remember.  ‘It was the third week after we’d left ... the
moon has changed, so it was August ... maybe around the sixth, I think.’


‘I see.’  Bryden paused to
make a note on the parchment in front of him then looked at her again, frowning
slightly.  ‘And how long after that did you refuse him?’


‘Straight away!’  Erin
bristled at the implied slight on her morals.  ‘I am not a tease!’


‘No, she avoids being called that
by giving in easily.’  Phantom muttered to his brother who coughed to hide
his laughter.  


‘And how long after your
rejection of his advances did Remir and Chester leave the hunting party?’ 
Bryden asked.


‘The next day.’


‘And were any attempts made to
heal the rift you had caused in the party?’  


‘I had caused?’  Erin gasped
angrily.  ‘All I did was say no to someone whose advances were
unwelcome!  Should I have said yes just to keep the hunting party
together?  Is that the kind of freedom the Ri offer women?’


‘I apologise if I have offended
you Erin.’  Bryden said smoothly.  ‘Please allow me to rephrase my
question.  Were any attempts made to heal the rift that was caused?’


‘No.’ Erin sniffed, looking only
slightly mollified by Bryden’s apology.  ‘Griffon wouldn’t permit me to
speak to Remir when he found out what happened.’


‘Oh?’  Bryden looked up with
a frown.  ‘And how did Griffon learn of Remir’s professed love for you?’


For the first time in the
duration of the hearing, Erin looked slightly shame-faced, ‘I told him,’ she
admitted and gazed soulfully at Bryden.  ‘I couldn’t lie to him.’


Phantom made a vomiting motion to
his brother who rolled his eyes in return.  


‘Could you see the battle from
where you were positioned Erin?’  Fabian asked in a hard voice.


Erin turned to him, her
expression slightly guarded, ‘Yes.’


‘Please describe for me the
events as they happened.’ 


‘Griffon and Bertram had agreed a
pincer strategy – but before they could deploy the grapples and chains Remir
and Chester charged in on horseback and woke the giant up!  Then all hell
was let loose!  The giant went berserk!  I – it – I’ve never seen anything
like it!  It just pulled them apart with its bare hands –’


The genuine horror in Erin’s
words was undeniable and a silence fell while they all reflected on the tragic
end of the four warriors.  


‘Are there any more
questions?’  Leo asked quietly.


When no responses were
forthcoming, Leo leaned back on his chair and laid his hands flat against the
table, ‘Please enter.’


Although his words had been
spoken far too quietly to have been heard by the person waiting in the
corridor, the meeting room door was immediately opened by Cassius.  He
walked in and took a seat at the table without being offered any greeting or
explanation as to what was expected of him.


‘I See Remir,’ he began in a
toneless voice.  


Erin tensed, her expression
suddenly changing from staged to panicked.


Cassius sighed, a blissful smile
lighting his oddly blank face, ‘He is at peace ... ah!  I See his memories
... such promises of love!’


Erin shifted uncomfortably in her
chair.  There was obviously more to her and Remir than she had admitted. 
‘So what if I chose the wrong man before I realised that Griffon was the one
for me?’  She said quickly.  ‘Is that a crime?’


‘No Erin.  That is not why
you are on trial today.’  Leo replied quietly.


‘I See Griffon – ’


All eyes turned to stare at Cassius,
not least of all Erin’s.


‘He is lost ... there is no peace
for the warrior that gave his life and found nothing in return.  His heart
is a cracked vessel that cannot hold the peace of death, it trickles through
the flaws to leave him empty ... betrayed –’


Erin leapt from her chair and
stared wildly at Cassius, ‘I didn’t betray him!  I didn’t!  I
swear!’  


‘We have heard enough.’  Leo
said quietly.  ‘We shall convene to review the findings of this
hearing.  Erin?  You shall remain here until we return.  You are
permitted to seek counsel from Master Shacklock, but you may not leave the
room.’


The Magnate and the training
staff filed from the room leaving Erin staring in stricken silence at the
mirror and into Mistral’s blank eyes.  


The wooden panel to the secret
room slid open with an oiled click.  They quickly ducked into the torchlit
chamber to gather around the small table where Mistral was surrounded by
scattered sheets of parchment covered in her scrawling handwriting.  


Imperato moved over to gaze
through the mirror at Erin, sat in the meeting room with tears pouring down her
face, ‘Genuine or fake?’  He asked.


‘Depends on what you think
they’re for.’  Mistral responded in a detached voice, her eyes staring
unfocusedly at the mirror.


‘Are they for Griffon?’ 
Imperato clarified.


‘No.’


‘Remir?’


‘No.’


‘Herself?’  


‘Yes.  She is full of
self-pity.’  Mistral sighed and gazed unseeingly at the sobbing figure
through the darkened glass.  Her lips twitched into a small smile as her
eyes focussed on her eldest son.  ‘Nice acting by the way Cassius.’


Cassius leaned over the table to
sweep up the pieces of parchment into a neat pile, ‘I learned everything I know
from you.’


‘Liar,’ she sighed and let her
gaze slide back out of focus through the looking glass. 


‘You’re right.  My
godfathers taught me how to lie, a lesson for which I can never thank them
enough.’


‘So you didn’t read any of the
fallen then?’  Bryden asked with a frown.


‘Yes I did.  I read each of
them in turn this morning before the meeting and Gleacher recorded my
results.  However the performance I gave in the meeting room was just that
... a performance.’


‘So the hearing has been
fixed?  Erin has been misled?’


‘No Bryden.’  Leo said
quietly and moved over to stand in front of the glass to watch Erin wiping away
her tears.  ‘Cassius summarised the readings he made this morning. 
The proof is here.’  He reached a hand inside his robes and pulled out a
rolled scroll of parchments.


Bryden took them wordlessly and
unrolled the first one, his eyes moving rapidly down the first, then the
second, third and finally the fourth before he looked up again, his expression
hard, ‘Yes.  I see.  Thank you.’


‘May I?’  Fabian asked and
held his hand out for the scrolls.  Bryden passed them over without
comment and Fabian immediately gave two to Samson whilst he read the others,
swapping once they had finished.


‘Damn she’s cold!’  Samson
exclaimed.


‘And a fine actress.’
 Fabian murmured when he finished the last scroll.


‘Please.’  Phantom said with
barely concealed impatience when Fabian and Samson offered the scrolls to him
and his brother.


By the time the last memories of
the four fallen warriors had been read, everyone in the secret room knew that
Erin had not only promised herself to Remir and then Griffon, but also to
Chester and Bertram.


‘All four of them?’ 
Serenity gasped when she finished reading the last scroll.  


‘That’s fairy blood for you.’
 Phantasm muttered.  ‘They’re irrepressible.’


‘We cannot condemn Erin for her
blood or lack of morality.’  Leo said.  ‘We need to know whether she
actively contributed to the deaths of four Ri warriors.’


At once all eyes turned to gaze
at the silent member in their midst, the unmoving figure of Mistral.


‘Mistral?’  Fabian asked
softly and laid a hand on her shoulder.  ‘Can you hear me?’


‘Yes –’


‘Can you come back to me
now?  I need to talk to you.’


Mistral sighed and drew herself
from her trance, her dark eyes losing the eerie blankness to slowly become
aware, then abruptly furious, ‘What a bitch!’


Fabian smiled and slid his hand
under her chin to gently move her head around to meet his gaze, ‘We are in
company.’


‘Oh!’  Mistral blinked and
looked around at the figures gathered in the close confines of the secret room
to see the Divinus of the Ri and his Magnate all gazing expectantly at
her.  ‘Sorry.’  


‘No need.  That’s a fairly
apt description from what I’ve read so far.’  Bryden said gravely. 


‘What have you Seen
Mistral?’  Leo demanded curtly.


‘From the beginning?’


‘Yes please.’


‘Well, from the moment she walked
into the room it was all a charade.  The first thing she did was look at
her reflection in the mirror and be pleased that her bruises had come
out.  She thought it would give her the sympathy vote.’


‘Not bloody likely.’  Samson
muttered under his breath. 


‘She’s an excellent liar. 
Most of what she said was actually true, or at least she believed it so deeply
that I couldn’t detect any of the tell-tale signs of deception, so it was hard
to spot the lies –’


‘Wait!’  Bryden said
sharply.  ‘I need to understand this to be able to offer my honest
judgement.  What are the tell-tale signs of deception?’


‘Oh, well ... rapid breathing,
over-wide eyes, sweating palms, repetition of the same phrases and fidgeting
are all dead giveaways.’


‘But she did none of those.’
 Bryden frowned.  ‘So how can you be so sure it was all a charade?’


‘I can’t.’  Mistral said
honestly.  ‘All I can tell you is what I Saw and that was
insincerity.  She didn’t care about Remir, Chester and Bertram.  She
actually did care about Griffon though ... or at least I think she did.’
 Mistral frowned and gazed off through the looking glass at the small
figure hunched in her chair.


‘Mistral?’  Fabian prompted
her softly.  ‘What makes you think she cared about Griffon?’


‘Huh?  Oh!  Well, I
don’t know if it was for Griffon or herself ...  but Erin’s aura is
absolutely brimming with love.’


‘Couldn’t you See who it was for
in her thoughts?’


Mistral shook her head, frowning
heavily, ‘No.  She was expecting to be read and was careful to think only
of the words she spoke.’


‘Did she deliberately split the
party up?’  Leo asked.


Mistral rolled her eyes, ‘She
worked her way through them like a four course meal and she told Griffon about
Remir’s alleged declaration of love to make him jealous.  But from what I
could See her intention was to find a lover with some gold in his pockets, not
wreck the hunting party.’


‘Was her shock when Cassius
pretended to read Remir and Griffon genuine?’  


‘Yes.  But once she’d got
over that she knew there was nothing there to incriminate her.  She really
was obeying Griffon’s misplaced wishes to keep her safe.  Huh!  The
fool!  He should’ve done what anyone with half an ounce of sense would’ve
and lobbed her at the giant to give it something to chew on while they
attacked.’


‘And did she go in to find their
bodies after the attack?’


‘Yes.  Well, the memory I
saw was clear, however, memories can be forged.  I have no idea if she
really did or not.  Like I said, she’s an excellent liar ... there was
enough truth in everything I Saw for the slight adjustments she’d made to the
real events to be hard to spot ... oh, there was one thing though –’


‘The timescale is out.’ 
Cassius interrupted in a quiet voice.  ‘I noticed that too.  I read
Remir twice to provide reports on the progress of the Contract.  The first
time was three weeks into the Contract and he’d already split away from Erin,
Griffon and Bertram ... which fits with her story ... and the second was just
before they attacked and all I could See was his focus on the preparations. 
Erin gave a nicely ambiguous timescale for the actual attack on the giant, but
even if we’re generous with the time, it still leaves us with most of the month
of September to fill.  Could it really have taken her that long to get
back to the Valley?’


Leo frowned thoughtfully, ‘I will
ask her that question when we go back into the meeting room, although I am sure
she will claim that she needed time to grieve before returning. 
Mistral?  What did you See in her memories of the journey back?’


Mistral shook her head in
frustration, ‘Nothing.  I suppose you could put that down to shock – the
Contract did go pretty disastrously wrong and she lost four would-be suitors
into the bargain, but that’s just it ... I can’t See any loss in her aura, just
love ... and that’s a bit out of place to say the least.’


‘Then we must consult the facts
and deliver our verdict.’  Leo said decisively.  ‘The question we
need to ask is this: has Erin committed a crime that is punishable?’


‘Of course she has!’  Samson
replied angrily.  ‘Four warriors are dead because she split the party then
did nothing to help them when they needed her the most!’


‘Ah, but therein lies our problem
Samson.’  Phantasm said quietly.  ‘Remir split the party, not Erin.’


‘And the moment the party was
split the Contract was broken.’  Phantom continued.  ‘Any actions
taken after that were those of freewill.’


‘What?’  Samson stared at
Phantom.


‘Once Remir and Chester left the
party, the Contract was null and void.  It was a Contract for five
warriors, not two smaller groups acting under their own volition.’


Samson swore and banged his
clenched fist onto the table.


‘So, she’s got away with
it?’  Mistral asked disbelievingly.


‘Worse than that.’  Phantom
sighed.  ‘There’s now no reason to prevent her from taking the Contract to
hunt Onieroi’s followers.’


‘All leave is hereby cancelled.’
 Leo said sharply before Mistral could vent the angry outburst he could
see building.  ‘I am sorry Samson, but that must include your plans
too.  I have no just cause to either punish Erin or deny her inclusion in
the forthcoming Contract, but that does not mean I believe her version of
recent events.  There is something amiss that she has managed to conceal
from two Seers and she cannot be trusted.’  He turned to face the looking
glass again and gazed thoughtfully at Erin.  ‘She will be placed in your
party Cassius.  I want your father and Samson to go with you. 
Their field experience will allow you to concentrate on reading her while they
lead the party.  Mistral will remain in the Valley and provide me with
daily reports.’


Mistral’s eyes blazed but Fabian
shot her a warning look.  She clenched her jaw and glared at Leo while he
continued to snap out instructions. 


‘Samson?  I need you to
rouse the warriors to be ready for a final meeting in the village square at
three o’ clock.  I want everyone to be fully prepared before they leave on
the Contract tomorrow.  Unless there are any further questions, we must
reconvene to deliver our verdict on Erin.’  


‘Might as well give her a bunch
of flowers too.’  Mistral muttered to Fabian.  ‘I’m glad I don’t have
to go back in with you, at least in here I can shout abuse at her without Leo
stopping me!’


‘I will be back for you as soon
as Leo has delivered the decision.  Do not leave here without me.’ 
Fabian’s voice was soft, but his dark eyes were hard and his meaning plain:
don’t storm out and start a fight with Erin the moment she leaves the meeting
room.  


‘After this d’you fancy
reconvening in The Cloak?’  Phantom whispered to her as he brushed
past.  ‘I think my hangover requires the hair of the dog that bit me.’


‘Definitely.  I’m going to
need a drink to choke down the bile after suffering the smug look on Erin’s
face when Leo tells her she’s got away with murder.’


‘Make that two drinks for me
then.’  Samson growled and followed the twins out of the door.  


The room quickly emptied until
only Fabian was left.  He watched Imperato negotiate the low door then
turned to fix Mistral with his forceful black stare, ‘Remember what I said.’


‘Yes, yes, I’ll limit myself to
shouting profanities at the glass.’  Mistral muttered bad-temperedly. 


He lifted a hand and let his
fingers brush lightly against her cheek, ‘Despite what Leo said, you know I
won’t leave you, don’t you?’


‘Damn right you won’t!  I’m
coming with you!’


Fabian smiled, the hardness in
his eyes softening to a dark shine and then he was gone. 


Preparing herself to witness the
nauseating sight of Erin being given a full reprieve, Mistral turned to face
the glass and groaned when she realised Leo would expect a written record of
Erin’s reactions too.  As if just seeing her face wasn’t going to be bad
enough, she was going to have to read her aura and her thoughts too. 
Sighing heavily, Mistral resumed her seat at the desk and dunked the quill into
the ink pot with unnecessary savagery.


‘I hate my gift,’ she complained
later to Phantasm over lunch in an unusually quiet Cloak and Dagger.  ‘I
had to witness in triplicate Erin gloating, then write it down!’


‘I know, I read the report, and I
have to say that referring to Erin as looking “happier than a pig in dung” was
a touch unprofessional.’


‘I didn’t say dung.’


‘I know.  I was
paraphrasing.’


‘Well don’t.  I prefer my
original word.’


‘Hmm, I’m sure you do.’ 
Phantasm sighed and nodded to the end of the table where Gemma was sat beside
Samson.  ‘I’m sure Gemma will have a few similar words to offer when she
finds out her honeymoon’s been cancelled by the Divinus.’


‘Already been said, and yes, they
were a bit colourful.’  Mistral said with a low laugh.  ‘And
expensive.’


‘Oh?’  Phantom looked up
from the bowl of stew he was prodding disinterestedly with a spoon to join in
with the conversation.


‘Samson’s promised to buy her a
mare to go with that arab stallion to make up for it.’


Phantom’s green eyes moved down
the table to see Samson laughing and swinging his daughter up to make her
giggle, but his laughter didn’t quite reach his eyes.


Mistral followed his gaze and
sighed, ‘Chester was an old friend.  Samson will miss him.’


‘Lots of warriors will miss
Chester, he was quite a character.’  Phantom said quietly.


‘I simply cannot believe that
Erin has the audacity to come on this Contract.’  Phantasm muttered
angrily.  ‘It’s crass beyond belief!’


‘I can’t believe it either
brother.’  Mistral said.  ‘But I suspect there’s more to it than
meets the eye.’ 


‘Yes, but what?  And what
was she doing for most of September?  I know she said she was grieving,
but that hardly fits with her character, does it?’


‘Not really.’  Mistral
agreed.  ‘Despite her trite answer of needing the time to mourn Griffon,
all I could See when Leo asked her that question was love, and just thinking
about it really is not doing my appetite any favours, so if you don’t mind, I’m
going to eat this before Prospero does.’


Further down the table, Fabian
paused in his conversation with Cassius to glance at Mistral and watch her
holding off Prospero with one hand whilst trying to spoon up a mouthful of stew
with the other.


Cassius watched his mother for a
moment too then sighed, ‘She’s planning to defy Leo’s wishes and join our
hunting party.’  He turned to look quizzically at his father.  ‘Are
you going to let her?’


‘I vowed I would never leave her
again Cassius.  Besides, she would only follow if I left her.’


‘In that case Erin is going to be
extremely lucky to still be alive after the first night, never mind what the
rest of the warriors are going to make of her coming with us.  I have to
say, Erin is being astoundingly callous by attending, or very brave,’ he added
thoughtfully.


Fabian frowned, ‘Erin is not
known for her bravery.  Her preferred type of Contract is courier work for
the Council; well-paid and undemanding, with lots of opportunities to
fraternise with affluent councillors.  I was actually surprised she even
entered into the Contracts lottery.’


‘Leo was too and asked me to read
her to find out her motivations.  Turns out she got into trouble on her
last Contract to deliver the new foreign trade policy to the Head of the Venetian
Council.  She delivered a bit more than was specified only to be caught by
the Mage’s wife and had to leave in a hurry.  She literally came back with
just the clothes she was wearing ... and to add to her troubles Mage Grapple
wouldn’t pay her because of the embarrassment she’d caused and refuses to offer
her any more work.  She was desperate for money and entered the lottery
because the Contracts all had high values.’


‘Hardly a lesson in how to
further diplomatic relations.’  Fabian muttered.  ‘Fairies are
renowned for their self-serving ways, but Erin is utterly unscrupulous.’


‘She’s half-hob too.  The
mix is bad in her.’


A loud shout of greeting drew
everyone’s attention to the tavern door where Xerxes, Brutus, Amber and Marcus
were walking in with Delphine and Cain.


‘Lunch?’  Xerxes
grinned.  ‘Food is for wimps!  Mine’s going to be liquid!’


‘Making the most of his
Marietta-free time again, I see.’  Phantom sighed to his brother.


‘Hair of the dog not something
you would do brother?’


‘Similia similibus curentur.’
 Phantom quoted sagely.


‘Oho!  A challenge! 
Well, I see your Latin quote and raise you one.  Stipendium peccati mors
est.’


‘The reward of sin is
death?’  Phantom frowned.  ‘That’s a bit harsh isn’t it?  All I
did was have a few drinks!  What’s so bad about that?’


‘A few drinks?  I recall you
drinking a lot more than that, plus a slight misdemeanour with a certain lady
who runs a dressmaking business not a million miles from here –’


‘What?’


‘Oh yes.’


‘Oh no!’  Phantom shook his
head wildly.  ‘Definitely not!  I’d had a few I know, but I – oh dear
–’ his face fell dramatically as a drunken memory resurfaced in his mind. 
‘Oh dear, oh dear.’


‘Oh dear.’  Phantasm agreed
with a smile and raised his tankard.  


‘What’ve you done now?’ 
Mistral asked when she reappeared from beneath the table having just tipped the
leftovers from her bowl onto the floor for Prospero.  


‘He’s settled his tailoring bill
... for approximately the next three years.’  Phantasm replied grimly.


‘Not again!’


‘Please don’t Mistral.  I’ve
just eaten.’  Phantom said weakly.


‘Can I go stay with Uncle Brutus
and Uncle Xerxes too?’  Amber demanded as she bounced up and threw herself
onto Phantasm’s lap.


‘Marcus is only going to stay for
a couple of night’s Amber, then he’s coming back here.’  


‘I know!  It’s for
ages!  Can’t I?  Please?’  She gazed up at Phantasm with wide
eyes.


He instantly melted and smiled at
her, ‘Of course you can.’


‘Hang on!’  Mistral said
quickly.  ‘I think Fabian and I get to make those decisions!’  


‘Oh, yes, sorry Mistral –’


But Amber was already gone,
running over to leap onto her favourite uncle with a jubilant squeak,
‘Brutus!  Brutus!  I’m coming to stay too!  You can take me
hunting again like this morning!’


‘What am I going to do with
her?’  Mistral groaned and sunk her head into her hands.  


‘Just let her be.  She’s
fine.’  Phantasm said, still smiling.


‘She’s worse than Delphine for
getting what she wants!  And she doesn’t even seem to try.’


‘Talking of people getting what
they want.’  Phantom said giving her a calculating look.  ‘Are you
actually going to stay in the Valley as per the request of our esteemed
Divinus?’


Mistral lifted her head to favour
him with a disdainful look.


‘I thought as much.’ 
Phantom sighed.  ‘And how does Mage De Winter feel about this?’  


‘You know how he feels
brother.  I nearly lost him last time he left me and he swore never to
again.  I’m going with him and that’s all there is to it.’


Phantasm looked up, frowning
sharply, ‘Mistral.  This Contract has no time limit.  You could be
gone for months.’  


Mistral looked down, twisting the
wedding band on her finger, ‘I know brother.’


‘But have you really thought
about it?’  Phantasm persisted.  ‘Amber will be a woman by the time
you come back!  You won’t recognise your own daughter!’


‘Stop it!’  Mistral hissed
angrily.  ‘Don’t you think that hasn’t been the only thing on my damned
mind since Leo ordered Fabian to go?  Have you any idea how torn I
feel?  I – I can’t bear to be apart from Fabian, but I can’t leave Marcus
and Amber either ... I can’t take them and I can’t make Fabian stay ... and –
and I d-don’t know what to do –’


‘Well crying isn’t going to
help.’  Phantasm muttered and thrust a clean napkin at her before looking
around quickly to make sure no-one had noticed her tears.


Cassius sighed and turned back to
his father, his eyes drifting slowly back into focus, ‘Mother has changed her
mind.’


‘I thought she would when Marcus
and Amber arrived.’


‘And have you?’


‘Oh, I was never going, and
neither was she.  I just had to wait for her to realise that.  You
know how your mother hates to be told what to do.’


‘Yes.’  Cassius smiled
briefly then his expression became serious again.  ‘And Samson?’


‘I know it will be hard on Gemma,
but he must go with you.  You will need his expertise to permit you to
focus on reading Erin.’


‘Gemma is tough.  She won’t
cry into her ale over Samson going off on a Contract instead of taking her on
honeymoon.’


‘She will if he doesn’t come
back.’    


‘He’ll come back.  Samson is
indestructible.  However Leo is going to be furious.’  Cassius
warned.  ‘He will hate his authority being so blatantly disregarded,
especially when it was an instruction given in front of the entire Magnate.’


‘Let him be furious.  I care
not for Leo’s ambitions.’  Fabian snapped coldly.  ‘He has no right
to order me to leave Mistral!  I am sick of being used like a pawn in his
power games!’


‘Leo has waited his whole life
for this moment father.  This Contract is all that stands between him and
becoming the Head of the Mage Council.  If you defy his wishes he could
strip you of your position in the Ri –’


‘So let him!  I became the
Ri’s Training Captain because I believe in the values the Ri upholds, not to
aid Leo with his ambitions!  Leo can go to hell!  I will not leave
Mistral on his say so, but I will happily leave the Valley if he so wishes!’


‘Father –’


‘Forgive me, but I couldn’t help
overhearing.’  Samson leaned across the table to address Fabian in a low
voice.  ‘Allow Leo to rant and rave brother.  Treat his words like
water and let them run over you but go no further than the surface of your
skin.  He will do nothing else but shout, I am sure of it, or he would
lose a formidable Training Captain and the most powerful Seer the Isle has ever
known, and how would that aid his ambitions?’


A silence fell while Fabian held
Samson’s steady gaze, his dark eyes still blazing with anger.  After a
long moment he shook his head and drew in a long breath, ‘I am forced to agree
that it would serve no purpose to throw me from the Valley other than salve his
hurt pride.  You are right brother, Leo is too calculating to do anything
that might hinder his ambitions, no matter how sorely provoked he was. 
But I refuse to stoop to playing his games!  I will do what I should have
done this morning and speak plainly to him.  I have held my tongue around
Leo and forced Mistral to do the same too many times out of respect, but my
courtesy has been misplaced!  Why should I respect him when he refuses to
show my family the same in return?’


‘He does respect this family
father.’  Cassius said quietly.  ‘Do not let anger cloud your
judgement.’


‘And how does he respect this
family Cassius?  Did he speak out against Eximius’ request to make my
marriage barren?’


‘This family is his family too
father.  Leo argued bitterly with Eximius over that decision, but Eximius
will always seek to protect the Isle above all else, it is his duty as Head of
the Mage Council.’


‘Not for long.’  Fabian
muttered darkly.  ‘Onieroi’s following will soon be obliterated and he will
have no reason to cling to power any longer.’


Cassius said nothing but met
Samson’s eyes across the table.  Eximius expressing a desire to relinquish
the reins of power and actually doing it were two different matters
entirely.  He had single-handedly ruled the Isle for nearly two
centuries.  Giving up such power would not be easy.  


Responding to Cassius’ silent
look, Samson quickly changed the subject, ‘When will you speak with Leo?’ 



‘Before this afternoon’s
briefing.  He will need time to amend his plans.’


‘What of Marcus and Amber? 
Do you still wish them to go and stay at The Fallen Warrior?’  Cassius
promptly asked. 


Fabian glanced down the table to
see Brutus showing Amber how to build a house of cards, ‘Yes.  It would
still be best for them to be away from the Valley when all the warriors leave,
especially when they see their brothers and the rest of the apprentices going
when they cannot.’


Samson frowned, ‘The apprentices
are going?’  


‘Not officially, however they
plan to, and I have no plans to stop them.  They are nearly Qualified and
will be put to better use tracking down Onieroi’s followers than practising
shooting targets in the Arena.’


‘Are they planning to form a
party of their own, or join onto existing ones?’


‘Form a party of their own.’


‘Then we may have the poorest
attended Qualification ceremony in the Ri’s history this solstice.’
 Samson remarked drily.


Fabian raised his tankard and
gave a dismissive shrug, ‘That is in the lap of the gods.’


‘Just the one god actually.’
 Cassius corrected quietly.











Heroes and Ghosts





Monday morning dawned grey and
ominous.  The weak light barely lifted the dark shadows in Brutus’ room at
The Fallen Warrior where he was slowly waking up to the realisation that he was
not alone.  


‘Good morning.  Sleep
well?’  


‘Not enough of it.’  Brutus
grumbled and made to roll over.    


Rosalind laughed, ‘Never mind,
we’ll get an early night tonight.’  


Giving up on more sleep Brutus
sat up and yawned, ‘Nice thought, but I’ve got a load of elves coming in for a
card game tonight.  It’s going to be a late one, then I’ve got to be up
early to ride back to the Valley to take Amber and Marcus home.’


‘Early night tomorrow then.’


Brutus realised that Rosalind was
actually suggesting that she would be there every night, and every
morning.  He looked at her thoughtfully.  While he didn’t exactly
object to the idea of having a soft body to warm him on cold nights, he wasn’t
sure how he felt about it being a permanent arrangement.  


‘I’m not looking for a wife
Rosalind,’ he said cautiously. 


Rosalind offered him a smile and slipped
from the bed to walk over to the wardrobe, ‘Alright if I take half?’  


Brutus frowned but a knock on the
door followed by a cheerful voice calling his name stopped him from saying what
he was going to.


‘Morning Brutus!  I’m making
pancakes.  Want some?’


‘Wait Amber!’  Brutus cried
reaching for his clothes as he leapt from the bed.  ‘Be careful with that
stove!  You could burn yourself!’


Rosalind watched through narrowed
eyes as Brutus tugged on his trousers and shirt and ran from the room
barefoot.  She shrugged and turned back to the wardrobe.  ‘Half it is
then.’


In the Valley of the Ri a sea of
black-robed warriors poured from the village square and flooded out into the
damp meadows.  With a series of quietly spoken orders the warriors began
to divide into smaller groups until thirteen separate parties were gathered in
a wide arc, waiting in silence beneath the cold grey sky.  


A distant rumbling sound rose in
stillness, no more than the promise of thunder on a late summer’s day that
gradually grew in volume to become the steady pounding of galloping
hooves.  A rider burst out of the North Gate astride a pale grey stallion
and thundered between the groups of waiting warriors, not slowing until he
reached the open space at the centre of the arc where he reined to an abrupt
halt.  Protesting against the sharp instruction, the stallion reared and
wheeled restlessly.  Its rider controlled the animal easily.  Holding
it still with one hand, he slowly drew back the cowl of his cloak to reveal the
white blonde hair and icy blue eyes of the Divinus of the Ri.  He surveyed
his warrior army in silence; his horse’s snorting breaths rising up in the cold
air, swirling around him to create a halo of mist.  He completed his
inspection with a nod of satisfaction and addressed the warriors in a ringing
shout. 


‘Warriors of the Ri!  I
salute you!  You are now under Contract.  May the brave meet again in
the Fields of Elysium!’


The Ri replied in a single roar. 


‘We, the brave shall surely
see you there!’


Leo hauled his stallion around to
face The Velvet Forests and silence fell again while all eyes gazed at the
distant treeline.  For a long moment there was no sound other than the
fidgeting of the horses, then in a drumming of cantering hooves, a single rider
appeared, tall and broad-shouldered, his close cropped grey hair and disfigured
features unmistakable.


Mage Grapple rode into the meadow
and a heartbeat behind him followed his warlock army, cloaked and hooded in
robes of cardinal red, each astride a powerful warhorse of a uniformly glossy
black.  


‘It’s like the gates of hell have
opened and all the damned are rushing out!’  Samson muttered in an
awestruck voice.


‘They do have a certain
presence.’  Cassius conceded quietly.  


With no spoken or visible command
the warlock army slowed and fanned out to form a long line behind Mage
Grapple.  Suddenly the meadow was filled with a tension heavier than the
weightiest sword.  The might of the Council faced the might of the
Ri.  The righteous and the dispossessed, unified for the sake of the Isle.


The heads of the black and red
armies rode slowly forward to exchange greetings.


‘Mage Grapple.’  Leo saluted
his father curtly.


‘Divinus.’  Mage Grapple
inclined his head to his son.


‘The warlocks have received their
instructions?’


‘Yes.  As we agreed, they
are to follow until the cult is located.  Only then will they act out the
instructions I have given them.’


Leo nodded, his eyes raking the
blood-red ranks of the massed army, ‘And those instructions are?’


‘To leave no soul alive that
professes to worship the god Onieroi.’


Leo’s gaze focussed sharply on
his father’s, ‘They will not interfere with the hunt or the interrogations?’


‘No.’


‘How will they know when it is
time to act?’


‘They will know.’


Leo raised an eyebrow but the
cold look in his father’s eye prevented him from asking any further
questions.  He turned to gaze at the mute army of death that would one day
be his to command and felt again the impatient ache of unfulfilled
ambition.  He abruptly pulled his horse around to face the black army of
Ri warriors.  


‘Warriors of the Ri!  Twelve
warlocks will ride with each hunting party.  They will not interfere in
any part of the hunt.  Their presence is to ensure that every last member
of the following of Onieroi is destroyed.  As they will not hinder you in
your Contract, do not hinder them in theirs.  You are Contracted only to
hunt and interrogate those you capture.  The remainder of the Contract is
theirs to fulfil.’


Leo’s words were met with stony
silence.  The inclusion of warlocks in the Contract was unwelcome, the
inference that the Ri were incapable of completing the Contract no more than an
insult.  But it was a Council Contract issued by Mage Grapple himself and
extremely well-paid ... and money overcame most issues for warriors.


‘Hope they don’t want to play
cards with us at night,’ one warrior muttered sourly to his companion while he
eyed the sinister hooded figures.


‘It is time!’  Leo raised an
arm and every warrior watched him expectantly, waiting for the signal to begin.


At the North Gate Fabian quietly
reached out and took hold of Cirrus’ bridle while Mistral stared with
unblinking eyes at the group that held three of her sons.


‘Warriors ... ride!’ 



At Leo’s shout thirteen groups
broke into a canter, moving over the meadows in differing directions to begin
their journeys across the Isle.  With mechanical precision the army of
warlocks pared off into groups of twelve and joined onto the back of each party
of warriors, forming a split square of black and red.


Mistral pressed a clenched fist
against her mouth to smother the cry of anguish she could feel building, ‘Our
sons –’


‘Are warriors.’  Fabian
finished quietly.  


Mistral nodded, silent tears
trickling down her cheeks while blood seeped from the cuts her teeth bit into
her knuckles.  She turned to Fabian, her eyes imploring, ‘Go!  Go
with them!’


He shook his head slowly, his
dark eyes not leaving hers.


‘You must!  If you go, I
know ... I know they’ll be alright!’


Without taking his eyes from hers
Fabian reached out to take her hand, raising it to his lips he kissed each
blooded knuckle before he spoke, ‘Trust in their abilities Mistral, and trust
in me.  I vowed to never leave you again and I will not.’


‘I know!’  Mistral’s voice
rose in panic.  ‘But I didn’t make that vow!’


Twisting sharply in the saddle,
she stared at the distant figure cantering at the head of the group heading
southwards, ‘Cassius –’  


As she breathed his name she sent
a single tendril of Sight flying across the meadows and was instantly connected
with her eldest son.  She Saw through his eyes the flat grey sky and the
faded green of the late autumn meadows and felt the purpose in his
thoughts.  Flexing the tendril like a muscle she drew it back then flung
it deeper into his mind.  Snapping it back sharply back she broke the
strand off to leave it embedded there, forming a permanent connection that he
could not dislodge.  


Oh, thanks mother.  Like
I needed that.  Just promise me some privacy occasionally, will you?


Mistral felt his resigned
acknowledgment of her presence and smiled, Come on Cassius, I changed your
diapers!


That is so inappropriate...


She listened to his thoughts turn
away from her and focus on the direction his party were heading in. 
Samson rode at his right and the solid presence of her son’s godfather gave
Mistral more reassurance than any spoken words could.  With her hand
gripped in Fabian’s, Mistral watched the chequers of red and black moving away
across the green baize of the meadows, slowly vanishing from sight to leave an
emptiness more profound than any she had ever experienced before.


They rode in silence back into a
Valley oddly bereft of warriors, and, as Fabian had predicted, also lacking in
apprentices.


Mistral glanced at the deserted
Arena and sighed, ‘South Gate?’


Fabian nodded, ‘I would assume
so.  Care to tell me which direction they’ve taken?’


Fading out the continual murmur
of Cassius’ thoughts, Mistral reached for the mind of the first year who
usually instigated the midnight hunts and all-night gambling sessions they
thought their Training Captain and Lieutenants didn’t know about.


‘Ah, hello Solomon.’
 Mistral murmured faintly.  ‘I See you –’


‘Where are they Mistral?’


‘Heading north ... Solomon is
from a tribe of yarthkins who used to inhabit caves under the High Moors before
the long winters drove them to the shelter of The Velvet Forests ... he thinks
Onieroi may have concealed his following there.’


Fabian frowned, ‘He could well be
right.  I must check which party were assigned that part of the Isle then
ask the twins to warn them that the apprentices are coming too –’


By the time they’d been to see
Fabian’s agent to find out which warrior was leading the party searching the
High Moors, then found the twins and explained the story to them, it was
midday.  They returned to their house to find only Prospero laid belly up
on one of the sofas.  Mistral took one look at the empty living room with
its scattered evidence of her sons’ haphazard packing and knew she couldn’t
stay there.


Fabian looked around and sighed,
‘Can I take you for lunch in The Cloak and Dagger?’


‘No.  You can take me
hunting.’


Fabian smiled and reached for his
saddlebag, ‘And then let’s go home.’


Night fell on a Valley suddenly
devoid of the bustling population that had filled it for the last month. 
Gemma and Samsara had left for Brintor, accompanied by Clovis leading her new
arab stallion.  Liliana had bid a tearful farewell to her noisy sisters,
watched by a gaggle of hopeful village boys keen to catch a final glimpse of
the willowy nymphs and most of the Valley’s other occupants were having an
early night to recover from the overindulgences of the weekend.  By eight
o’clock Phantasm and Phantom sat down in The Cloak and Dagger to find they had
only each other for company. 


‘Ah, just soak up that
atmosphere.’  Phantom muttered sarcastically and looked around at the
empty tables.


‘It is rather dreary.  In
fact, I think I’ve been to more cheerful funerals.’  Phantasm sighed in
agreement.  


The sound of a clock ticking
filled the bored silence that fell between them.  They watched Floris
drying tankards with a dirty rag and a faraway look on his face for a while,
but that soon lost its appeal.  Phantom stifled a yawn and began to gaze
longingly at the door.  Phantasm took a drink from his tankard and set it
down with a grimace.  Even the ale was flat.


The both looked up eagerly when
the door suddenly banged open. 


‘Good evening Divinus.’
 Phantasm greeted Leo politely when he strode in, raking the empty tavern
with his cold stare. 


‘Where are Fabian and
Mistral?’  Leo demanded abruptly. 


‘Last seen riding out of the
Valley with Prospero at lunchtime, so hunting I’d say.’  Phantom responded
flippantly.  ‘Killing things is usually Mistral’s way of dealing with any
emotional upsets in her life.’


‘Thank you for that insight
Phantom.’  Leo snapped icily.  ‘What I would like to know is where
they are now.’


‘Don’t know, sorry.’
 Phantom shrugged.


‘Just passed them on my way back
from Brintor.’  Clovis grunted as he stomped towards the bar. 
‘They’ve gone west, probably to that house in the mountains.’


Leo nodded curtly then turned on
his heel and strode from the tavern without another word.


‘Oh joy.’  Phantom
sighed.  ‘The silence will definitely be broken when those two come back
tomorrow.’


‘At least it will be broken
brother.’  Phantasm sighed and took another sip of his flat ale. 


On Tuesday morning Brutus awoke
to the smell of pancakes cooking and the sound of Amber’s laughter drifting up
from the kitchen.  He smiled and reached instinctively for the clothes
slung over the chair by his bead.


‘S’early Brutus.  Stay
awhile.’  Rosalind murmured sleepily.


‘I’m going to give Amber a hand
with breakfast,’ he muttered and was gone before she had rolled over to stop
him, leaving her frowning at the closing bedroom door.  


Brutus ran down the stairs to the
kitchen and froze in the doorway at the sight that met his eyes.


‘Morning Brutus!’  Amber
grinned and flipped a pancake up into the air.  ‘I’ve made loads
already!  Marcus reckons he can eat six, but I think he’s got eyes bigger
than his stomach!’


Brutus forced a smile onto his
face and walked over to the kitchen table.  He dropped onto one of the
chairs and tried hard not to stare at Amber.  She’d had another bizarre
growth spurt during the night and the skinny adolescent he had bid goodnight to
the evening before was now more of a young woman.  The shirt she was
wearing no longer fitted, but Brutus didn’t know how to tell her.  


Marcus had no such compunction
and pointed at her with a forkful of pancake, ‘Shirt’s too small now ‘Ber,’ he
said through bulging cheeks.  ‘Need a bigger one or you’re gonna look like
one of Liliana’s sisters.’


‘Huh?’  Amber peered down at
herself then laughed.  ‘Oh!  I see what you mean.  Can I borrow
one of yours Brutus?’


Brutus nodded quickly and almost
ran from the kitchen, returning a few minutes later with the cleanest shirt he
could find from the collection littering his bedroom floor.


‘Thanks!’  She took it from
him with a grin and skipped from the kitchen to change.


Brutus sank to his chair and
reached blindly for the drink Amber had placed on the table for him.  


‘S’bit weird innit?’  Marcus
said sagely while he chewed on another mouthful of pancake.  ‘I can’t get
my head round it either.  She’s my younger sister but she’s nearly like
Del now.’


Brutus nodded vaguely then
frowned as Marcus’ words sank in fully.  Delphine’s arrival at maturity
had induced an epidemic of lovesickness in the Valley.  He wasn’t sure how
he’d feel about random warriors propositioning Amber, or even worse, her
introducing some good-for-nothing apprentice to him as her boyfriend.


Suddenly feeling grumpy, Brutus
snapped at Marcus, ‘Eat up Marcus.  It’s time we were going.’


‘No way, got another three to go
yet.’  Marcus said, burping defiantly.


By the time they reached the
meadows bordering the Valley, Marcus had been sick twice and Brutus had
forgotten his discomfiture at Amber’s sudden growth.  They chatted and
laughed easily together all the way back, pausing occasionally to draw their
bows and fire an arrow at any unfortunate creature foolish enough to alert them
to its presence.


‘Is that mother and
father?’  Amber asked, shielding her eyes against the sunlight to peer across
the meadows at two figures riding towards the North Gate.  ‘It is! 
I’d recognise Spirit anywhere.  I’d love a palomino!  But maybe
something dark-coated would be better if I’m going to be a tracker ... Spirit’s
a bit too bright to hide.’


‘Then it’s a good job I’ve bought
you a liver chestnut for when you outgrow Dobbin there.’  Brutus smiled.


‘Dobbin?’  Amber laughed and
patted her pony’s neck affectionately.  ‘Actually, he’s called
Brutus.  After my favourite uncle.’


‘Is he really.’  Brutus
murmured and felt the ridiculous urge to grin inanely like he hadn’t done
since he was sixteen and the girl he liked had smiled at him.


Mistral managed to hide her shock
at Amber’s changed appearance when they met at the North Gate and rode down
into the Valley together.  Ignoring the tolling of the warning bell that
informed them of the reception they would receive, Mistral focussed on Marcus,
berating him for making himself ill on pancakes.


‘Don’t want to go to school today
mother.’  Marcus mumbled forlornly.  ‘Feel too ill.’


‘You’re not going to school
Marcus.’  Mistral said shortly.


‘Really?’


Mistral ignored his miraculous
recovery and continued in a brisk tone, ‘No, because I’ve taken you out of
school.’


‘Really!’  Marcus whooped. 


‘Yes.  Your father and I
agree that it’s only fair you learn with Amber.  Phantom and Phantasm will
teach you both in the mornings and your father and I will teach you in the
afternoons.’


‘Apprentices gone too, have
they?’  Brutus asked Fabian quietly.


Fabian nodded and glanced at
Mistral, ‘Taking Marcus out of school was my idea.  I thought it would
help to keep her occupied until this Contract is completed.’


They entered the village square
to be met by Leo, glowering icily at them with folded arms, ‘Fabian. 
Mistral.  I can only assume that the lack of apprentices in the Arena is
due to your poor control over them!’


‘Not really.’  Mistral said
and leapt down from Cirrus.  ‘It’s mainly due to the fact that Solomon
slipped the guard on the South Gate five silver coins to let them all pass
without sounding the alarm yesterday.  So, since you employ all the gate
guards, I’d say it was actually down to your poor control, wouldn’t you?’


Leo’s eyes bulged, ‘My office
now!’  He snapped and strode from the square.


‘Ah, his loveliness the Leo, sunshine
as ever.’  Brutus sighed and held his namesake for Amber while she
dismounted.


‘Don’t call him that!’  She
giggled and took the reins from his hand.  


‘Oh, is there something else I
should be calling him?’  


Amber quickly looked left and
right before leaning in to whisper in Brutus’ ear, ‘Don’t tell anyone, but me
and the rest of the apprentices call him Laughing Leo, oh and Lord Leo –’


Brutus laughed, ‘We used to call
him that!’


While Fabian and Mistral strolled
hand in hand up the path to the Main Building to weather the storm of Leo’s
anger, Brutus helped to stable their horses and Amber and Marcus’ ponies before
making sure they were deposited safely at the twins’ house.  Taking his
leave, Brutus rode out of the Valley to make his way back to his busy life at a
tavern rammed with customers that would suddenly feel strangely empty. 


Over the next few days a new
routine was quickly established that revolved around Mistral spending her
mornings in the Main Hall reading each of the twelve hunting party leaders for
Leo and the Magnate.  The Main Hall had been transformed for the sole
purpose of the daily readings.  Life-size sketches of each of the hunting
party leaders were pinned on the walls around the room to help Mistral read
them.  Beside each portrait hung a map of the Isle showing their progress
and a large sheet of blank parchment that was gradually being filled with notes
as Leo recorded Mistral’s readings.  At Leo’s request, she read Erin
too.  Fully prepared to See something that would send her temper into the
stratosphere, Mistral was both surprised and confused to find there was never
anything untoward in her thoughts; an outcome that also seemed to confound Leo.


‘She hasn’t made any advances on
the other warriors in the party?’ 


Mistral shook her head,
‘No.  There’s still a lot of love going on in her mind, but I really have
no idea who for.  All I can tell you is that Erin is blissfully
happy.  Somehow she is loved and she loves in return and quite frankly,
it’s pretty revolting.’


With no other information to
offer, Leo would be forced to leave unsolved the mystery of Erin’s lack of
flirting and her new faithfulness to an unidentified lover and concentrate on
the more important task of managing the huge Contract, often calling on the
twins’ gift to provide information to one of the party heads on another’s
progress.  The twins wouldn’t arrive at the meetings until nearly midday,
having spent the morning teaching Marcus and Amber.  Despite his private
irritation at the twins’ being late each day, Leo had accepted Fabian’s
decision to take his youngest two children out of school without
argument.  He recognised that Amber’s accelerated growth required more
intensive tuition that the school could provide and it was a mark of how fond
he was of his niece and nephew that he accepted the twins’ absence from his
meetings without too much complaint.  


After Mistral had completed
reading the warriors and answered any questions she would sit quietly through
the endless debates that followed, her mind not on the tactics and strategies
being discussed but listening to the thoughts of her eldest son. 
Occasionally they would share a silent conversation.


Morning mother.


Hello Cassius.


Meeting boring you again?


Hmm.  As ever.  How
are the boys?


Good.  


Mistral smiled at Cassius using
the one word that no-one in their right mind would ever use to describe her
twin sons, but knew he meant they were being good warriors.  She felt a
small burst of pride for her boys then returned her attention to the thorn in
the hunting party’s side.


What’s with Erin
Cassius?  I can’t work her out.


I don’t know.  I’ve been
reading her too, but it’s almost like she knows when I am because there’s never
anything to read ... just – 


Love.  I know. 
Sickening isn’t it?


Cassius laughed in her mind,
No, it’s like being around you and father actually.  


A smile touched the corners of
Mistral’s mouth instantly telling Fabian that she wasn’t in the room listening
to Gleacher’s proposal to sail the Ri’s two ships around the Isle to search the
coastline, but with Cassius, five days ride away in the south of the Isle.


Erin can’t know when you’re
reading her Cassius.  She has no gift – other than being a tart. 
Talking of which, has she spoken about the giant hunt at all?’


No.  But then no-one is
actually talking to her ... not that it seems to be bothering her.  She
just rides along at the back near the warlocks and says nothing.


So we still don’t know what
she was doing for most of September.


Not yet.


Damn ... Oh, tell Samson that
as per his wife’s instructions, Delphine’s just about finished cleaning his
flat ... although she said it was more a case of decontaminating than
dusting... most of it got burned it the end.


I don’t think I’ll tell him
that.  He’s already been muttering something about leaving his lucky
spriggan foot behind.


Not so lucky any more. 
Ashes now I’m afraid.


‘Is that Mistral?’  Samson
asked, frowning at Cassius’ unwarranted burst of laughter.


‘Yes.’


‘What news of the other parties?’


Mistral withdrew from Cassius’
mind.  Having read the other eleven party leaders once already that
morning for Leo, she had no desire to hear it repeated.


With no apprentices to teach she
and Fabian were spending their afternoons teaching Marcus and Amber; sometimes
in the Arena, other times taking them out hunting to further Amber’s already
astonishing tracking skill.  Mistral had questioned her closely on the
colours she saw and came to the conclusion that Amber could see the core
essence of a person’s aura in a visible trail, but with the added twist of
their scent being revealed too; a concept that Marcus was struggling to
comprehend.


‘Can you see smell then?’ 
Marcus asked as they lay side by side in some undergrowth waiting for the
sabre-tusked boar Amber had tracked to appear. 


‘Sort of.’  


‘What’s Grendel’s like?’


‘Dark blue with lots of mouldy
green.’


‘Huh, the mould bit
figures.  What about mine?’


‘Um –’ Amber turned to study him
then smiled.  ‘Silvery blue ... and a bit brown round the edges.  You
need a bath.’


 ‘So what about the
boar?’  Marcus asked, unoffended by her observation on his need of a wash.


‘Boars have a greyish brown
signature ... deer are red, rabbits white –’


Marcus quickly grew bored with
Amber describing each animal’s signature trail.


‘What about father?’


‘He and mother have the same
trail actually, a rainbow.  It gets a bit confusing sometimes, but mother
tends to bath more, which helps.’


Marcus absorbed this piece of
trivia with a serious expression then asked, ‘What about Phantom?’


‘Turquoise.’


‘Phantasm?’


‘Pale blue.’


‘Xerxes?’


‘Red and yellow.’


‘Brutus?’


‘Pink.’


‘Pink?  That’s a bit girly,
isn’t it?’


Amber shrugged, her golden eyes
not leaving the swaying fronds of bracken across the other side of the
clearing, ‘It’s just colours Marcus.’


‘Yeah, but pink?  I thought
Brutus would have black or red or something more warriorish –’


‘Shh!  Here comes the boar!’


The days gradually lengthened
into a week and then two, but the hunting parties had found no sign of
Onieroi’s following.  Every evening the twins, Delphine and Cain would eat
at Mistral and Fabian’s house, helping to fill the gaps left around the table
by their absent sons.  For someone who always longed for solitude, Mistral
found she was desperately missing the constant noise and havoc her twin sons
created.  When she came down in the mornings the kitchen and living room
were as she’d left them the night before, with no evidence of a late night
feast or a dead animal dumped on the kitchen table, a trophy from one of their
midnight hunting trips.  She missed Cassius less because of the connection
between their minds, but was reluctant to do the same with her twin sons for
fear of what she would hear. 


The second Friday after the
Contract had begun Xerxes was in the kitchen of The Fallen Warrior, whistling a
jaunty tune while he shoved a couple of gourds of liquor into his saddlebag.


‘Going somewhere?’  Marietta
bustled in with her hands piled high with dirty plates.


‘Hmm, going to the Valley for the
night.  Delphine’s cooking dinner.’


Marietta stacked the plates
beside the sink where Rosalind was washing up and turned to frown at Xerxes,
‘Oh?  When did this happen?’  


‘About an hour ago.’  Xerxes
replied absently.  ‘Just knew it.  Guess that means she had the twins
send out the invite.’


‘Is Brutus going too?’ 
Rosalind asked from the sink.


‘Course!  It’s a family
meal!  He’s outside saddling the horses now ... right, see you sometime
tomorrow sweetheart.  Look after my tavern won’t you?’  Xerxes said
cheerfully and planted a kiss on Marietta’s cheek.  


‘When do I ever do anything
else?  Oh, say hello to my mother for me will you?’


‘Course I will sweetheart.’ 
Xerxes called back as he walked out of the kitchen. 


‘Liar.’  Marietta sighed and
picked up a linen towel to begin drying the clean plates.  


Rosalind glanced over at Marietta
while she scrubbed the last few plates, ‘I’ll just finish these then I’d better
go.  I don’t want to keep Brutus waiting.’


Marietta snorted picked up
another plate, ‘What makes you think you’re invited?’


‘I think it’s time I met Brutus’
family, don’t you?’


‘You already have Rosalind. 
You serve them every time they come in.’ 


‘I’m a bit more than a barmaid to
Brutus!’


‘Maybe to Brutus, but you’ll
never be family to the De Winters.  Don’t waste your efforts trying to
work your way into that family Marietta, just be glad for what you’ve got.’


‘They’ll have to accept me when
I’m Brutus’ wife!’  


‘Wife?’  Marietta
laughed.  ‘Has Brutus asked you to marry him?’


‘Not yet.  But he
will.’  Rosalind said confidently.  ‘Once I’ve given him the child he
wants.’


Marietta stared at her in
disbelief, ‘What on earth makes you think Brutus wants a child?’  


‘Isn’t it obvious?  I’ve
seen the way he is with Amber!’


Marietta shook her head and
returned her attention to the plates, ‘I don’t think you’ve seen anything of
the sort Rosalind.  In fact, I think you’re blind.’  


Xerxes and Brutus arrived at
sunset to find Delphine helping Mistral to prepare a meal for their family,
plus Leo and Gleacher.


‘Did you have to invite
Leo?’  Mistral muttered while they peeled potatoes together at the kitchen
table.


Delphine gave her a reproving
look, ‘Mother, he is my godfather.  So yes, I did.’


‘Couldn’t you invite him round to
your place?’  Mistral continued in a disgruntled tone.  ‘I have to
spend every morning with him, seeing him again in the evening is my idea of a
Leo overdose.  You can have too much of his smiley face you know
Delphine.’


‘I know you’re just being grumpy
because you’re missing Cassius and the boys.’


Recognising the onset of a
Delphine heart-to-heart, Mistral gritted her teeth and steeled herself for the
dreaded question she knew was coming.


‘Do you want to talk about it
mother?’


Instead of snapping a terse “no”
Mistral managed to shake her head and vented her anxieties for her three sons
on the potatoes.


Delphine watched her mother
furiously chopping potatoes into minute fragments and sighed before continuing
to help make the dinner in silence.  


They ate around the long table,
Amber bubbling over with excitement about the horse Brutus had given her.


‘Oh, he’s fantastic!  But
I’m not getting rid of Brutus, he can keep Midnight company –’


‘Wait!’  Xerxes held a hand
up, frowning in confusion.  ‘You’ve lost me there Amber.’


‘Doesn’t take much.’  Brutus
muttered to Amber and made her giggle.


‘Why would you want my brother to
keep your new horse company?’  Xerxes asked, scowling at Brutus to let him
know he’d heard his remark.


‘No Xerxes!  Brutus is my
pony!’  Amber laughed.


‘Ah, that explains it.’
 Xerxes grinned.  ‘Come to mention it, he does look a bit like a
pony.’


‘That’s a bit rich coming from
someone that used to spend half his life in the stables!’


‘Hayloft actually brother –’


‘And that’s definitely not an
appropriate subject for the dinner table.’  Mistral said swiftly.


‘Why did Uncle Xerxes live in the
hayloft?’  Marcus immediately asked.


‘I don’t know Marcus, why don’t
you ask him?’  Mistral said and raised her eyebrows at Xerxes in a “get
out of that if you can” way.


‘I like hay Marcus, that’s why.’
 Xerxes replied with a grin and quickly changed the subject to ask another
question Mistral had recently come to hate.  ‘So, what’s been happening on
the hunts then?’  


Mistral heaved a sigh of relief
when Phantasm came to her rescue and began to provide a lengthy summary of the
last two weeks.  Raising her goblet she took a long drink and gazed into
the fire, letting the wine slowly unravel the knot of anxiety in her stomach
while her eyes saw not the flickering flames in their fireplace, but the spit
of rabbits roasting above a campfire.


Cassius and Samson were sat side
by side, the heat of the fire enough for them to have shed their cloaks. 
Both were sat with shirt sleeves rolled up, their forearms resting over their
bent knees.  They were unspeaking while conversations flowed around them,
the exposed skin of their elbows just touching, allowing them to converse
without being overheard.  Except by Mistral.


We’ll reach the southern city
tomorrow and begin our search.  The original plan was to divide into two
groups and cover more ground in a shorter space of time, but I don’t think
that’s wise now we’ve got Erin with us.


I agree.  She’s done
nothing to cause suspicion and that’s so unlike Erin that I actually wonder if
she’s really a selkie biding its time before it attacks us all in our sleep!


That’s good enough reason for
me to kill her – 


I was joking Samson,
admittedly it was in poor taste.


I tell you what’s in poor
taste!  Her being on this damned Contract fresh off the back of wrecking
the last one and killing four good warriors in the process!


I know Chester was a friend
Samson, but I assure you he died prepared.  I’ve read his echo.  He
has no regrets.  


Chester was more than a friend
Cassius.  He was more like a hero to me ... the father I never knew. 
Now my heroes are becoming ghosts and it makes me realise more than ever just
how fleeting this life is.


Samson fell silent and gazed
broodingly at the fire.  Through Cassius’ eyes Mistral watched the flames
flicker and leap as fat dripped down from the roasting rabbits.  After a
while Samson continued his silent conversation with Cassius.


Are you afraid to die Cassius?



No brother.  I do not
fear death.  Only dying unfulfilled. 


I used to feel like that, but
not anymore.  Now I’ve got Gemma and Samsara, the thought of dying and
never seeing them again scares the hell out of me. 


I envy you that.  


Your family give you that
Cassius.


Cassius smiled, knowing Mistral
was listening, What of your family Samson?


Ah, the taboo subject of the
Ri.  Samson smiled bitterly.  My father was elven born, a
travelling bard.  I inherited my love of storytelling and my wanderlust
from him.  Unfortunately he told my mother a few tall stories then
wandered off, leaving her with a son she had no means of supporting and a tribal
Chieftain who wanted to make her his own, but not become the father to a child
that wasn’t his.  I was raised by the tribal widows and left for the
Valley by my fourteenth year.  I think, before you and your siblings came
along, I was the youngest apprentice in the Ri.


No.  Leo was.


Ah, yes.  I forgot about
the golden orphan.  Ha!  I can remember how obsessed Fabian was by
Leo’s story and now I know the truth, I can understand why.


You trained with my father
didn’t you?


For a year.  He was a
second year apprentice and I was a first.  We Qualified at the same time. 


Tell me of him.


Samson gave a short laugh, He
was very intense.  Darker than he is now, and I’m not referring to the
silver that’s appeared in his hair since his brush with Onieroi.  He never
said a lot, but there was no-one I would rather have stood by my side on a
Contract than him.  Damn!  We got in some scrapes!  One of the
first Contracts we ever took together was a gargillian hunt in the Black
Forests –


Mistral left Samson retelling the
story she had Seen in Fabian’s dreams many times and drew herself back to the
candlelit table where dinner was finished and the washing up being tackled by
Marcus, Amber, Cain and Delphine.


‘Welcome back.’  Fabian
smiled at her across the table.


‘Oh!  I’m sorry –’


‘There is no need to apologise,
but please tell me what our sons are doing.’


‘Eating, plotting, gambling ...
the usual.  They plan to enter Erador tomorrow and begin their
search.  Cassius and Samson have decided not to split the party as neither
trust Erin.’


‘Very wise.’  Phantom said
quietly. 


‘Have you ever been to the city
of Erador Mistral?’  Phantasm asked. 


‘No.  Why?’


‘It used to be the capital of the
Isle until Mage Grapple took control and moved the Council to the north. 
It’s a fine city with a lot of heritage.’


‘And?’  Mistral shrugged.


‘I think what Phantasm is trying
to tell you is that I was born in Erador.’  Fabian said quietly.  ‘We
owned a house there until Cassius was born.  I sold it and put the money
aside for our children.’


Mistral gazed at him, torn
between her desire to be angry with Phantasm for his gossip-mongering and her
unending shame at how little she knew of her Mage’s past.


When Delphine, Cain, Gleacher and
Leo had left and Xerxes and Brutus departed to enjoy a nightcap in The Cloak
with promises not to wake Amber and Marcus when they staggered in later,
Mistral and Fabian finally retired to bed.  Mistral lay awake until she
heard Fabian’s breathing change to the deep regular pattern of sleep, his
thoughts becoming vague and distracted.  She listened for a few minutes to
the fragments of dreams that would normally have held her captivated for hours,
but not tonight.  Tonight she slid from their bed and padded down to the
living room.  Pulling her Wolverine skin from the back of one of the sofas
she dragged it over to the fire and curled up with her head resting against
Prospero’s comforting bulk.  By the light of the dying embers of the fire
she began to read the diary of Delphine De Winter, Fabian’s mother.


Xerxes and Brutus crept in at two
in the morning, making Prospero growl and Mistral quickly dash away the tears
that had fallen in a steady stream since she had begun reading Fabian’s
mother’s diary.  Oblivious to her presence, Xerxes tottered up the stairs,
heading for the twins’ empty bedroom and sleep but Brutus frowned at her from
the door.  Noting her red-rimmed eyes, he walked over and sat down beside
her.


‘What’s wrong?’


Mistral shrugged and shoved the
diary under the Wolverine skin.


He caught the motion and reached
out for the small leather-bound book, ‘What’s that?’


‘It’s a diary.  Fabian’s
mother’s.’  Mistral said quickly and snatched it from his hands.


‘Oh,’ he looked at her and said
the dreaded words.  ‘Want to talk about it?’


Mistral smiled, ‘No and
never.’  


‘Good.’  Brutus grinned
back.  ‘I get enough sob stories from the barmaids.  Honestly,
sometimes I think I should charge for the amount of times I’ve sat listening to
them moaning about their excuses for lovers.’


‘Don’t you mean Xerxes?’


‘Yes.  Unfortunately he does
feature quite a lot in their whinging.  But hey, you can’t choose your
family.’


‘Sometimes you can.’ 
Mistral replied softly and leaned into the arm he placed around her.


‘Yes.  I’m lucky you chose
me to be a godfather and an uncle.’  Brutus smiled.  ‘Is my sunshine
girl sleeping?’


‘Amber?  Out like a light.’


‘Good –’ he yawned and leaned
back against Prospero.  ‘I was hoping to get up early and take her hunting
tomorrow before I go back to the tavern.’


‘Um.  Brutus?’


‘Hmm?’  He replied sleepily.



‘Oh, nothing.’  Mistral left
him already snoring with his head laid on Prospero’s flank.  Taking the
diary she crept back upstairs to her Mage, her mind filled with the sorrow of
the mother who had loved him more than she’d been allowed to show, making
Mistral determined to love him twice as much to make up for it.   


Mistral rose at dawn and cooked a
breakfast fit for a king – or rather four kings and one princess.  Two of
the kings were hungover but so used to feeling like that they barely let it
show and tucked into the feast with a vigour only marginally beaten by
Marcus.  Her princess, Brutus’ sunshine girl, chewed happily on a warm
bread roll and talked about the hunt Brutus had promised to take her on ... but
Mistral’s king, her true king, looked at her with dark eyes that saw far more
than they ever should.


‘Where were you last
night?’  He asked quietly.


‘Reading.’


Fabian nodded and placed down the
cup of water he’d been drinking, ‘Tell me.’


Mistral turned to him, her eyes
full of emotions too intense to be conveyed in words, ‘I don’t think I can
Fabian ... I ... she ... your mother ... she loved you so much that it makes me
hate myself for taking you for granted like I do.  I swear to treasure
every single moment of our lives and our children too –’ her face suddenly
clouded with anger.  ‘Damn Mage Grapple and damn Leo and damn the damned
Isle!  I’m not taking that potion ever again!  I want us to have more
children Fabian!’ 


‘What?  Right now?’  He
smiled and raised an eyebrow, glancing pointedly at the table of chatting
family around them.


Mistral laughed, her eyes losing
some of the anger, ‘You’re right.  Sorry, I should have waited to talk to
you when everyone had gone.’


‘Well, until they do, why don’t
you tell me of the child I can’t recall being.’


Mistral sighed and ran a finger
around the rim of her cup, ‘Do you remember Red?’


‘Red?’


Mistral nodded, ‘He was a dog.’


Fabian frowned then suddenly his
face cleared and he smiled, ‘I do recall Red.  A russet deer-hound. 
He was my father’s hunting dog.  I used to take him out onto the High
Moors to hunt deer.’


‘Hmm, well, according to your
mother, you and Red used to get into trouble quite a lot, mainly because you
would get him to bring you things he shouldn’t and let him chew them.’


‘Such as?’


‘Oh, well, your school books were
a favourite, although your mother did write with some amusement about the time
you got him to chew up your father’s dress robes.’


‘Did I really?’  Fabian’s
smile grew bittersweet.  ‘I can recall Red, just, but I have no memory of
the school books or the dress robes.’


‘Those memories are not
important.’  Mistral said quietly.  ‘We’re making our own.’


Fabian looked away from her to
watch Xerxes quizzing Marcus on card counting techniques and Brutus listening
to Amber telling him about her new horse, again.  His eyes travelled
slowly back to meet hers, holding them with a searing force, ‘There is nothing
I want more than to keep making memories with you.  But –’ with that
one small word the fierce light died from his eyes, leaving them a flat
black.  ‘The time is not right yet Mistral.’


Mistral knew that he wasn’t
referring to the fact that they were still eating breakfast but the forthcoming
change of Council Head and the unrest that may cause on the Isle.  If
Leo’s claim was rejected by the Council another Mage would take his place, and
quite possibly one with very different views on the level of status that
half-breeds should hold on the Isle.  All of her and Fabian’s children
were half-breeds; beautiful, gifted and fierce warriors they may be, but they
were still just half-breeds in the eyes of most Mages.  She sighed and
returned her attention to breakfast, resigning herself to more waiting. 
Sometimes Mistral felt that she had spent her entire life waiting ... waiting
to gain Sight and be with Fabian, waiting to be free of her apprenticeship –
only to become even more tied to the Ri and the Valley by the turns her life
took ... waiting for Cassius to be born, then Delphine, the boys, Marcus, Amber
... and now waiting for three of them to come back.  She was struck by the
strangest feeling of being an actress waiting in the wings for her time to
perform on the stage of her life.  


The third week of the Contract
finally yielded a result, but it was not good news.  Asher, the warrior leading
the party sent to search the cluster of small ports at the delta of the Amber
River, had spoken with a captain who had sold a boat to a group of green-robed
women who had claimed to be going on a “pleasure cruise” around the Isle.


‘Can you read the captain from
Asher’s memory Mistral?’  Leo asked urgently.


‘I’ll try.  Can you get him
to think about the captain again?’  Mistral turned to the twins who nodded
briefly before locking gazes to invoke the power of their shared gift and make
Asher suddenly want to recall his memory of the conversation with the captain
again. 


Mistral concentrated harder on
Asher, reading his memory of the craggy-faced captain laughing toothlessly
while he described the women not knowing the first thing about boats and confidently
predicting them sunk before dawn, but they’d paid well over the asking price
and he’d taken their money with no qualms about their lack of sailing
knowledge.  Holding the image of the captain in her mind, Mistral reached
out for his thoughts.


The rain pattering against the
long mullioned windows became the only sound in the Main Hall as all eyes
watched Mistral.  She sat unmoving, staring vacantly at the rain-streaked
windows until the smallest smile lit the corners of her mouth and Fabian flew
from his chair, falling to his knees and reaching for her hands.


‘Mistral!  Mistral! 
Hear me!  Come back to me!’


If she heard him she gave no
sign.  She continued to gaze steadily into nothingness with an expression
of complete peace on her face that the twins immediately recognised.


‘Damn!’


‘Oh not again!’


‘What?’  Leo demanded
sharply.


‘The captain’s dead. 
Mistral’s in a Death Trance.’  Phantom explained shortly while Fabian
continued to exhort Mistral to return to him. 


Leo frowned, ‘I fail to see the cause
for panic.  Cassius has read the fallen on a number of occasions without
ill effect.’


‘Mistral is a bit more
susceptible to the lure of the dead.’  Phantom sighed.  ‘I think it’s
something to do with having one living in her head.’


‘What?’


Ignoring Leo’s confusion, the
twins gathered around Mistral, speaking to her in low voices, calling her back.


‘Kiss her Mage De Winter!’ 
Phantasm urged when Mistral showed no signs of returning from her Death
Trance.  ‘It worked last time!’


Fabian immediately took Mistral’s
face in his hands and pressed his lips to hers, but they were the lips of a
statue, cold and unmoving beneath his touch.


‘Get Cassius to reach her!’ 
He snapped to Phantasm.


Phantasm nodded and locked gazes
with his brother, reaching out their will to Cassius.


‘Did he hear you?’  Fabian
hissed when the twins’ eyes slid back to meet his black stare.


‘We cannot tell Mage De Winter.’
 Phantasm replied quietly, his gaze falling on the deathly still figure of
Mistral.  


The seconds ticked by, stretching
into minutes that felt far longer than the short measure of time they
represented, and still Mistral did not stir.


‘He cannot reach her!’ 
Fabian’s voice held a note of wildness that was more frightening than anger or
panic.  


‘How long could she remain like
this?’  Leo asked Imperato in a low voice.


Imperato shook his head, his dark
eyes troubled, ‘Some Seers never return.  As the Gemini said, some are
more susceptible to the lure of Death Trances than others.  Cassius is
more balanced than my daughter – she has her mother’s passionate nature, it
governs her every action.  It is not good that Cassius cannot reach
her.  If she is ignorant to the voice of another Seer, it may already be
too late.’


‘We need to shock her out of
it!’  Phantasm cried.  ‘Get her in one of the cold showers upstairs!’


‘It would do no good.’ 
Imperato swished his tail impatiently.  ‘She is beyond physical
touch.  All we can do is wait.’


‘Wait?  I cannot wait and
watch her die!’  


‘She will not die Mage De
Winter.  Sight will protect her body.’


‘I know that!  But what of
her mind?’


Imperato’s expression grew
veiled, ‘A Seer at full strength can withstand to remain in a Death Trance for
weeks, sometimes even months, with few ill effects, but Mistral has suffered
much in recent times and her resources are weakened.  I cannot say what
damage it will inflict on her mind if she stays in a Death Trance too long ...
I am not convinced that she even has the power to resist it.’


‘Are you saying she’ll never come
out of it?’  Phantom demanded in a shocked voice.  


‘I cannot say.’


‘Is there nothing we can
do?’  Phantasm cried desperately.  


‘Perhaps –’ Imperato paused, his
frown deepening while he thought.  ‘I have never witnessed the event of
which I speak, but I have read accounts of Seers being pulled from Death
Trances –’


‘How?’  Fabian asked
quickly.


‘By forcing on them something the
Seer would find abhorrent; meat on those who refuse to eat the flesh, wine on
those who deny the grape –’


‘Well that’s not going to help
with Mistral!’  Phantom exclaimed.  ‘She’ll eat and drink anything!’


Phantasm frowned, ‘What does she
hate?  What?  What does she hate enough to shock her out of a Death
Trance ... Oh!’  He spun to face Fabian, his expression a mixture of
trepidation and hope.  ‘There is something she hates more than anything
... but I’m not sure you would permit it –’


‘I care not what method you
deploy Phantasm!’  Fabian snapped.  ‘If you know of a way to get
Mistral back then I implore you to do it.  Now!’  


Phantasm nodded and knelt beside Mistral. 
Glancing guiltily at Fabian he reached out with both hands to rest them lightly
on either side of her face.  Looking deeply into her blank eyes he
whispered quietly, ‘I’m really sorry to do this to you Mistral.  I know
you’re going to hate it, and probably hate me too, but believe me when I say
it’s for your own good.’  


Drawing in a deep breath,
Phantasm leaned closer and kissed her on the lips. 


A stunned silence fell that was
abruptly broken by the ringing sound of a face being slapped.  


‘What the –?’


Fabian shoved Phantasm aside and
pressed his lips to Mistral’s, silencing the swearing and murmuring words of
love to her while the room exhaled a collective sigh of relief.


‘Ow.’  Phantasm said quietly
and backed away rubbing the reddening hand print on his cheek.


‘You’re lucky she only slapped
you!’  Phantom muttered, adding with a grudging note of respect. 
‘Brave plan though.


‘Hmm, there’s nothing Mistral
hates more than to be touched unless she instigates it.  It’s not a
physical thing, more of an invasion of her privacy ... I knew it would ignite
her temper if I kissed her, but I wasn’t sure if I would live long enough to
see the results.’


‘Worried Mage De Winter would
kill you?  Or Mistral?’


‘Both brother, both.’


Once Mistral had recovered enough
to answer the questions Leo was impatiently waiting to ask, Phantasm’s red
cheek had faded to leave a faint mark that would bloom to be a bruise before
the day was out, a fact that Mistral took some solace from.


‘What the hell were you
thinking?’  She hissed to him when he dared to take the seat next to her
at the table to continue the meeting.  ‘Seriously brother!  That was
beyond vile!’


‘I am sure that I rank a long way
below Mage De Winter, Prospero, Cirrus and all of your children in your list of
living creatures to receive a kiss from, but let me assure you that I took my
life into my hands purely to try and save you.’


Mistral glowered at him furiously
while Leo’s voice called the meeting to order, ‘We will be talking about this,’
she promised in a furious whisper.  ‘And I want you to apologise to
Fabian!’


‘You want to talk about
something?’  Phantasm murmured.  ‘I am honoured.’


Mistral snarled at him and
stamped her foot down on his, enjoying a brief moment of satisfaction at the
spasm of pain that crossed his face before turning to answer Leo’s questions.


‘What did you See of the captain
Mistral?’


‘Er, oh.  Well.  He’s
dead.  Obviously.’


‘Obviously.’  Leo echoed
drily.  ‘Natural causes?’


‘That would be a touch too
convenient, don’t you think?  No.  He was murdered last night. 
Someone crept into his cabin and slit his throat while he was asleep.’


‘Did he see who?’


‘Sort of.  He woke and saw a
shadow on his wall.  Small, with short hair.  A boy?’  Mistral
frowned and shook her head.  ‘His memory wasn’t clear enough for me to See
his murderer.’


‘It must have been one of
Onieroi’s followers cleaning up the evidence of their flight.’  Bryden
said thoughtfully.


‘Flight?’  Phantasm shook
his head.  ‘They are not fleeing, merely moving.  The Isle is a banquet
for Onieroi and he will not leave until his has eaten his fill.’


‘But a boy?  That doesn’t
fit with the profile of his all-female following does it?’


‘No.  But what of the Death
Trance Mistral?’ 


Mistral turned to look at the
person who had asked the question and felt her cheeks colour with shame when
she saw it was Imperato, her father, who had just witnessed her being kissed by
someone other than her husband.  She took a moment, hoping her voice
didn’t sound as embarrassed as she felt.  ‘Um, well ... it wasn’t like a
normal Death Trance –’ she frowned, recalling the experience.  ‘It was
heavier, more like being in a drugged sleep  ... oh!’


‘Morpheus.’  Fabian hissed.


‘So it was a trap.’ 
Phantasm said quietly.


‘It would appear so.’  Leo rose
to his feet and began to pace along the wall of rain-washed windows, his hands
clasped tightly behind his back.  ‘Onieroi has covered his tracks and laid
a trap to try and disable our Seer, or Seers –’ he looked up sharply, his cold
blue eyes meeting Mistral’s.  ‘What of Cassius?’


Mistral’s eyes slid from his to
focus on the voice that had been calling her name persistently since she‘d left
the Death Trance.


Cassius.  I’m here. 
Sorry.


Mother!  For crying out
loud!  Why didn’t you respond to me sooner!  I’ve been worried
sick!  Never mind the fact that I’ve been sat in a tavern looking like a
corpse propped up in the corner whilst trying to read you!  What’s been
happening?  Are you alright? 


Yes, I’m fine.  One of
Onieroi’s following cleaned up after his gang of admirers bought a ship and set
sail, then he left a big dose of Morpheus in the dead captain’s mind as a trap
for me ... or you ... I don’t think he cares which of us he gets to first.


Last night?


Yes.  Why?


Something odd happened last
night – 


What? 


One of the tents went up in
flames.  No-one was hurt, but it was a bit chaotic while we put it out and
sorted the mess.


How can that be connected?


I don’t know –


‘Mistral?’


‘Oh, what?’  Mistral frowned
irritably as she was pulled back to find herself staring into Leo’s cold gaze.


‘What of Cassius?’


‘Yes, he’s fine.’  Mistral
rubbed her forehead, trying to ease the throbbing ache in her temples. 
‘One of the tents went up in flames last night, but no-one was hurt.’


‘Which tent was it?’  Leo
asked sharply. 


‘Oh, hang on –’


It was nearly midday when Leo
called an end to the meeting.  Mistral had a headache only several large
drinks would cure and a foul mood that nothing could cure.  She was so
incensed by Phantasm’s actions that she didn’t know whether to scream at him
the moment the Main Hall was empty, or simply hit him again.  When it came
to it, she did neither and walked out past him without saying a word.


Phantasm watched her stalk past
then turned to face the room’s last occupant.  A slither of dread slipped
into his heart when he met the fathomless black gaze of Mage De Winter;
protective to a fault of the wife he had just watched Phantasm kiss in front of
a room full of people.  


Swallowing drily, Phantasm forced
enough moisture into his mouth to speak, ‘Mage De Winter, I –’


‘Thank you.’


Phantasm blinked, taken aback by
Fabian’s quiet words.  


Seeing his response, Fabian
offered him a cold smile, ‘Oh it does not please me to see another man touch my
wife, even if she regards you as a brother.  However I think that her
response was enough to salve my pride, and you may have done more than return
her from a Death Trance today.’


Phantasm frowned, ‘I – I don’t
understand –’


‘She is utterly furious with
you.  Angrier than I have seen her in a long time.  She may stay that
way for quite some time.’


‘I know.’  Phantasm said
unhappily.  ‘She’s going to give me hell.’


Fabian smiled, ‘Yes she is. 
It is good to see some of her fire return.  Thank you brother, for
returning her twofold to me today, although I fear that my gratitude will offer
meagre comfort for the punishment she may force you to endure.’ 


Phantasm nodded faintly and
watched Fabian leave the room, ‘And the fact that you didn’t kill me for
kissing your wife will offer pretty good comfort too,’ he muttered under his
breath before following him out into the corridor.


Instead of screaming at him,
Mistral refused to speak to Phantasm at all.  When he arrived at their
house every morning to teach Amber and Marcus, Mistral would greet Phantom and
offer him a drink but never once even looked at his twin.  


By the end of the week it was
starting to drive Phantasm insane.


‘I prefer it when she throws
things and yells at me!’  He complained to his brother when Mistral left
the house the moment they arrived.  


‘I don’t.’  Phantom
replied.  ‘You getting the silent treatment is just fine by me.’


‘Well it isn’t fine by me. 
I miss her.’


‘What’s there to miss?  She
was here only a minute ago.’  Phantom muttered distractedly while he
sorted out the books for the morning’s lesson.  ‘Hmm, Latin today. 
Ovid’s Tristia would be a nice start –’


‘No she wasn’t.  Not
really.  She was ignoring me.’


Realising that his brother wasn’t
going to give up on the subject, Phantom heaved a deep sigh and sat down at the
table opposite his brother.  ‘Have you actually tried talking to her?’ 


‘Of course I have!  But she
just looks straight through me like I’m a ghost and walks away!’


‘Well, have you spoken to Mage De
Winter about it then?’  Phantom tried patiently.


‘Yes.  He just says to give
her time.’


‘Then I suggest you do as he
says.  I think you’ve already trespassed quite enough on his good nature,
don’t you?’


October wended its way to a wet
end with the first of the hunting parties that had been assigned locations near
to the Valley making their return, all with nothing to report.  Cassius
and Samson’s party continued their lengthy search of Erador.  The oldest
city on the Isle, Erador was situated at the southernmost edge of the Amber River
delta and had once been an affluent sea port before deposits of river silt had
made the harbour too shallow for the large sea vessels.  The search was
taking far longer than anticipated due to the maze of vaults and catacombs that
existed beneath the city, a throwback to the days of sea trade and a thriving
market in illegal goods.  Each underground tunnel had to be searched by
torchlight, a painstaking and uncomfortable task that was also made more
difficult by the dilapidated state of the tunnels.  Many had collapsed,
forcing the warriors to dig through or retrace their steps and begin again at
another tunnel.


They would search the tunnels by
night and use the valuable daylight hours to question the city’s citizens about
any sightings of the green-robed followers of Onieroi.  Most of the
population were Mage-born – naturally suspicious of Ri warriors, they proved
largely unhelpful – but the city also boasted a large elven quarter who had
heard the worrying rumours of tribal women vanishing and were only too eager to
discuss their theories on the subject. 


So we either get doors slammed
in our faces or get dragged in and bored to death by fat retired elves who
think they know everything and have all the time in the world to talk about it!


I sympathise Cassius. 
Sounds like one of Leo’s strategy meetings.


Leo isn’t fat.


Yet.


Cassius laughed and changed the
subject, Talking to Phantasm yet?


What’s it to you?


I know what he did.


How?  I certainly haven’t
been thinking about it!  


No.  I read him. 
He’s distraught mother, you’re being too cruel by blanking him. 


Oh leave it Cassius.  I
really, really don’t want to talk about it.  I can hardly stand to look at
him!  I feel so humiliated!  And guilty too ... Fabian hasn’t said a
word about it ... he’s just happy to have me back when what I want him to do is
shout at me then kill Phantasm!  I can’t bear him being so forgiving ... I
feel like I’ve betrayed him. 


Oh just get over it
mother.  Phantasm was only shocking you out of a Death Trance.  You
should be thanking him.


Thanking him!  I – 


‘– bloody well don’t think so!’ 


Mistral cringed when she realised
that she had uttered the last part of her conversation with Cassius out aloud
and was now being stared at by the Divinus and his Magnate.


‘And what has caused your
outbreak of expletives this time Mistral?’  Leo asked with a sigh. 


‘Nothing.’


‘I see.  So you now swear
for no apparent reason.  How charming.’


Mistral glared and him but said
nothing.


‘Perhaps you would care to
complete your conversation with Cassius then provide us with a report on their
progress?’


‘Love to.’


One of these days I’m going to
punch him in the mouth!


Well before you do, just make
sure you repeat my report without any of those colourful verbs you like to
use.  We covered the northern quarter today and will head to the tunnels
again tonight.  So far there have been no reported sightings of any women
in green robes, and we have it on good authority from the dressmaking
population of Erador that we won’t either because green is “last year’s colour”
and this year everyone is wearing blue.  Except us of course, oh and the
warlocks.  


And Erin?


Nothing doing there
either.  Says nothing, does nothing.  I really cannot for the life of
me work her out.  I suppose if I didn’t have the Sight I’d put her
withdrawn manner down to grief for Griffon ... but I do have the Sight and she
is most definitely not in mourning.


No.  I know.  I’ve
been reading her too and I don’t get it either ... but I will Cassius, I
will.  She caused the death of four good warriors and left us with her
scabby excuse for a life in their stead!  I’m glad she’s not trying it on
with the boys though ... how are they?


Good.


Mistral smiled.  Leaving her
eldest son’s thoughts she began to relate his report to Leo.











Veritate et Caritate





‘It’s no good, that’s probably
the most unplayable hand I’ve ever been dealt!’  Brutus exclaimed and
tossed his cards down onto the table.  ‘I think I’ll make myself useful
and go get us some more drinks.’  


‘Just get Rosalind to bring them
over.’  Xerxes waved a hand dismissively, his eyes not leaving the hand of
cards that was obviously a lot better than his brother’s.


‘No.  I’ll get them.’ 


‘I’ll give you a hand!’ 
Amber sprang to her feet and bounded after her favourite uncle, chatting
brightly to him and smiling when he put an arm around her shoulders to steer
her through the crowded tavern.  


Mistral watched her daughter and
sighed.  Amber was nearly a woman, her lean figure, long dark hair and
wide golden eyes had drawn far too many admiring glances that evening for
Mistral’s liking.  She hardly dared listen to Fabian’s thoughts on the
matter – Amber’s rapid approach to full maturity was not a subject she
particularly wanted to broach with him.  


It was the second week of
November and nearly all of the hunting parties had returned, their searches
having yielded frustratingly little results.  Gleacher had sent the first
parties to return straight out on the Ri’s two ships to sail around the Isle
and search for the boat crewed by Onieroi’s followers, but so far no sighting
had been made of the mysterious vessel.  


Cassius’s party were still in
Erador.  They had finished their systematic search of the city both above
and below ground with nothing to show for their efforts and were setting out to
return to the Valley in the morning.  To ease Mistral’s desperation to see
her sons again, Fabian had agreed to ride out with their family to meet them
and they were spending the first night of their journey in The Fallen
Warrior.  To Mistral’s silent disgust, the twins were there too.  She
was still not talking to Phantasm and the atmosphere at the table had been
strained all evening.


They continued to play cards in
silence until Brutus and Amber returned laden with trays of drinks.


‘No seriously Brutus!  I
nearly died of embarrassment!’  


Brutus laughed and shook his
head, ‘I can’t believe it.  You’ve got to be having a laugh with me! 
Bryden Wolfsnare and Serenity?’


‘Believe it because I saw
it!  And I think I’m going to be mentally scarred for life!’


Phantom’s eyes glinted hungrily,
‘Please tell me you have gossip!’   


‘Oh not gossip.’  Amber
responded airily and dropped down into her chair.  ‘Fact.’


‘Fact?’  Phantom breathed
and leaned forward to fix her with his emerald green eyes.  ‘Do share.’


‘Well, I got nicked in training yesterday,
Marcus got a bit carried away –’ Amber paused to give her brother a dirty
look.  ‘We were in the third floor Training Room so I ran down to the
Infirmary to get it treated and I suppose I should have knocked, but who knocks
on the Infirmary door?’  


‘No-one I know!  We just
used to stagger in and collapse.’  Xerxes chortled. 


‘Exactly!  So it’s hardly my
fault that I walked in to see Bryden snogging Serenity is it?’


‘Ew Amber!  I was about to
eat!’  Marcus pulled a face and shoved away the bowl of pork crackling
Marietta had just placed down in front of him.


‘Ah, ubi amor, ibi dolor.’
 Phantom sighed. 


‘I know that one!  We’ve
been doing Latin.’  Amber explained to Brutus.  ‘It means “where
there’s love there’s pain”.  And Phantom’s right, it was painful seeing
their love!’


‘Love is beautiful Amber, no
matter who it is between.’  Phantasm chided. 


‘He’s obviously never seen Xerxes
trying to chat up the new barmaids,’ muttered Brutus, making Amber giggle and
the rest of the table laugh.  


Mistral remained stony faced
while they all laughed.  She found there was little to laugh about these
days.  Fabian watched her unsmiling expression for a moment then turned to
Phantasm and gave a brief nod.


‘Walk with me Mistral.’
 Phantasm said, rising to his feet and reaching out a hand for hers.


Mistral gave him a look
reminiscent of a finding something unpleasant on the sole of her boot then
turned away.  Undeterred, Phantasm grabbed her hand and hauled her from
the table.  Refusing to react to the storm of swearing she unleashed upon
him, he dragged her across the busy tavern and out into the rain-lashed
November night.


The moment they were out of the
door he let go and Mistral rounded on him, her face furious, ‘What the hell do
you think you’re doing?  You –’


‘No!’  Phantasm shouted and
grabbed her by the shoulders.  ‘You are not swearing at me tonight
Mistral!  Tonight you are going to listen!’


‘I don’t think I am!’


‘Yes, you are,’ he finished
firmly and pulled her across the wet cobbled yard to the stables.


He shoved her into the dry
darkness of the stableblock and blocked the doorway, standing with folded arms
to watch her pushing her wet hair back from her face to glare at him, her mouth
opening to scream the words he was expecting, ‘Yes.  I know you hate me,’
he said before she could utter them. 


Mistral’s eyes flared with a fury
that would have made most people quail, but Phantasm merely gazed back, his
green eyes cool, ‘I don’t understand why you insist on remaining angry with me
Mistral.  You’re a Seer.  You know why I did what I did.’


‘And that’s just where you’re
completely wrong!’  Mistral snarled.  ‘I can hardly stand to look at
you, never mind listen to your thoughts!  I have no idea why you did
that!’


Phantasm frowned, ‘Surely it’s
obvious?  I did it to shock you out of a Death Trance!’


‘Couldn’t you just have slapped
me round the face or something?’ 


‘It wouldn’t have worked
Mistral.  Mage De Winter kissed you and you didn’t respond.  I
suggested throwing you in a cold shower but Imperato said you were beyond
physical touch.  I had to do something that would assault your
sensibilities enough to shock you into reacting.’


‘Well you did that
alright!’  Mistral snapped and turned away.  Scowling angrily, she
wrapped her arms around herself to counteract the violent shivering brought on
by being out in a cold November night clad in just a rain-soaked shirt and
trousers. 


‘Mistral, please listen to me.’


She ignored him and stalked
deeper into the darkness of the stables.


After a moment Phantasm followed
her, walking softly up to where she was stood by Cirrus’ stall.  She was
gently stroking her horse’s nose, but her shoulders were rigid with
tension.  Phantasm reached out and rested a hand on one of them. 
‘Please listen to me.’


‘No I won’t!’  Mistral
shrugged off his touch and spun round to glare at him.  ‘You crossed a
line!  How could you?  How?’


‘How could I what?  Do
anything within my power to bring back the mother of my godchildren?  I’ll
tell you shall I?  Easily.’


‘There was no need for you to do
anything!  I would’ve come back –’


‘Imperato didn’t think so. 
He feared that you didn’t have the strength to fight it, and while your body
would survive a long Death Trance, your mind might not.’


Mistral stared at him, ‘What?’


‘You were so quickly beyond our reach
Mistral, it was frightening.  Even Cassius couldn’t make you hear him.’


‘I could hear him. 
Just.’  Mistral’s eyes clouded.  ‘But his voice didn’t matter. 
How could one of my sons not matter to me?’  


‘Of course he mattered to you
Mistral.  The power of Morpheus was affecting your ability to think
rationally, that’s all.’


‘Think rationally?’  Mistral
laughed bitterly.  ‘I haven’t done that for months.’


In the dim light of the stables
Phantasm watched her expression lose its anger and fill with a sadness it hurt
him to see, ‘Please forgive me Mistral.  I admit that I meant to offend
you, but not permanently.’


Mistral shook her head and made
to walk past him but Phantasm suddenly reached out to grab her arm, ‘If I
promise never to save your life again, will you please forgive me?’  


Mistral couldn’t help but laugh
and Phantasm smiled, knowing that she’d given in. 


‘Oh, you’re forgiven.  I
suppose.  Just promise never to do it again,’ she muttered and submitted
gracelessly to being hugged.


‘I can’t.  Sorry.’ 
Phantasm sighed deeply and lifted a hand to stroke her wet hair, ‘And I was
lying when I said I’d promise never to save your life again.  I made a vow
to Mage De Winter to look after you if he couldn’t.  All I did was fulfil
my promise.’


‘Couldn’t you have found another
way to fulfil your promise?’  Mistral mumbled unhappily.  ‘I’ve never
been so embarrassed in all my life and ... I know this sounds stupid, but I
feel like I’ve betrayed Fabian ... I’ve never kissed anyone but him –’


‘You still haven’t.’ 
Phantasm smiled.  ‘I kissed you.  You didn’t kiss me back.  All
you did was hit me.’


‘Oh.’  Mistral shifted in
his arms, her shoulders rising and falling in a slight shrug.  ‘When you
put it like that, it doesn’t sound too bad.’


They made the rain-soaked journey
southwards, meeting up with Cassius’ party not far from the Amber Ford. 
With no words spoken the warlocks detached themselves from the back of the Ri
party and rode away northwards, returning to the Council.


‘Damned glad to see the back of
them!’  Samson muttered to his twin brother while they watched the silent
contingent of red-robed warlocks cantering away.


‘I know!  It was like having
a cloud of doom riding behind us all the time.  Watch out!  Here
comes mother.  D’you think she’ll cry?’


‘Nah, not mother.’


‘Hello boys.’  Mistral
greeted her twin sons curtly and pulled Cirrus round to ride between
them.  


‘Hello mother.  Missed us?’


‘Well I did until I found about
two months’ worth of dirty clothes under your beds, complete with a half-eaten
chicken leg that was more mould than meat stuffed in one of the trouser
pockets, then it was just like you’d never left.’


‘Ah, food.’  Fabian sighed
longingly.  ‘I’ve missed your cooking.’


‘What’s for dinner?’  Samson
asked promptly. 


‘Depends what you catch. 
We’re camping here tonight, so you can do a bit of fishing if you want.’


‘Fishing?  That’s a bit
dull.  We’ll get a deer.’


‘Can we borrow Prosp?’


At Mistral’s nod her sons kicked
their horses on and galloped away through the rain with Prospero bounding along
behind them.  Mistral watched them go with a smile.  They were
thinner than she recalled and their usually short hair now fell in damp locks
around their faces, but they were unhurt and that was all that mattered.


The rain eased as night fell and
they gathered around a fire made from dry wood the twins had carried with
them.  Mistral knelt by the fire, turning the spit of roasting venison and
listening to the conversations being held around her, all of which were of one
subject only – Erin’s sudden disappearance. 


‘She was there when we left
Erador,’ one warrior said confidently. 


‘You sure?’


‘Definitely, my horse got a stone
stuck in his hoof and I had to stop to pick it out.  She was riding at the
back with the warlocks.  I saw her when they all went past.’


‘She must’ve slipped away when
the warlocks went.’


‘Huh, and good riddance to bad
rubbish.’


A figure moved over to kneel
beside Mistral and began carving meat from the roasting deer onto a wooden
platter.


‘It’s good to see you Cassius.’


‘With your eyes you mean.’


Mistral smiled while the debate
over where Erin had gone continued around them, ‘Have you read her?’


‘Yes,’ he paused in carving the
meat to look at her, his expression perplexed.  ‘She’s travelling, but
with no real purpose.  Her mind is very calm, and for some reason she is
pleased.’


‘Pleased?’


‘Hmm, a definite sense of
satisfaction.  As though something has gone her way.’  Cassius
shrugged.  ‘I don’t know.  Maybe she’s just relieved not to have been
killed by one of the warriors for what happened on the giant hunt, and now this
Contract is over she knows it would be best to make herself scarce.’


Mistral nodded but wasn’t
convinced.  Erin had been brazen enough to force her way onto the Contract
when it had been made plain that her presence was unwelcome.  Sneaking off
under the cover of the warlocks’ departure didn’t fit with that same display of
brashness.  Before long the noisy complaints from her twin sons about
being slowly starved to death grew too loud to be ignored, forcing Mistral to
leave the puzzle of Erin’s unusual behaviour until later and help Cassius carve
the meat and pass it amongst the warriors.  


The clouds cleared to reveal a
star-filled sky.  The air grew colder but they kept the fire burning brightly
and before long warriors were rolling themselves up in their damp cloaks to
sleep, too tired to bother putting up their tents.  The mood was subdued,
the search of Erador been a laborious and fruitless task and the warriors were
disheartened by having failed in the Contract.  Marcus was oblivious to
the flat atmosphere and chatted brightly to anyone within earshot, possibly the
only one there relishing the prospect of sleeping outside on a damp November
night.  


‘It’s my first Contract,’ he
announced proudly to his twin brothers.


‘Huh, talking of which, do we
still get paid?’  Samson turned to ask Cassius.


‘Half.’


‘Why only half?’


‘Because we only completed half
the aims of the Contract.’  Cassius replied.  ‘We completed the
search, but didn’t find anyone to interrogate.’


Samson made a sour face.


‘Least the warlocks won’t get
paid either brother,’ his twin said consolingly.


‘Warlocks are never paid.
 They have no use for money.’  


‘What do they have use for then
Cassius?’  Samson asked curiously.  ‘I never saw them eat or sleep.’


‘They take any sustenance they
need from the Craft.  It is the lifeblood that flows in their veins.’


‘So how d’you kill one then?’


‘Oh they bleed like the rest of
us.’


‘I bet their blood’s a really
weird colour!’  Marcus said excitedly.


‘It’ll be red Marcus.  Blood
usually is.’  Samson sighed wearily. 


Cassius smiled, ‘Actually it’s
not.  Care to guess what colour their blood is Marcus?’


Marcus’ eyes lit up, ‘Black!’


Cassius shook his head.


‘Oh.’  Marcus looked slightly
disappointed then scowled.  ‘It’s not pink is it?’


‘No, little brother, it is most
definitely not pink.’


‘Good.’  Marcus said in a
relieved voice.  ‘S’bad enough finding out Brutus is really pink –’


Cassius raised an eyebrow, ‘Last
time I saw Brutus he was the standard elven colour, has something happened
since then?’


‘Oh it’s just what colour Amber
said his trail was.’  Marcus waved a hand dismissively.  ‘Bit girly
to say the least ... blue!’  He guessed wildly.


‘No.  Give up?’


‘Never!’


Cassius finished his meal while
Marcus ran through the entire spectrum of colours, even making up a few of his
own in desperation.


‘Sort of browny-green with an
orange bit in it?’


‘No brother, their blood is one
colour only.’


‘But it can’t be!  I’ve said
them all!’


‘Ah but what of the colour of
light, water and air?’


‘But they don’t have any colour!’


‘And neither does the blood that
flows in a warlock’s veins.  It is a clear liquid that takes on the colour
of the surface onto which it is spilled.  Hence a warlock slain on a
grassy battlefield may appear to bleed green.’


Marcus’ eyes grew round at this
slightly gruesome fact, ‘That’s amazing!  I wish I could see that! 
Tell me more about warlocks!’


Mistral smiled at Cassius telling
Marcus horror stories about the warlocks then shivered and pulled her
Blackheart Wolverine skin closer.  Even wrapped in the thick pelt she
still felt the cold.  Without pausing in his conversation with Samson,
Fabian instinctively placed an arm around her, drawing her into the warmth of
his body.  She leaned against his side gratefully and listened to his
murmured words.  He, Samson and the twins were discussing the failure of
the Contract and debating what action Leo should take next.  She
sighed.  It was frustrating being a Seer yet unable to See a single one of
Onieroi’s following.  Golden had not appeared in her thoughts since the
night at The Fallen Warrior and any attempts she had made to read her had
literally drawn a blank ... there was just nothing to read, leading her to
conclude that Onieroi was holding Golden under the power of Morpheus again to
prevent Mistral from being able to find her.  


 ‘Has Mistral tried to read
any members from the tribes who reported some of their womenfolk
missing?’  Samson asked.  ‘If she could See their memories of the
missing women she might be able to read one of them.’


‘Yes.  Leo instructed some
of the hunting parties to question members of the tribes where Onieroi had
taken womenfolk.  Mistral read them whilst they were being interviewed,
but the descriptions they were able to give proved next to useless.  The
missing women played such an unimportant role in tribal life that no-one had
any memories strong enough to provide a clear image for Mistral.’


Mistral listened to Fabian and
felt a fresh spark of anger at the shocking apathy she had witnessed towards
the missing women.  She had spent almost a week of mornings listening in
on interviews being held across the Isle.  Her initial fury at the
inability of the tribal members to describe any of the missing women had faded
to weary acceptance by the time she’d heard for the hundredth time descriptions
of “old”, “grey-haired” and “couldn’t say for sure, she wore her hood up most
of the time”.  The truth of the matter was that the women no longer served
a useful purpose in tribal life and were therefore not considered worth paying
attention to.  They had become like a disused item of furniture shoved out
of the way in the corner of a room, it’s worn presence so taken for granted
that it would be impossible to provide a detailed description should it be
removed.  


‘Where’s Amber mother?’


Mistral looked up to see her twin
sons gazing expectantly at her.


‘Oh, er –’  Mistral had let
Amber stay at The Fallen Warrior.  The shock of her changed appearance was
something she wanted the twins to see in the privacy of their home, not in
front of a party of warriors.


‘Back at The Fallen Warrior.’
 Marcus announced through a mouthful of venison.  ‘But you won’t
recognise her when you see her!’


‘Why?’  Samson
frowned.  ‘Has she got injured?’


‘No!  She’s grown!’


The twins shared a look then
turned back to Mistral.


‘When did Cain say she’d stop
growing?’  Samson asked quickly.


‘End of November.’  Mistral
sighed.


‘But that’s –’ Fabian peered up at
the sky and studied the stars briefly.  ‘In a couple of weeks!’


Mistral nodded sadly, not wanting
to be reminded that the baby she had given birth to barely four months earlier
was now nearly an adult.  Typically, her twin sons saw Amber’s astounding
rate of growth from a completely different angle. 


‘Damn!  Is she going to be
ready to Qualify with us then?’


‘Probably.’


‘Huh!  We’ll see about
that!  Is she any good with a sword yet?’  Samson asked, his eyes
glowing with a competitive light.  


‘Awesome.’  Marcus said
proudly and tore off another piece of venison.  ‘S’coz she’s been training
with me!  An’ she’s a really good tracker ... not bad wi’ a bow either
–’ he added, munching thoughtfully.


‘Brother.  You haven’t seen
your first birthday yet.  I seriously doubt that Amber training with you
has provided her with anything more than a source of amusement.’  Fabian
said scathingly.


‘It’s probably more to do with
the personal tuition mother’s been giving her.’  Samson muttered with a
scowl.  ‘That’s an unfair advantage if ever I heard of one!’


‘That and being touched by the
hand of a god!’


‘Damn it mother!  Couldn’t
you have bumped into Onieroi when you were pregnant with us?’  


‘I think I fell and bumped my
head when I was pregnant with you two from the way you turned out.’
 Mistral replied with a yawn and curled up against Fabian’s side. 
She let the low murmur of conversations lull her to sleep, content to be
outside on a winter’s night, wrapped in Fabian’s arms with Prospero at her
feet; warmed by the knowledge that her sons were close by once more.


It took a further three days to
complete their return journey to the Valley.  Mercifully the rain ceased
and the days became bright and cold with a sharp frost covering the outside of
the tents each morning.  For Mistral, being out of the Valley was like a
holiday.  She would rise at dawn and talk quietly with Fabian while he
stirred the embers of the campfire back into life and threaded rabbits onto a
spit to roast.  Before long the smell of cooking meat would draw her twin
sons from their tent, rubbing their sleep flattened hair and yawning. 
Marcus would arrive next, bursting out of the tent like a ball being thrown,
already talking and not caring that no-one seemed interested in what he had to
say.  Mistral would eat breakfast with her boys and watch the low lying
mist slowly dissipate to reveal frosted spikes of grass that sparkled in the
morning sun.  Her ears would hear not the incessant chattering of her
youngest son or the talk of the warriors, but the stillness of a cold winter’s
morning.  The absence of birdsong and lack of leaves to rustle on the bare
trees created a silent melody that was sweeter than any song the twins could
sing.  


They reached the meadows outside
the Valley in the early afternoon of the third day where Samson parted ways
with them to ride back to Brintor and see his abandoned bride.  He
cantered away, waving cheerfully over his shoulder and calling back promises to
return with Gemma and Samsara in tow in a couple of weeks. 


The sun was already setting on
the short winter day by the time they had stabled their horses.  Walking
hand in hand with Fabian towards their house, Mistral thought longingly of a
hot bath and realised that it was a wish that was going to go unfulfilled as she
had no food in and suddenly had a family to feed again.


‘Do you think the butcher will
open up for us?’  She asked Fabian while he opened the door to their
house.  ‘Only we’ve got nothing –’ Mistral stopped mid-sentence and stared
at her living room, suddenly thinking that she must be in the wrong house. 


A fire roared in the grate,
spreading a welcoming glow across a room that was far cleaner and tidier than
her living room.  The sofas were brighter than she remembered, then she
realised it was because they weren’t strewn with discarded cloaks and
jerkins.  The wooden floor was swept and gleamed with a shine that spoke
of being polished and the rugs looked unusually dog hair free.  A
delicious aroma of cooking drifted out from the kitchen, along with the sound
of a familiar voice issuing instructions to her devoted assistant.


‘No Cain, I said baste the goose,
not pull a piece off to taste it!’


‘Delphine.’  Mistral sighed.


‘S’that you Del?  Or have we
got really good burglars round here?’  Samson called.  


‘Del!  Damn am I glad to see
you, or rather smell what you’re cooking!’  His brother cried.  


Dropping their saddlebags onto
one of the startlingly clean sofas, the twins hurried into the kitchen only to
be beaten back by their sister armed with a rolling pin and a scowl.


‘No chance!  Upstairs to
wash now!  I could practically smell you two before you walked in the
house!’


As though drawn by a sixth sense
that let them know when a good meal was being served, Phantom and Phantasm
arrived, followed shortly after by Brutus and Xerxes returning Amber and before
Mistral knew it, there were thirteen sat around the table eating the meal
Delphine and Cain had cooked.


Phantom shook out his napkin and
looked around with a frown, ‘It’s unlucky to have thirteen at a table.’  


‘Don’t worry brother, there’s
fourteen.’  Mistral laughed and pointed to Prospero’s black nose twitching
beside her plate.


‘Here’s to having the family back
again!’  Delphine smiled and raised her goblet.


Everyone raised their goblets and
echoed her words then paused before taking a drink to look meaningfully at
Samson and Fabian, who hadn’t stopped eating to join in the toast.  


‘Sorry –’ they chorused in food
muffled voices.  


Grabbing their goblets they took
hasty swigs before carrying on with the more important matter of shovelling
food into their mouths.  By their third helpings the worst of their hunger
had been abated and they both leaned back in their chairs to tease their
youngest sister on how much she’d grown.  Amber took their playful banter
in good stead and gave as good as she got, to the amusement of the rest of her
family.


Mistral listened to their
laughter and smiled.  Tomorrow she would have to attend another dull
meeting with Leo and continue reading the parties sent to search the Northern
Range and those sailing around the Isle.  To add to the feeling of
imminent boredom she would also be without Fabian as he was going to be fully
occupied with preparing the apprentices for Qualification.  But that was
tomorrow.  Tonight her family were gathered together again and nothing
could make her happier.


The morning was a typically
rushed affair of preparing breakfast for her family plus Xerxes and Brutus, who
had slept the night on their sofas.


‘What’re we doing in training
today?’  Samson asked his father while he attacked a huge bowl of
porridge.


‘Well, Imperato and Bryden have
been teaching the apprentices while we rode out to meet you, so I think it’s
safe to assume that the longbow has been covered in minute detail.  I am
sure the apprentices will appreciate a change to swords in the third floor
training room today.’


‘Excellent!’  The twins
chorused and rushed to finish their breakfast.


‘Have I got to go back to school
again now the apprentices are back?’  Marcus asked in a small voice. 


‘Oh, I don’t know Marcus.’
 Mistral looked uncertainly at Fabian who smiled at his son.  


‘You can help Amber with her
studies until she Qualifies, then we’ll let you go back to your friends at school
in the new year.’ 


Marcus seemed content with that
tactful compromise and returned to his porridge.


‘Brutus has been teaching me
while you were away.’  Amber announced brightly.


‘Has he really.’  Mistral
looked sharply at Brutus.  ‘Not gambling techniques by any chance?’


‘No!’  Amber laughed. 
‘He’s taught me to speak elven.’


Mistral nodded approvingly.


‘It was Xerxes who taught me how
to count cards.’


Mistral promptly scowled at her
brother who shrugged unrepentantly, ‘She needs to know these things
Mistral.  No-one will ever dupe my niece during a game of cards now!’


‘Teaching her elven is alright,
but counting cards?’  Mistral muttered furiously to Fabian while they
walked up the path to the Main Building.  ‘That’s hardly the actions of a
responsible uncle, is it?  I don’t think we should leave Amber at The
Warrior again.’


‘Xerxes and Brutus are very fond
of our children Mistral.  We should be grateful they have so many people
that care about them.’


‘Teaching them to count cards is
classed as caring about them?’


‘It’s a useful skill to have.’
 Fabian responded fairly.  ‘Xerxes is right; Amber will never be
fooled during a card game.’


‘But cards?  How important
is that?’


‘Amber is going to be a warrior
Mistral.  Being skilled at gambling is more about establishing a warrior’s
credibility than just a way to pass the time.’


‘A warrior?  Amber? 
But she’s just –’


‘About full grown and going to be
Qualified by the end of next month.’  Fabian cut in quietly. 


The brief touch on the one
subject she really didn’t want to go any deeper into was enough to make Mistral
fall quiet.  They talked about the more neutral subject of the apprentices
until they reached the door to the Main Hall where they would part ways, Fabian
to head up to the third floor Training Room to teach and Mistral to be bored
senseless in another of Leo’s celebrations of the sound of his own voice.


‘See you at lunch?’  Mistral
asked hopefully.


Fabian smiled and lifted a hand
to cup her face, ‘I would buy you the moon, Lady De Winter, but if you are
appeased by a meal and a drink in The Cloak and Dagger then I shall not argue.’


Mistral closed her eyes at the
caress of his lips against hers, opening them only when his lingering touch had
gone to watch him striding away, leaving her to suffer the looming boredom that
waited beyond the double set of doors.


Feeling the onset of a bad mood,
she shoved them open and marched in.  Seeing Bryden, Imperato, Serenity
and Cassius already in the room she took her seat in silence beneath Leo’s icy
glare.


‘You are late.’


‘I’m here.  What more do you
want?’  


‘Respect for the Divinus of the
Ri would be a start!’


An uncomfortable silence fell as
Mistral lifted her dark gaze to meet Leo’s.  Imperato sighed and swished
his tail, recognising the warning signs of his daughter’s fiery temper being
ignited. 


‘My apologies Divinus.’ 
Mistral responded in a simpering voice.  ‘I’m respectfully here. 
What more do you respectfully want?’  


‘Want?  I want
results!  Nine parties of warriors have returned to the Valley with
absolutely nothing to show for their efforts!  The apprentices showed more
initiative than Qualified warriors!  What’s the Ri coming to when warriors
are outwitted by a group of aged tribal women!  Shameful doesn’t even come
close!  This is nothing short of abysmal!  We’ve been made to look
like incompetent fools!’


Mistral glanced across at Cassius
to see his expression was stony.  He’d obviously already suffered a few of
Leo’s angry insults.


‘Perhaps I should disband the Ri
and recruit from the aging female population of the local tribes since they’re
obviously more adept as warriors!’ 


‘Maybe you should!’  Mistral
snapped.  ‘Then you could surround yourself with people who moan almost as
much as you do!’


Leo’s eyes bulged dangerously but
Mistral narrowed hers and glared back, ‘And just who the hell do you think you
are calling my sons incompetent?  No-one worked harder to fulfil that
Contract than them!  Which wasn’t made any easier by you saddling Cassius
with the task of babysitting Erin!  If you want to see who’s been made to
look like an incompetent fool then look in the damned mirror!’


Leo lifted an eyebrow coldly, ‘I
think the results speak for themselves, don’t you?’  


‘Yes they do!’  Mistral
snarled and leapt to her feet.  ‘I See them very clearly!  You’re
dissatisfied with the crown of Divinus!  It grows too small for your
swollen head!  You want Mage Grapple’s crown and this Contract would have
given you that!  But you’re going to have to curb the ambition that wakes
you in the middle of the night!  You expect the Ri to fulfil your dreams
for you?  You want results?  Get them your damned self!’  


Leo’s face twisted with rage,
‘Get out!  Get out of my meeting!  I will not be spoken to like
that!  Get out of my sight!’


‘Gladly!’  Mistral kicked
her chair out of the way and stormed from the room, the sound of the heavy
double doors slamming shut behind her the only noise to break the shocked
silence.


She halted in the Entrance Hall,
breathing heavily and too angry to decide what to do.  She glowered out at
the misty November morning, torn between the desire to burst back into the
meeting room and continue her argument with Leo and the need to stomp up to the
Training Room and complain to Fabian about his brother’s tyrannical
behaviour.  After several long seconds of furious internal debate, even
Mistral was forced to concede that continuing her row with Leo was fairly
pointless and confessing to Fabian that she‘d just screamed at him in front of
his Magnate probably wasn’t going to get her the support she wanted, so she
decided to go home.


The cold air did little to calm
her on the walk down to the village.  Leo’s words repeated in her mind,
causing her to mutter angrily under her breath like a mad woman.


‘Pompous ... overbearing ...
incompetent?  I’ll give him incompetent!’


She unlatched the door to her
house and strode in to see Marcus and Amber sat at the long table with Phantom
and Phantasm.  They all looked up when she entered, Phantasm noting
instantly the tell-tale look of fury on her face.


‘Good meeting?’


‘Oh, the best,’ she replied
darkly.  ‘Is it too early to start drinking?’


‘Alcohol yes.  However, I
will make you a camomile brew to calm those frayed nerves I can see flapping
around.’


‘Stick some liquor in it
brother,’ she muttered and flung herself onto one of the sofas.


‘Never mind grumpy-pants over
there.’  Phantom said briskly to Marcus and Amber.  ‘Back to your
studies.  Now, Amber, could you please conjugate the Latin verb to love in
the present indicative.’


‘Active or passive?’  Amber
responded automatically.


‘Active singular please.’


‘Amó,  amás –’


Phantasm walked back into the
living room and passed Mistral a cup of hot camomile.  She took a sip and
listened to Amber go on to recite the imperfect and future tenses of the verb,
the words forming a soothing chant that slowly helped her regain control of her
temper.  


‘Excellent!’  Phantom
praised Amber with a smile when she finished.  ‘I think we shall end
today’s lesson with translating a passage from Ovid’s Tristia. 
Marcus?  Can you tell me which page we were at?’


While Marcus thumbed frantically
through the tatty book in front of him, Phantasm sat beside Mistral and turned
to her with a concerned look on his face, ‘What’s happened?’


‘Leo, that’s what.’


‘Oh?  What has the Divinus
done to upset you today?’


‘Only accused Cassius of being an
incompetent fool for not rounding up the first batch of women wearing anything
that vaguely resembled the colour green and letting the warlocks execute them
so that power-crazed moron you call a Divinus can claim to have completed the
Contract and shove Mage Grapple off his throne –’  


‘Breathe Mistral.’  Phantasm
instructed quietly when Mistral ran out of air and was left gasping mid-rant
like a fish out of water.   


Mistral obediently sucked in a
deep breath.


‘That’s better.’  Phantasm
smiled and continued in a calm voice before she could resume her tirade. 
‘Yes, the Divinus is ambitious.  However that is a strength, not a
failing.  He will continually strive to achieve and force the Ri forwards
instead of letting us wallow and stagnate.  His aspirations of power are
entirely understandable when you consider that it is his birthright to rule the
Isle, he is the son of Mage Grapple after all.  The rather ham-fisted
methods he deploys to achieve those ambitions may appear callous until you
consider the unfortunate circumstances of his childhood ... cast out of Mage
society to be raised as an illegitimate orphan in the Ri, his bloodline
unknown, his destiny to be revealed to him by an older brother he never knew he
had ... it was a lot to come to terms with, and perhaps unsurprisingly, it has
left our Divinus somewhat lacking when it comes to compassion.  He was
never nurtured emotionally as a child and is only learning now the value of
family and love.  They are not easy lessons to learn later in life.’


Mistral snorted angrily and
slurped down another mouthful of camomile then promptly grimaced.  It
tasted revolting, but in the absence of being allowed a real drink it would
have to suffice.


Phantasm misread her disgusted
expression and sighed, ‘Yes Mistral.  Love.  He loves his family, and
whether you like it or not, that includes you.’


‘Damned well don’t think
so!  We’re not blood!’


‘Ah, but his blood runs in the
veins of the children you and Fabian share.  They are his blood nieces and
nephews.  In fact, he has more claim on them than I or my brother –’


‘He does not!  You are their
godfathers!  Fabian and I chose you to be a part of their
lives!  Leo’s just involved because he and Fabian happen to share a
mother!’


‘Blood is still a binding tie
Mistral.  Its strength is not to be belittled.’


‘He called his nephew an
incompetent fool in front of the Magnate today!  I’d say that was more
belittling than binding, wouldn’t you?’


Phantasm leaned back against the
sofa and smiled at her, ‘Why don’t you tell me exactly what was said? 
Then I can offer you my honest opinion.’  


Mistral exhaled an angry breath
and launched into a shortened version of the row she’d had with Leo.  


‘So, to summarise.’
 Phantasm said when she’d finished.  ‘You arrived late, and instead
of apologising you offered him a sarcastic taunt –’


‘He was asking for it!’


‘Yes.  I’m sure he
was.  And as for him calling Cassius an incompetent fool, I think it is more
truthful to say that he was involving himself and the whole of the Ri when he
used the words “We have been made to look like incompetent fools” rather than
saying, “Cassius, you are an incompetent fool.”  His other comments were
quite justified too.  The apprentices did show a surprising amount of
initiative and the hunting parties were outwitted by the followers of Onieroi,
who we know from reports do happen to fall into that certain age bracket that
one could term as being somewhere in the latter end of their lifespan.’  


‘Oh right.  So it’s all my
fault again, is it?’  Mistral demanded angrily.


‘No.  I think suggesting
that aged tribal women would make better warriors was nothing short of an
insult.  However I do rather feel by that point the Divinus had lost his
temper.’


‘Not slightly.’  Mistral
agreed and fell into a brooding silence.


Across the other side of the room
Amber was translating the section of Ovid’s poem about his journey into
exile.  


‘I don’t plough the open
sea to trade my goods


greedy to acquire wealth
without end ... oh blah blah, Ovid couldn’t half go on!’


‘Amber!’  Phantom scowled
reprovingly at her.  


‘Sorry.  Erm, where was
I?  Oh yes –  


I ask for favourable winds
– who would credit it? 


to set my sails for the Sarmatian land.


I’m forced to touch the
wild left shore of Pontus:


I complain my flight from
my native land’s too slow.


I pray for the journey to be
shorter ... I wish this poem was shorter –’


‘Amber!  I won’t tell you
again!’


‘No.  Sorry.’  Amber
responded meekly, making Phantom smile, knowing that she would do it again and
he would tell her again a thousand times and never lose his temper with
her.  


‘If you love me, hold back
these breakers,


and let your powers favour the
... the ... what’s that word Phantom?’


‘Ship.’  


‘Oh, yes, of course it is. 
Damn.  I’ve lost my place in Ovid’s epic whinge –’


‘Ovid did not whinge Amber! 
In Tristia he lamented his exile from his homeland.  It is a sad
poem!  Now please concentrate.’


‘Sorry Phantom ... Or if you
hate me deeply, drive me to the land assigned –’


Mistral listened to Amber’s
translation, the words rising and falling musically like the sound of the sea
on the voyage they depicted.


‘Part of my punishment is
in the place.


Drive my body on swiftly,
winds – why linger here? –


Why do my sails desire Italy’s
shores?’


Mistral thought of the sea
captain, slain for making a deal with the following of a fallen god and
wondered who they’d paid to carry out the assassination.  If all of the Ri
hadn’t been on the huge Contract to search the Isle, no doubt Leo would be
questioning warriors to see if anyone had taken the work on the side.  It
was not uncommon for warriors to take unapproved Contracts bought by someone
that didn’t want to go through an Agent, usually because the work was
illegal.  


‘Caesar does not want
this.  Why hold one he expels?


Let the land of Pontus see my
face.’


See my face.  Mistral wished
she could see the face of the shadowy assassin in the dead captain’s memory,
but she dare not try to read him again ... not if the only way she could be
brought back from a Death Trance was ... well, it was unthinkable. 


‘He orders it, I deserve
it: nor do I think it pious


or lawful to defend a guilt he
condemns.’


Ovid’s words of Caesar made
Mistral think of Leo, the Ri’s Caesar, resplendent in his anger and frustration
at having thought his path to Mage Grapple’s throne clear only to find it
strewn with more obstacles than ever.  He had sent every warrior in the Ri
out to search the Isle with the full backing of Mage Grapple and his warlock
army, only to have most return with nothing to show.  Everything now
rested on the few remaining parties in the north and the two Ri ships sailing
around the Isle.  If they failed to find Onieroi’s followers it would be more
than frustrating.  It would be humiliating. 


‘Yet if mortal actions
never deceive the gods,


you know that crime was
absent from my fault.


Ah, if you know it, if my error has
misled me –’


‘Wait a minute!’  Mistral
suddenly sat bolt upright and stared at Amber.  ‘Say that bit again!’


‘Crime was absent from my
fault?’  Amber repeated with a frown.


‘No!  The bit after that!’


‘If my error has misled me?’


‘Yes!  Yes! 
Damn!  We are incompetent fools!’  


‘Are we?’  Phantasm looked
startled as Mistral bounded from the sofa and flew out of the house.


‘Apparently so.’  Phantom
sighed then flinched as the door slammed behind Mistral.


Mistral ran through the cobbled
streets, sprinting across the empty village square and up the path to the Main
Building to erupt back into the Main Hall, breathless and red-faced.  


‘Ovid!’  She gasped and
staggered over to drop onto the nearest chair. 


Leo stared at her blankly, but
Imperato walked quickly over to stand beside her.  


‘What of Ovid, my daughter?’


‘Amber’s doing Tristia,’ she
explained breathlessly.  ‘When she said “My error has misled me” I
misheard heard her.  I thought she said “My Erin has misled me” –’ 


‘And you have disrupted this meeting
for a second time today to inform us of Amber’s mispronunciation?’  Leo
demanded icily.


‘No.’ Mistral glared at
him.  ‘I’ve disrupted this meeting to tell you that Erin was the assassin
who killed the sea captain.’


‘That’s impossible.  Cassius
was watching her the whole time.’


‘No I wasn’t.’  Cassius said
quickly.  ‘There was a fire in one of the tents during the night when we
were camping on the outskirts of Erador.  I confess that took all of my
attention until it was out and everyone accounted for.’


‘Was Erin there while the fire
was being put out?’


‘Impossible to say.  It was
chaos.’


Leo abruptly rose to his feet and
strode over to one of the maps of the Isle still pinned on the wall.  He
studied it for a moment then pressed a finger down on Erador.  ‘What was
the name of the port where the captain was killed?’  


‘Angel’s End.’  


Leo nodded and traced a short
line across the map, ‘An hour, maybe less on a fleet horse.’


‘Erin rode a pony.  It was
fast.’  Cassius said.  ‘It could easily make that.’


‘How long did it take for you to
put out the fire?’


‘From the alarm being raised to
the fire being put out and a roll call being taken, I would estimate two
hours.’


Leo turned to face Cassius, ‘And
who raised the alarm?’ 


‘Balthazar.’


‘Get Balthazar sent up here
straight away!’  Leo snapped to Bryden then turned back to Cassius.


‘Was it his tent?’


‘No.’ Cassius shook his
head.  ‘Nobody seemed to know who’s tent it was.  Any belongings left
inside were burned beyond recognition.’


‘So the tent was unoccupied when
it burst into flames?’


‘It would appear so.’


‘A neat diversion.’  Leo
mused.  ‘Erin sets fire to her own tent and immediately rides south under
the cover of the panic she has caused.  She knows no-one will miss her
because everyone was ignoring her.  And so, she cleverly buys herself at
least two hours to complete her extra Contract.’


‘Oh Leo, no!’  Serenity
cried.  ‘You can’t really be suggesting that Erin deliberately sabotaged
the hunt for Onieroi’s followers just for money!’  


‘Perhaps –’ Leo mused, his eyes
narrowing to slits of ice.  ‘Erin had few morals.  This we already
know.  I have no doubt that she would take an illegal Contract for a few
extra coins.  Cassius read her at my request when she took the giant
Contract.  It is not the type of work Erin usually favours and I was
sceptical of her reasons.  Cassius confirmed my suspicions.  She had
brought shame upon herself and was desperately short of money.  The giant
Contract failed and she went unpaid, forcing her to swallow her pride and risk
taking the Contract on Onieroi’s following knowing she would be ostracised by
the others.  It does not surprise me that she would be susceptible to the
lure of a Contract on the side.  She may not have known of the captain’s
connection to the hunt, to her it could simply have been an
assassination.  Warriors tend not to ask for details when taking work of
such a nature.’


‘But we have two Seers who saw
nothing of it in her thoughts!’  Serenity argued.  ‘Why would she
choose to conceal it?  Taking work on the side is hardly unheard of
amongst warriors!’


‘Perhaps she was worried another
warrior would complete the Contract before she could.  Whatever her
reasons, it does not matter.  I want her found and brought back for
questioning at once.’


‘That might be a bit difficult.’
 Mistral said, her eyes sliding back into focus to meet her son’s. 
‘Cassius?  Anything?’


‘No.’ Cassius shook his head
slowly.  ‘Nothing.  Erin has vanished.’


‘Is she dead?’  Serenity
gasped.


‘No –’


‘Damn!  How could I have
missed this?’  Mistral interrupted angrily.  ‘All the signs were
there!’


‘The truth is easy to see with
hindsight.’  Cassius murmured.  


‘Which is?’  Leo demanded
sharply.


‘That Erin is one of Onieroi’s
followers.’  Cassius said in a clearer voice.  ‘He probably got to
her when she was in shock after the complete disaster of the giant
Contract.  Erin knew she’d be blamed by the other warriors for the deaths
of four brothers, and possibly even thrown out of the Ri.  She’d already
wrecked her chances of any more lucrative Council Contracts; if the Ri turned
their back on her she would have no means of supporting herself.  I should
think she probably lapped up whatever promises Onieroi whispered to her. 
She never did account satisfactorily for her whereabouts during
September.  I think we can presume it was because she was being
indoctrinated into Onieroi’s cult.’ 


‘No.  I refuse to believe
that one of my warriors would knowingly betray the Ri.’  


‘Believe it, because she
has.’  Mistral said flatly. 


Leo rounded on Mistral,
‘How?  How has this happened?  You’ve both been reading her! 
Why didn’t you See it?’


‘Oh I knew it’d be our fault
sooner or later!  You just remember who let her off for murdering four
warriors and gave her a place on the Contract, right where Onieroi’s little spy
needed to be!’


Leo’s face darkened, but before
he could respond Cassius swiftly broke up what was about to become another
shouting match, ‘The truth is mother and I have both been reading Erin, but she
is extremely accomplished in the arts of deception.  I Saw nothing to
cause concern in her thoughts, however, that in itself should have caused
concern.’


Mistral heaved a sigh that was
more regretful than angry, ‘It did cause concern Cassius.  We both Saw her
strange change of character, but neither of us could fathom it.’


‘And nor could I.’ Leo leaned
both hands against the table, shaking his head angrily.  ‘I have been
duped.  I am an incompetent fool.’


 A knock sounded on the door
and everyone looked over to see Bryden entering with a frightened looking
warrior behind him.


‘Ah, Balthazar.’  Leo stood
up and strode over to stand before the warrior.  ‘I understand it was you
that ... where do you think you are going?’  He broke off as Mistral
walked past.


‘Lunch in The Cloak with Fabian.’ 
Mistral replied while she walked towards the double doors.  ‘Oh, you’re
wasting your time with Balthazar by the way,’ she added over her
shoulder.  ‘He knows nothing.’


‘Given your recent performance, I
think I will trust my own judgement on that!’  


‘Yours hasn’t been a lot better,
has it?’  Mistral snapped back and strode out, slamming both doors behind
her.  


Mistral spent her lunch hour
moaning to Fabian about Leo and her completely missing the cause of Erin’s
sudden change in personality. 


‘Will you please stop berating
yourself Mistral?  You can only See what people choose to think
about.  Erin was adept at concealing thoughts.  She fooled us all,
not just you and Cassius.  Now, this afternoon I want you to start the
session on Satre’s Advanced Attacking and Counter Strategy with the apprentices
while I see Leo –’


‘No.’


‘No you won’t start the session,
or no you don’t want me to see Leo?’  Fabian asked politely.  


‘Neither.  I heard your
thoughts and no, I am not having him round for dinner tonight.’


Fabian sighed and reached out to
take her hand, ‘He will have taken this perceived failure hard.  A
continued rift within his family will not help to restore his confidence.’


‘When does Leo ever suffer a
crisis of confidence?’  


‘Why don’t you tell me
that?’  


Mistral stared at him, ‘You want
me to read Leo?’


He nodded.


‘No.’


‘Read him Mistral.  I
promise what you hear will surprise you.’


‘I doubt it!’  Mistral
snorted then looked suddenly curious.  ‘What makes you think he’s feeling
under-confident?’


Fabian shrugged, ‘He’s my
brother.  I know him.’


‘Fine.  Well you go and
provide a shoulder to cry on while I teach the apprentices to dance, but I’m
not cooking for him tonight!’


‘He needs the support of those
closest to him now Mistral.  It will do the Ri no good to have a leader
lacking in self-belief.’


‘Oh not the good of the Ri
again!  I’m sick of what’s good for everybody but us!’


Fabian smiled and lifted her hand
to his lips.  Holding her angry look with eyes of ebony he slowly turned
her hand over and kissed the skin of her palm.


‘That’s cheating,’ she muttered
faintly when his lips brushed against the inside of her wrist.


‘Read him.’ 


‘No.’  


‘Please.’


Mistral gazed into the darkness
of his eyes and sighed.  It was not within her power to deny Fabian
anything.  Letting her eyes drift away to See into the perpetual winter of
her brother-in-law’s mind she fell silent and stared into nothingness while
Fabian waited patiently for her to return to him. 


‘Oh!’  Mistral blinked and
focussed on Fabian again, her expression surprised.  ‘I never expected
that.’


‘And what did you See, my
love?’  Fabian asked softly.


‘He fears that because he didn’t
foresee these events it shows he is incapable of fulfilling Mage Grapple’s
role.  He questions himself over and over ... his doubts devour him from
the inside out.’


‘Because he has no-one to share
them with.’  


Mistral’s shoulders drooped in
defeat, ‘Beef alright?’  


‘Perfect.’  Fabian smiled
and lifted her hand to his lips once more.  


Mistral awoke in the night with a
start from a vivid dream of Erin’s annoying pixie-like face laughing at
her.  She lay still, letting the lingering vestiges of her dream fade
while she listened to Fabian’s quiet breathing and waited for sleep to return. 
When sleep did not come her thoughts drifted back to the events of the
evening.  She had cooked dinner for her family and watched Leo’s aura
gradually change from a heavy cloud of black and bronze to gentle shades of
lilac and pale blue, like storm clouds clearing to reveal a summer sky once
more.  Even though Mistral knew it had lot more to do with her children’s
bright company than her cooking, it had still been a gratifying process to
observe.  By the end of the evening Leo had even offered an apology for
his harsh words during the meeting.  Cassius had accepted with a graceful
nod and – after a brief inner tussle topped off by a hard look from Fabian –
Mistral had too.  


She rolled over to watch her Mage
sleeping.  His dark hair was spread across the pillow, one arm flung out
where he had fallen asleep holding her.  She listened to his dreams and
smiled when there were none.  Fabian was deeply asleep, but sleep
continued to evade her.  Slipping quietly from their bed, she reached for
the small leather bound book tucked under the mattress and crept from the room.


Curling up in front of the dying
embers of the fire downstairs with Prospero for a pillow and her Wolverine skin
to keep the cold away, Mistral began to read the diary of Delphine De Winter
once again.  She had been unable to pick up the journal since Phantasm had
kissed her, too overcome by feelings of guilt and betrayal for the son
portrayed with such love in the faded pages.  But now she and Phantasm
were reconciled she felt able to continue her journey into the past and learn
more of the woman that had born both her Mage and the Divinus of the Ri.


She turned the pages carefully
until she found the entry she had read last.  Settling herself more
comfortably against Prospero’s side, she began to read.


Saturday


It is the mid-summer gala
tonight.  Oh, how I both dread and, even though I shouldn’t, long for such
formal affairs!  The dread is easy to explain ... I die in degrees at
every banal and trivial comment.  The pointless compliments and mindless gossip
that make me want to run from the room screaming.  But I shan’t ... I am
the Lady De Winter and I will fulfil my duty to my husband.  And he will
be there.


Mistral re-read the entry with a
frown.  It didn’t make sense.  Who was the ‘he’ Delphine referred
to?  Leopold De Winter?  Of course he would be there.  And why
would she long for the boring galas if she hated them so much?  Finding no
answer in the words she had read twice over, Mistral carried on.


Leopold was at the Council all
day today so I sent Elise to run my errands and took Fabian to the moors. 
We rode out as far as the grey lake and I watched him hunt grouse with Red and
he actually smiled!  Oh, my son!  So wild and dark, I fear for you. 
What will you become?  How will you stand the mindless routine of Council
meetings?  The endless debates and pointless arguments?  I am worried
you will not have the patience.  You remind me of Cassius, my wayward,
beautiful brother.  How I miss you Cassius –


Mistral struggled to decipher the
next few lines.  They were blurred, as though someone had spilt water on
them.  Or tears.  Giving up, Mistral moved on to where the writing
became legible once more.


Sapphires tonight to match the
blue of my gown and my eyes, although if the eyes are truly the windows of the
soul then mine would be black, black with the despair that claws at me.  I
cannot bear it but I must ... it is my duty.  


Mistral turned the page to read
the entry for the day after the gala.


Sunday


We danced.  


Mistral frowned at the two words
that had obviously meant enough for Delphine to record them, and only them, to
describe an entire evening, but she was left wondering with who and went on to
read the next entry.  Delphine’s diary was less of a daily journal and more
of an erratic outpouring of the soul.  She would record entries under a
day but give no month or year, often leaving Mistral confused as to what point
in her life she was documenting.  


Wednesday


I saw him today. 
Oh!  I cannot believe I am even writing this down!  But if I don’t
tell someone ... or something ... then I fear I will burst!  We walked
through the Council rose garden together and we talked.  We talked ... how
can those two words ever describe our conversation?  Yes.  Words
passed between us, but I have no idea what we said.  My soul sings when I
think of those few stolen moments.  To be spoken to and listened to in
return for the person I am and not the role I perform ... it was heaven. 
I long for what I shouldn’t and I must burn this cursed journal lest it be my
downfall!  Yet I cannot, for who would I tell then?  The lips of the
Council wives flap like wet laundry on a washing line!  At least these
words are written in silent ink.  Would he accept Fabian as a son? 
Oh what am I thinking!  Bring shame on the name of De Winter? 
Never.  I must do my duty and forgo my selfish wants.  My son, Fabian
... he is my world and I will do nothing to jeopardise his future.  He is
the heir to the name of De Winter, the next Lord De Winter, and I will be proud
when he takes his rightful place on the Council at his coming of age.  


Saturday


The curse of the winter
solstice ball is upon me.  Leopold is away on business yet I must still
attend.  I would rather spend the evening with Fabian decorating the tree
that Elise had placed in our drawing room and tell him stories of his uncle,
but I must put on my jewels and my smile and suffer the –


Delphine De Winter’s writing
suddenly changed from the perfect flowing script that reminded Mistral of
Fabian’s to become a frantic scrawl.


Elise has just brought me a
note!  It says, “To the Lady De Winter.  In the absence of your
husband, please consider my humble offer to accompany you to tonight’s
gala.  I would be honoured by your acceptance.”  


So formal!  How could I
refuse?  I couldn’t!  And that alone should be enough to frighten
me.  But it doesn’t and I accept with a glad heart and a shaking hand. 


Mistral turned the page quickly,
eager to read the next instalment, only to be confounded by several entries
about day-to-day events, housekeeping and petty bills that needed to be
settled, notes about Fabian’s schoolwork and him needing new boots and other
mundane matters.  She skimmed through the entries until she found one that
made her realise why Delphine had been so desperately recording normality.


Monday


The gossips have been at work
spreading their poison.  Leopold called me to the upstairs drawing room
and showed me a note.  Before I even touched the parchment I knew what it
would say.  I felt sick and my heart pounded.  Yet somehow I did not
show it and calmly read every word while my mind reeled.  Who saw
us?  What gave us away?  A look?  A touch?  The note
blurred before my eyes but too late, I had read every hate-filled word and
could neither deny nor forget them.


My Lord De Winter


It pains me to write these
words and be the one to reveal to you that rumours have been circulating of a
burgeoning friendship between your wife and a member of the highest standing
within our Council.  I know that you will apply the required measures to
ensure the continued unblemished reputation of your good name.


Yours in confidence.


A friend.


A friend?  With friends
like that who needs enemies!  


Leopold did not even ask me if
it was true.  He made it clear that while he will not tolerate
indiscretion he will forgive my temporary inconstancy as a failing only to be
expected of the weaker sex.  He blames his long absences abroad and
promises to remain on the Isle more.  I assure him of my affections and my
obligations to the title I hold.  He is appeased.  I feel he is
secretly relieved that my “temporary inconstancy” was with a high-ranking
councillor and not a stableboy.  We do not speak of it again.  


Sunday


I helped Fabian with his Latin
homework.  He hates it!  I am lost in the poem he has been instructed
to translate.  It is called Veritate et Caritate.  In Truth and
Love.  I used to believe that the two were one and the same but now I know
that to love is to lie, lie, then lie some more.  I lie to the face in the
mirror every day.  I lie to my husband, I lie to the man I love and tell
him that I no longer wish to be his.  I can almost deceive myself, I can
deceive my husband because he only hears what he wants to ...but I cannot
deceive him.  He has spent too long listening to councillors lie and sees
the truth I fight so hard to conceal.  But he vows to respect my wishes
and we are no more.


Saturday


I drew the curtains in the
upstairs drawing room this morning and looked across the street.  I see
him.  He sees me.  We stare at each other through the panes of glass,
divided by a street and an obligation to a name I am growing to detest.


What will become of me?


Mistral paused and stared into
the dying fire and finally understood why Mage Grapple had bought the crumbling
De Winter mansion when Fabian had put it up for sale.  He had bought more
than stone and mortar, he now owned a small piece of the love he felt for the
woman that once lived there. 


Tuesday


I cannot deny it any
longer.  I have fallen.  I know the child I carry is not a De Winter
and I am afraid.


Thursday


I have told Leopold.  He
is the proud father once more and I am appalled at the ease of my deception. 


Saturday


He knows.  He begs me to
be his.  I cannot.  I cannot.  I cannot.  Fabian will have
his birthright despite my stupid, selfish actions.  I will endure.  I
have to.  I will live a lie. 


Mistral flipped the page to find
herself staring at nothing but yellowed parchment.  That had been Delphine
De Winter’s final entry.  Refusing to believe there was no more, Mistral
thumbed through to the end of the book to be rewarded by five words written on
the last page.


Veritate et caritate ... ad
mortem.


With truth and love ... to the
death.  Mistral stared at the words written in completely different
handwriting and leaned back against Prospero, thinking over the sad entries she
had read and wondering who had written in the back of the diary, until she
drifted into a troubled sleep.











Cat and Mouse





‘Brutus!  Want to come out
on a Training Contract with me today?  My stupid twin brothers were meant
to, but they’ve snuck off to hunt that last werewolf instead!  Mother’s
furious!’


The bright voice that never
failed to put a smile on Brutus’ face cut across the early morning quiet of the
tavern.


‘Love to Amber.’  Brutus
grinned.  ‘What’s my cut?’


‘The pleasure of my delightful company,
oh, and you can buy me dinner when it’s over.’  Amber replied promptly.


‘Ah, now that’s an offer I simply
can’t refuse!  Just give me five minutes to get my stuff together.’


‘No problem, I’ll get your horse
ready for you.’ 


When the tavern door closed again
Xerxes lifted his gaze from the stock sheet he was checking and watched his
brother smiling while he hurriedly packed a saddlebag, ‘Brother?’


‘Hmm?’


‘Is there something you should be
telling me?’


‘Oh, yes.  I’m having a day
off.’


‘I gathered that much already, I
meant about the cause of the day off.’


Brutus frowned at him, ‘I’m going
hunting with Amber, so?’


‘So … you look happier about that
than you do the prospect of spending five minutes with Rosalind.’


‘Amber’s fun.’  Brutus
shrugged.  ‘Rosalind can be a little wearing sometimes.’


‘That’s how they all end up
brother, believe me.  But I think there’s more to your smile than fun.’


‘And exactly what are you
suggesting?  I’m her uncle!’  


‘No you’re not.  There’s no
blood relationship … and I see the same look in your eyes as Cain’s when he was
malingering over Delphine.’


‘You’re wrong, as usual! 
And I’m having a day off, so try and enjoy working for a change Xerxes.’ 
Brutus slammed the door and strode over to the stableblock, his black mood
instantly evaporating at the sight of Amber holding both their horses and
smiling at him like he was the spring sun after a hard winter.  He smiled
back, the expression freezing on his face when he saw what she was wearing.


‘What?’  Amber asked,
catching his look.


‘Er, those trousers –’


‘What these?’  Amber grinned
and looked down at the close-fitting black trousers.  ‘I didn’t have any
clean ones this morning ... and Del doesn’t do trousers, so it was pointless
asking her ... anyway, I found these under mother’s bed.’


‘Yes, I thought I recognised
them.’  Brutus muttered.  ‘I’m not sure they’re entirely appropriate
Amber.’


‘Why ever not?’  She
demanded and turned around to pull herself into the saddle.  ‘They fit
don’t they?’


‘Er –’ Brutus faltered and tried
not to stare at the sight of Amber filling perfectly the trousers that had
caused Xerxes to have palpitations every time Mistral had worn them. 
‘What’s the Contract then?’  He asked, quickly changing the subject and
concentrating on attaching his saddlebag while Amber bent to tighten her
horse’s girth.


‘Oh, you’re going to love
this!’  Amber said, looking at him with shining eyes.  ‘We’ve got a
Contract to hunt down an ogre!’


‘No!’  


‘Yes!’  Amber laughed at his
shocked expression.  ‘Some mad woman who breeds bonacon brought a pair
over from England, illegally of course, and tried to get them to mate.’


‘I bet it was that daft bat
Maldita Pickering ... and if there’s a Contract on one ogre and not two, I’m
guessing her breeding programme didn’t go quite to plan?’


‘You could say that.  The
female ogre ate the male then escaped and is now loose somewhere in The Velvet
Forests!’


Laughing like he hadn’t done in
days, Brutus kicked his horse on and cantered across the open grassland towards
the forests with Amber by his side.  They slowed to a walk when they
entered the soft darkness of the treeline and Amber’s face took on a rarely
seen serious expression.  They rode slowly through the trees, Amber’s eyes
moving left and right over the ground, searching for the ogre’s trail.


‘Ah, yes.  I see her –’


Brutus watched Amber
curiously.  She didn’t have the power of Sight that both Mistral and her
eldest son shared, but had a strange warped version of the gift that gave her
the ability to see scent trails left by any living creature, making her into
the ultimate tracker.


‘Which way Amber?’


‘West.’  Amber stared at the
smoky trail of blues and greens the female ogre had left and noted the
lingering signature of blood.  She had fed and would not need to feed
again for at least another day.  She smiled.  It would be an easy
hunt.  ‘Small wager on who finds her first?’  


‘Considering that you have an
unfair advantage, I’d have to say no, however –’ Brutus amended quickly when
she glowered at him.  ‘How about whoever gets the fatal shot on the ogre
has free drinks for the entire night?’


‘That’s a terrible prize! 
I’ve never paid for a drink in your tavern yet!’


‘It’s my only offer.’
 Brutus shrugged and kicked his horse on, leaving Amber laughing in his
wake.


They tracked the ogre for most of
the morning, stopping beneath a clump of weeping willows along the river bank
to eat lunch and discuss the plan for the afternoon.


‘She crossed here.’  Amber
said, pointing across the fast-flowing water to the far bank where she could
see the ogre’s misty trail vanishing into the forests.  ‘It’s fairly
fresh.  I think we’re only a couple of hours behind her.  In fact, we
might even have time to hunt some other stuff on the way back to the tavern.’


‘Something for dinner would be
good, but back to business; how do you want to take her down?’  


‘You’re asking me?  You’re
the one with all the experience!’


Brutus smiled and gazed at the
forests on the far side of the river, ‘Ah, but this is a Training Contract
Amber, you’re meant to be learning.’


‘Oh, so let me learn.’
 Amber sighed wearily.  ‘Teach me.’


‘Arrows.’


‘Typical elf.’  Amber
laughed.  ‘I was opting for a dagger.’


‘Typical De Winter.’  Brutus
countered.


Amber brushed the crumbs from her
borrowed trousers, ‘Right, come on then, let’s get going.  Those free
drinks you’ve promised me aren’t going to pour themselves.’


‘Er, what are you doing?’ 
Brutus asked sharply as Amber started to pull her boots off.


‘Crossing the river,’ she replied
matter of factly.  ‘Only I quite like to wear dry boots and trousers when
I get to the other side.’


‘You’re taking your trousers
off?’


‘Uh-huh, and I would suggest you
do the same, or you’ll be moaning like hell by the time we get back tonight.’


Brutus forced a dry swallow and
looked away quickly.


‘Only joking Brutus, don’t be
such a stick in the mud!  We’ll ride over!’


‘Oh, right, course we will.’
 Brutus muttered and busied himself with untying his horse to hide his
uncomfortable expression.  


The horses plunged into the
belly-deep water, causing Amber to squeal with laugher and draw her knees up to
avoid her boots being soaked by the icy deluge of water, ‘Told you we should’ve
taken our boots off!’


‘You can dry them by the fire
later.’  Brutus grinned and kicked his horse into a trot, sending spumes
of cold water over Amber.


‘Oh!  You’re going to pay
for that!’   


‘I know.  Free drinks wasn’t
it?’  Brutus called over his shoulder as he reached the far bank. 


‘Actually no.’ Amber said,
looking suddenly regretful.  ‘For some reason that I can only put down to
Phantom and Phantasm, I suddenly know I’ve got to go home tonight because we’ve
got guests.  Want to come too?’  She added hopefully.


Brutus smiled to hide his sudden
disappointment that his sunshine girl wouldn’t be making him laugh that evening
and shook his head, ‘I would love to Amber, but I can’t.  It’s a Saturday
on the run up to solstice; we’re going to be flat out.’


‘Oh well.’  Amber shrugged
and kicked her horse into a trot to warm him up after the coldness of the
river.  ‘You can owe me double drinks next time.’


They rode deeper into the wintry
forests.  The regal oaks were stripped bare of their crown of leaves, left
with only naked branches reaching out towards the cold grey sky, as though
imploring the sun to return.  The air was still and filled with an almost
palpable sense of waiting.  November hovered on the brink of becoming
December and the skies grew darker with every day that passed, heavy with the
promise of the snows to come.  


‘I Qualify in three weeks.’
 Amber said conversationally while they rode side by side through the
frost-bitten forests.  


‘Yes.’  Brutus smiled. 
‘I may appear ancient in your eyes Amber, but I do dimly recall the date of my
own Qualification.’


‘You’re not old!’  


‘I am compared to you.’


‘Everyone’s old compared to me.’
 Amber sighed.  ‘I’m just a bit weird, that’s all.’


‘Not weird.  Special.’


Amber glanced at him to see if he
was teasing her, but he was looking straight ahead, his expression composed,
almost thoughtful.  She studied the face of her favourite uncle, his long
blonde hair pulled back to reveal the high cheekbones and pale skin bequeathed
by his elven blood.  The blue eyes that danced with laughter were sombre
and, not for the first time, Amber wished she had her mother’s gift and could
know where his thoughts led him.  


‘What does Gleacher want you to
bring back?’  He asked, suddenly turning to look at her.


‘Huh?’


‘Proof of the Contract being
completed Amber!  What does Gleacher require?  The head is usual –’


‘Oh, yes.  The head, and for
some reason he wants the toenails.’


‘Worth fifty a nail on the black
market.  I bet he does.’  Brutus muttered to himself then pulled a
face at Amber.  ‘That’s definitely your job, apprentice’


Amber grinned, ‘Play you for it.’


‘You’re on!’


‘On the count of three?’


‘Can you count that far?’


‘Ha-ha ... one, two, three!’


‘Rock!’


‘Paper!  Ha!  Paper
wraps rock!  I win.  You’re trimming the toenails Brutus. 
Remember to wash your hands before you pour me those drinks you’re going to owe
me!’


‘Huh, it’ll be a warm goat’s milk
for you, considering that you’re actually only four months old!’


Amber rolled her eyes and kicked
the horse Brutus had given her into a canter, ‘Might only be four months old
Brutus, but I’m still more mature than you’ll ever be!’


‘You’re probably right
there.’  Brutus conceded with a grin and spurred his horse on after her. 


The ogre was asleep when they
found her.  After a whispered debate they agreed that using arrows would
be unsporting and a dagger would be the fairest method of dispatching her.


‘Right, here I go then.’
 Amber said, pulling her dagger from the back of her belt.


‘No, no, I’ll do it!  You
stay here with the horses!’  Brutus said quickly.  


‘What?  Don’t you think I
can do it?’


‘Of course I don’t think that
Amber!  It’s just that, well, ogres can be a bit aggressive.’


‘I’m not a child anymore
Brutus!  You don’t need to protect me!’


‘I know you’re not a child
Amber.  But I am your uncle, and it would be wrong of me to put you in a
dangerous position.’


‘You’re not my real uncle you
know.’  Amber said quietly.  ‘I don’t think of you like that
anymore.’


Brutus met her frank golden stare
and found himself at a sudden loss for words.  


‘So ... I’ll do it then, shall
I?’  Amber said brightly and began to crawl towards the snoring ogre. 


Rosalind pouted sulkily at Brutus
when he walked into the kitchen later that afternoon, ‘And just where have you
been all day?’  She demanded and threw the linen towel she’d been drying
tankards with into the basket of laundry. 


‘Hunting.’


‘Hunting?’  Rosalind’s eyes
grew wide with anger.  ‘You left me and Marietta to cope, while you went hunting?’


‘Xerxes was here wasn’t he?’


‘And a fat lot of good he
was!’  Rosalind snapped.  


‘Oh, I can’t be bothered with
this.’  Brutus muttered and made to walk past her.


‘Don’t walk away from me
Brutus!’  Rosalind shouted and grabbed his arm, pulling him round to face
her.


Brutus felt his temper beginning
to fray, ‘Look Rosalind, I really don’t see what your problem is!  I had a
day off, so what?’


‘I’ve been run off my feet all
day!’


‘You are a barmaid
Rosalind!  It’s what you’re paid to do!’


Rosalind let go of his arm, her
eyes blazing angrily, ‘A barmaid?  I thought I was more than that to you
Brutus.’


‘Ah, Rosalind.’  Brutus
sighed and rubbed a hand across his face wearily.  ‘I told you that I
wasn’t looking for a wife.’


‘I think you are!  It just
isn’t me!’  


Brutus watched her storm from the
kitchen and clatter up the stairs then sighed and dropped the rabbits he was
carrying onto the kitchen table.  Pulling out his dagger he sat down and
began to skin one of them, suddenly smiling as he remembered Amber giving him a
mocking round of applause when he’d shot it.  Rosalind was back before he had
finished skinning the second, clutching a large canvas bag and wearing a
travelling cloak.


‘It’s over Brutus!  I’m
leaving!’


Brutus stared at her wordlessly,
the half-skinned rabbit hanging limply from his hands.  A long silence
fell until Rosalind snorted angrily and tossed her head, reminding Brutus of a
bad-tempered filly. 


‘Well I can see that you’re
obviously not going to try and talk me out of it!’ 


Brutus sighed and laid the rabbit
down onto the table, ‘Rosalind –’


‘Yes?’  She said, a little
too quickly.


‘You don’t have to leave the
tavern too.’


Rosalind stared at him, seeming
to swell with fury, ‘You want me to move out of your room, but you don’t want
to lose a barmaid!’


‘No, well yes, if that’s what you
want ... but there’s no need for you to be out of work –’


‘I didn’t want to work for you
Brutus I wanted to be married to you!’  Rosalind shouted and began to
cry.   


Brutus watched the tears
streaming down her face but felt absolutely no urge to comfort her, ‘I’m sorry
Rosalind,’ he said half-heartedly. 


‘Sorry to lose a barmaid!’ 
She sobbed.  ‘Damn you Brutus!  I didn’t want to raise our child
alone!’


Brutus stared at her, ‘What did
you just say?’  


‘I’m pregnant Brutus!’  


Amber rode back to the Valley
with a smile on her face that had little to do with the dripping ogre’s head in
her saddlebag.  Recognising a residual shimmer of colour hovering in the
air near the North Gate, Amber grinned and kicked Midnight into a canter,
catching up with the two riders before she reached the village square.


‘Samson!  Gemma!  Wait
up!’


Samson turned in the saddle and
gave her a golden grin and Gemma turned, her smile of greeting freezing into an
expression of shock that Amber had come to see too often of late.


‘I know,’ she sighed and reined
in to ride beside her.  ‘I’ve grown.’


‘Just a bit.’  Gemma agreed
weakly.


‘So has Samsara.’  Amber
smiled at the baby bundled up against the winter cold.


‘Yes.  It’s odd to think
that she’s actually a month older than you though.’


‘Odd doesn’t quite cover it
Gemma.’  Amber said with a grimace.  ‘But never mind that now. 
Coming to ours for dinner tonight?’


‘Yes please.  Unless Samson
is going to try and inflict food poisoning on me by producing a plate of mixed
moulds from that health hazard he calls a kitchen.’


‘Oh, not anymore.’  Amber
laughed.  ‘Delphine’s been in and waved her magic duster around.’


‘She’s done what?’  Samson
roared.


‘I asked her to Samson.’
 Gemma said sharply.  ‘You said you wanted to tidy it up a bit,
didn’t you?’


‘Yes!  Me though, not
Delphine!  She’ll have chucked everything!’


‘Actually, I think she burned
it.’  Amber said thoughtfully.   


‘What!’


Gemma and Amber watched Samson
spur his firebrand mare into a gallop and vanish around a bend in the track
before following on at a more sedate walk.


‘Men.’


‘With four brothers I’m beginning
to understand that statement.’  Amber agreed ruefully then looked at her
godmother.  ‘Gemma?’


‘Yes?’


‘Can I ask you a question?’


‘Of course.’


‘When you met Samson ... did you
know he was the one for you?’


Gemma smiled, ‘I knew that he
would drive me insane, but yes, despite that, I knew I couldn’t live without
him.’


‘But you did, didn’t you? 
For a long time.’


Gemma’s smile faded, ‘Yes, for a
long time I couldn’t forgive him for what he did.  And I suppose it was
right that we weren’t together then.  He was young Amber.  Young, and
a warrior with too much to prove.  He would have made a bad husband.’


‘So ... when do warriors make
good husbands?’


‘They don’t usually.’  Gemma
said and turned to her with a frown.  ‘Why all the questions Amber?’


‘But Cain was a warrior and he’s
a good husband.’  Amber said, quickly deflecting her question.  ‘So’s
Grendel ... and mother and father are both warriors and they’re
inseparable!  And Samson is a good husband –’


‘Now.  Samson is a good
husband now.’  Gemma corrected her quietly.  ‘But I waited a long
time for that Amber.  And as for Cain, he’s no longer a warrior – and I’m
sure there isn’t a male on the Isle that wouldn’t cut out his own heart just
for the chance to prove themselves as Delphine’s husband.  And
Grendel?  Well, he’s not exactly complex, and Liliana’s charm is quite
blatant ... need I say more?’


Amber laughed, ‘No.’


‘Which just leaves us with your
mother and father, and I can’t explain what they share.  I don’t think even
they could.  It’s almost like when he was created a mould was made for his
ideal partner and it stayed empty until Mistral filled it.’  Gemma turned
to her goddaughter with a smile.  ‘Is all this because one of the
apprentices has turned your head?’


‘No!  Never!  Yuk!’


‘So who has then?’


‘No-one.’  Amber
shrugged.  ‘I was just curious, that’s all.’


They rode into the darkening
stableblock in companionable silence to be offered a gruff welcome by Clovis.


‘Samson’s been in already. 
Bit angry about something.’ 


‘Yes.  I had Delphine burn
the contents of his flat.’  Gemma replied without a trace of guilt.


Clovis gave a single bark of
laughter and led both horses away into the stalls, leaving Amber and Gemma to
walk into the village, talking in low voices to avoid waking the quietly
sleeping Samsara.  


‘Are you coming in?’  Amber
asked when they reached her house.


‘I think that would be wisest
until Samson gets over the shock of being able to see the walls and floors of
his flat again.’


‘Was it that bad?’  


‘It was like the village rubbish
tip.  He’s been living in that flat for years and I swear he’d never
thrown a single thing out.  I would rather sleep in one of my stables than
there.’


Amber laughed and opened the door
to be surprised by the sight of her twin brothers sat on one of the sofas with
folded arms and grouchy expressions.


‘What’re you two doing here?’
 She exclaimed and threw herself onto the sofa between them.  ‘I
thought you were going to get the werewolf!’


‘Don’t start Amber.’


‘We’re not in the mood.’


‘Well you’re in a mood, that’s
for sure.’  Amber said then laughed.  ‘Oh I know why you’re
here!  I got a summons today too.  I guess yours was a bit more
forceful than my gentle request to be home in time for dinner.’


‘You could say that.’  Fabian
scowled.  ‘One minute we were riding through the meadows planning our
route over the Southern Range, and the next we’re galloping flat out back to
the Valley and neither of us had a damned clue why!’ 


‘That’ll teach you both to go off
without telling your mother where you were going.’  Phantasm said, giving
them both disapproving looks.


‘She knew where we were going!’


‘Which is why she got you and
Phantom to make us come back again!’  


‘Can you make them get in the
bath too please Phantasm?’  Delphine called from the kitchen.  ‘And
tell Amber to get that ogre head off the sofa, it’s dripping blood everywhere
and it smells horrible.’


‘Oh, sorry Del!’  Amber
quickly chucked the hessian sack over the back of the sofa where it landed with
a squelching sound. 


‘You got it then?’  Samson
asked grumpily.


Amber nodded happily, ‘Brutus
came with me.  I was going to stay at The Warrior tonight till I got the
sudden urge to be home for dinner – why is that mother?’


Mistral appeared from the
kitchen, drying her hands on a linen towel, ‘Well, my goddaughter is here,
which is cause enough for a family meal, plus Cassius is coming back from the
Council tonight.’  Dropping the towel onto the table she reached out to
take Samsara from Gemma.  ‘Hello Samsara,’ she smiled at the bright-eyed
baby and swept her away into the kitchen.  ‘Are you hungry?’


‘Why didn’t you get Brutus and
Xerxes to come too?’  Amber cried, looking reproachfully at her twin
godfathers.  ‘Brutus said they were too busy, but they’d have come if
you’d made them!’


‘Whilst there is nothing my
brother and I enjoy more than spending our days sending out dinner invites for
your mother and willing our errant godsons to come home, we are actually
Magnate members and do have rather a lot of other important work to do you know
Amber.’  Phantom replied with a sniff. 


‘Come on!  It would’ve taken
five seconds to tell them to come too!’


‘Don’t worry Amber.’
 Phantasm said in an appeasing tone.  ‘Cassius is stopping at The
Fallen Warrior on his way back from the Council.  He’ll persuade them to
join us.  In fact, I’m surprised you didn’t see him when you were there,
you must have only missed each other by a few minutes.’


‘Oh!  Right ... well I’ll
grab a bath before dinner then.  Del’s right, that ogre does whiff a bit.’


Amber bounded back down the
stairs an hour later to find that Prospero had dragged the ogre head out from
behind the sofa and was happily chewing it in front of the fire.  


‘No Prosp!  Bad boy!  I
won’t get marked for a successful Training Contract if you eat the
evidence!’  Amber cried and began to tug the mangled remains from his
mouth.


Mistral and Fabian looked up from
the sofa where they were sat with Samsara between them to watch their youngest
daughter having a tug of war with Prospero.


‘Give it to me!’


Prospero growled and lifted a lip
to reveal a long fang, refusing to relinquish his hold on the ogre’s head.


‘Prospero.’  Amber warned in
a voice to match his growl.  ‘If you don’t give me this head back I will
never take you hunting with me again!’


Prospero whined and reluctantly
let go.  Licking his lips he watched hungrily while Amber shoved it back
in the sack, ‘At least he didn’t eat the toenails as well,’ she muttered as she
peered into the soggy depths.  


‘I don’t think I want to know
about that.’  Delphine paused in setting the table to give the sack a
disgusted look.  ‘And please wash your hands before dinner.’


‘Talking of which, when is
dinner?  I’m starving – Cassius!’  Amber leapt to her feet as the
door opened and her brother walked in.


‘Hello Amber.’ 


Amber watched him close the door
then hang his cloak up, her smile of greeting fading slightly when she realised
that he was alone, ‘Aren’t Brutus and Xerxes with you?’


‘No Amber.’  Cassius turned
to regard her with a slight frown.  ‘There is a cause for celebration at
The Fallen Warrior tonight.  Brutus is going to be a father.’


‘What?’  The twins chorused.



‘Really?’  Delphine gasped
delightedly.  ‘Oh that’s wonderful!  I mean, I don’t really know
Rosalind that well, and I know they’re not married ... but I guess they will be
soon now!  A baby and another wedding!  I can’t wait!’


‘I’ll just take this up to
Gleacher’s office before dinner.’  Amber quietly let herself out of the
house, unnoticed in the outbreak of talk about the news Cassius had brought
with him.


Mistral watched the door closing
behind her daughter and frowned.  A cloud had drifted over the face of
Brutus’ sunshine girl. 


Samson appeared just before
dinner with a look of profound grief on his face, mumbling something about not
being able to find his lucky spriggan foot, or anything else for that matter.


‘That’ll be because I burned it
all.’  Delphine said brightly and offered him a drink.  ‘It must be
nice to be have a clean flat again.’


Samson took a large gulp of wine
and made an odd sound, like a choked sob.  


‘What news at the Council?’ 
Fabian asked Cassius while Delphine and Mistral served the meal.


‘Eximius is frustrated by the
lack of results from the hunts.  He is keen to have Onieroi removed from
the Isle before he grows further in power.’


‘What’s so bad about Onieroi
being here?’  Marcus asked.  ‘I mean, I get why Golden should be
killed, she sounds like a complete –’


‘Marcus!’


‘Sorry Del.’


‘Onieroi is an ancient deity,
ruled by avarice and vanity.’  Cassius explained to his youngest
brother.  ‘He won’t be content to receive the worship of the few devoted
followers he’s already gained but will constantly seek more.  He’ll never
stop.  It’s not in the nature of such creatures to know contentment. 
The Isle is a carefully managed sanctuary for Mage and Arcane alike – Onieroi
has no respect for the balance in place here.  He will destroy everything
just to satiate his hunger for power and adoration.’


‘Sounds like Uncle Leo in a bad
mood!’  Marcus said and nudged Amber in the ribs to bring her in on his
joke.


‘Huh?’  Amber looked up,
startled out of her thoughts.


‘Oh nothing Amber, go back to
staring at your food ... which you obviously don’t want, so d’you mind if I
have it?’ 


‘Help yourself.’


Amber made an effort to return to
her usual bright self for the rest of dinner but a guarded look appeared on her
face whenever the talk turned to Brutus’ impending fatherhood.  She was
the first to rise from the table at the end of the meal and head towards the
stairs, announcing the need for an early night.  


‘What’s up with her
tonight?’  Marcus asked with a frown. 


‘Maybe someone burned all her
possessions too.’  Samson muttered sourly.


Gemma sighed and reached over to
hold his hand, ‘Try to look on the bright side Samson.’  


‘Which is what?’  


‘Now your flat is empty, you can
fill it up again!’


Later that night, when everyone
had left and even her boys had sent themselves to their bedroom still in a huff
about being hauled back from their werewolf hunt, Mistral lay in bed unable to
sleep.  It wasn’t Amber’s odd reaction to the news of Rosalind being
pregnant that was keeping her awake, but the gnawing ache of obsession. 
She waited until Fabian’s thoughts drifted into the blankness of deep sleep
then reached for the small leather bound book tucked beneath the
mattress.  By the light of the moon pouring in through the open window,
Mistral began to read the diary of Delphine De Winter again.


She knew every entry off by heart
yet read each over and over again, trying to seek beneath the words for the
woman who had written them.  Reading her diary was like flipping over a
looking glass and seeing through from the other side.  The Lady De Winter,
no doubt envied by all the Council wives for her beauty and standing, was
really trapped by the constraints of duty and a loveless marriage.  If the
mirror could be flipped again to reveal another side it would show her fears
for the son she adored and her secret love for Mage Grapple.  Mistral
could empathise with the fears for her son, but she struggled to equate the
cold figure of Mage Grapple with the man who had begged Delphine De Winter to
be his when he’d discovered she was carrying his child; forcing her to wonder
how much of what lay in the diary’s pages had turned him into the man he now was. 



She lingered over the
descriptions of Fabian as a child, his dislike of school and being told what to
do all making her smile at the similarities to their own sons.  When she
read again the final sad entry where Delphine resigned herself to a life of deceit,
Mistral would stare at the foreign writing in the back of the book and wonder
for the hundredth time who had written those five words.  Fabian?  He
claimed not to have read his mother’s diary and Mistral didn’t doubt he was
telling the truth, besides, it wasn’t his handwriting.  Lord De
Winter?  Had he read the diary and found of his wife’s continued
deception?  That would explain why there were no more entries.  But
surely he would have burned it.  What little mention there was of Fabian’s
father in the journal had been enough to reveal him as arrogant and
controlling.  He would surely have destroyed anything that could
potentially tarnish the proud name of De Winter, and a diary documenting his
wife’s love for another man definitely fell into that category.  


If Fabian knew of her nightly
obsession he said nothing and his thoughts were free of the matter. 
Mistral was relieved that he hadn’t asked her to relate any more of the diary
to him and didn’t volunteer to.  She wasn’t sure how he would react. 
A growing part of her desperately wanted to talk to him about the diary and
show him the writing on the final page to find out who’s it was, but she dare
not.  Delphine’s final entries would be far too painful for him to read,
and no doubt only make him resent Mage Grapple even more than he already
did.  


However, there was one person who
could answer Mistral’s question.  


Mistral chewed at a fingernail
and gazed out of the window.  Did she dare?  Could she even read
Delphine De Winter without knowing what she looked like?  Of course she
knew what she looked like, she had seen Fabian’s mother once in a vision – and
wasn’t her own daughter the living reincarnation of her grandmother? 
Fabian had never said it, but she knew from his thoughts that Delphine looked
exactly like her.


What if she went into a Death
Trance and didn’t come out again?  Would Fabian make one of the twins kiss
her again?  The thought was enough to make her immediately decide not to,
only to change her mind straight away again.  


Mistral debated until she wore
herself out and fell into a restless sleep filled with dreams of Delphine De
Winter calling her name from somewhere in the huge De Winter mansion, but no
matter how many different doors Mistral opened, the rooms were always empty. 



‘Wake up Mistral –’


Mistral smiled.  She knew
just where to find the owner of the voice calling her name.  He was ...
Mistral sat up, frowning.  The bed beside her was empty.  She looked
around in confusion to see Fabian standing at her side of the bed, his
expression urgent.


‘A messenger has just arrived
from the Council.  We’ve been summoned.  We need to leave now!’


‘What’s happened?’  She
asked and took the bundle of clothes he offered her. 


‘I don’t know.  But it must
be important.  Eximius has sent a note requesting that Leo and I jointly
cast an Expediency spell to hasten our journey.  He knows I detest the
Craft and would never ask unless it was imperative.’


Mistral nodded and dragged on her
clothes, ‘I can read him on the way to find out.  What about Marcus, Amber
and the boys?  Are they coming with us?’


‘No.  Cassius has gone to
wake Delphine and Cain.’


‘Are the twins coming?’ 
Mistral asked breathlessly while she quickly tied back her hair.  


‘Yes.’  Fabian was already
striding for the door with both their saddlebags slung over his shoulder. 
‘They’ve gone to prepare the horses.  We’re meeting in the stableyard
–’ he turned to face her, one hand on the door handle.  ‘Are you
ready?’


‘Um, nearly.  I’ll be down
in a second –’  Mistral waited until she heard Fabian’s footsteps on the
stairs before she reached under the mattress and grabbed Delphine De Winter’s
diary and stuffed it into the inside pocket of her jerkin.  If anyone had
asked her why she felt the need to take it with her, she wouldn’t have been
able to provide an answer.  All she knew was that she didn’t want to be
without it.  Leaving her dog snoring at the foot of their bed, Mistral
hastily tugged on her boots and hurried down the stairs to Fabian. 
Minutes later they were running hand in hand through the moonlit streets. 
A sharp frost had fallen, making the cobbles glitter beneath their boots and
turning their breath into white clouds.


Clovis had been roused from his
bed by the sounds of activity in his yard and was helping the twins prepare the
horses for travel.  He didn’t ask why the Divinus of the Ri and most of
his Magnate were leaving the Valley in the middle of the night.  He had
seen it all before.


Leaving Mistral waiting in the
yard, Fabian hurried into the stables to fetch Cirrus and Spirit just as Leo
strode into the stableyard tugging on a pair of leather gloves.  He was
dressed for travel, but the cloak he wore was richly lined and trimmed with
black sable and his long leather boots new.  He was dressed for travel to
the Council he sought to rule.   


The twins emerged from the stable
block first, dressed in matching cloaks of dark blue with the hoods thrown back
to reveal blonde hair slicked back and faces that had been freshly
shaved.  They had also obviously found time to prepare.  By contrast
Mistral looked exactly like she had fallen out of bed into the first clothes
that came to hand.  Phantom and Phantasm led their quiet horses out into
the yard and mounted while Clovis held Leo’s restless grey stallion steady for
him, returning again into the depths of the stables to fetch Cassius’ blue roan
mare.  Fabian led Cirrus and Spirit out at a trot and Mistral vaulted into
the saddle without waiting for him to pull the horses to a halt.  She may
have dressed in what she now realised was one of Fabian’s shirts and her oldest
jerkin, but fur cloaks and fancy boots didn’t make a good rider.  


Cassius arrived last, running
into the yard and immediately pulling himself onto his horse before turning to
address Fabian and Mistral in a voice that was only slightly out of breath,
‘Delphine is at our house now.  The boys are all still asleep but Amber is
awake.’  Cassius didn’t add that he didn’t think she’d actually been to
sleep but turned to Leo.  ‘I apologise if I made you wait, I had to make
arrangements for the family.’


‘Perfectly understandable.’ 
Leo replied tersely.  ‘I have asked Gleacher to take Fabian and Samson
hunting tomorrow to prevent them from persisting in their attempts to hunt the
werewolf.’


‘Thank you, that is most considerate.’
 Cassius responded formally and held his mare back to allow Leo to ride
out at the head of their small party.  


They rode without speaking up the
path to the North Gate, reining to a halt in the meadows with Mistral, the
twins and Cassius forming a loose circle around Leo and Fabian.  Mistral
watched her Mage lock stares with his brother to invoke the power he detested
and was struck again how he and Leo was so different and yet so alike.  In
colouring Leo could not have been more different, his hair light to Fabian’s
dark, his eyes day to Fabian’s night, but to see them together was to see a
mirror reflecting its own image back upon itself.  


The air around them
shimmered.  A gentle wind swirled and grew, encircling them all with the
harsh scent of ozone and then, like the breeze that dies when the sun sets, it
was gone.


Fabian turned to her, his eyes
flat black in the moonlight, ‘I will lead Cirrus, will you read Eximius?’


‘Yes.’  


‘Cassius?’  Fabian turned to
his eldest son, who looked at him expectantly, not revealing any reaction to
having witnessed him using the Craft.  ‘I need you to try and read Erin
again.  I am certain that we have been summoned tonight because of
Onieroi.’


Cassius nodded.  Without
being asked, Phantasm reached over to take his horse’s reins to lead alongside
his own.  They rode across the meadows towards the blackness of The Velvet
Forests at a steady pace; waiting for the spell the brothers had cast to take
effect.  When they reached the wide path through the forests everything
suddenly blurred; trees sped past with unnatural speed and the frosted ground
moved like a rug being pulled from beneath their horses’ pounding hooves. 



Mistral and Cassius saw nothing
of their surroundings and recited in flat, toneless voices the thoughts of the
minds they had been asked to read.


‘I See Mage Grapple.  He
sits alone in the Council Chamber.  He waits for us.  He knows I will
be listening ... he shows me his thoughts –’


‘I cannot See Erin.  There
is only silence –’


‘He wills us to hurry.  Time
is short.  He has in his hand a note.  He opens it now and reads the
contents ... it is not for him ... he knows every word ... it is for us –’


Leaving his search for Erin,
Cassius joined Mistral to repeat the words seen through Mage Grapple’s eyes,
their voices melding to form one.


‘I send these words with all
haste to warn you of impending battle.  The ship you seek docked at the
port of Durma last night.  It laid on supplies and remained in harbour but
the Spanish warship moored alongside left in the dead of night, with no winds
to sail it and no sound of rows being pulled.  It was not until first
light that the crew of the warship were found slain in the hold of the ship you
seek.’


‘Onieroi has taken a Spanish
warship!  Inform the captains of the Ri ships!’  


The twins responded to Leo’s
shouted command, their obedient steeds not breaking stride when the reins grew
slack and they were left without guidance.


‘Come back now Mistral.’ 
Fabian called softly.  ‘We must ride hard.’


All conversation ceased as they
bent low over their horses’ necks and galloped, the passing scenery becoming a
streak of colour seen out of the corners of their watering eyes.  In less
than three hours their spent horses were cantering wearily past the warlocks on
duty at the gates to the Council stronghold.  Silence greeted their
arrival, the traders that frequented the busy market not yet risen.  They
rode onto the wide avenue of mansions in a frantic clattering of iron shod
hooves on stone.  No longer in the disorientating grip of Expediency,
Mistral turned to look at the restored De Winter mansion as they rode by and
felt a sudden inexplicable need to see inside the house where Delphine De
Winter had lived.  She reached instinctively for the diary tucked inside
her jerkin and was reassured when her fingers brushed against the worn leather
binding. 


Despite the earliness of the hour
a group of stableboys awaited their arrival at the gates to the Council
courtyard, leading their exhausted horses away while they waited for the warlocks
to slowly open the double iron gates and allow them access to the Isle’s inner
sanctum of power.  Without needing to be instructed, they fell into order
behind Leo.  As the Divinus of the Ri he led their party, next came Fabian
De Winter, the Ri’s Training Captain and heir to one of the most powerful names
in sorcering history.  By his side walked his wife, the Lady De Winter,
the most powerful Seer in the history of the Isle and a Training Lieutenant in
the Ri.  Behind them came the Gemini and in their wake Cassius Saul De
Winter, the eldest born son, the Ri’s Seer and proposed Divinus.  Never
had a more gifted party crossed the threshold of the Council, yet they were met
by no-one, only the empty silence of the white marbled atrium.  Unperturbed,
Leo strode towards one of the ubiquitous black doors set in the far wall. 
Without knocking, he twisted the wrought gold handle and stepped inside.


Mistral followed Fabian into the
circular meeting chamber she had seen many times.  Bathed in the cold glow
of moonlight, the white marble shone like polished bone.  Seated in
silence beneath the glass cupola was Mage Grapple, his gaze emotionless as he
watched the Ri enter and walk down to stand before him.


‘What have you Seen?’  He
began without preamble.


‘We Saw the reason for your
summons but nothing of Erin.’  Cassius replied.  ‘She is held in his
power.’


‘Why not dead?  Her purpose
is served.’ 


‘The dead can speak.  In
Morpheus she cannot.’


Mage Grapple offered no response
but turned to Leo, ‘Your crews are warned?’


‘Yes.  But little good it
will do them.  Our ships are no match for a Spanish warship.’  


‘I have already instructed my
warship to set sail.  I need only the location of your ships then I can
instruct the captain to sail to the nearest one and offer protection.’


‘And of the other?’


‘May fortune prevail for their
lives.’


‘Or the Craft.’  Cassius
interrupted quietly.


Mage Grapple nodded, ‘Yes. 
With your gift, I am able to help.  That is, should the Divinus of the Ri
accept the aid of the Craft –’ he turned to Leo, his cold grey eyes shining
with supernatural brightness in the moonlight.  


‘What do you propose?’  Leo
asked.


‘To See through Cassius and cast
a spell of protection on the warriors crewing the second ship.  It will
not protect the vessel they sail in, but their lives may be saved.’


‘Then do it.’  Leo said
flatly.  ‘I care not to see more lives lost unnecessarily.’


‘Mother?’  Cassius turned to
her.  ‘Will you See Gray and tell Eximius of his location while I read
Warrington?’


Mistral nodded and let her mind
reach out for the laughing face of the warrior she had seen across The Cloak
and Dagger many times, ‘I See Gray ... he is at the helm of Black Spear. 
His thoughts tell me little of their location ... he is concerned with the
changing weather and the lack of wind ... but the skies I can see above him ...
he is in the east ... I hear breakers ... they boom!  The ship sails close
to the shore –’


‘The Black Cliffs!’  Fabian
said quickly.  


Mage Grapple looked to the twins,
‘Instruct my captain to sail northwards to the Black Cliffs with all due
haste.  His orders are to protect the Ri vessel Black Spear by any
means necessary.’


The twins nodded in unison and
turned to lock gazes, calling forth the power of their Gemini gift.


While the twins went to work Mage
Grapple snapped his gaze back to Cassius and gestured for him to take the chair
beside him.  Once Cassius was seated, Mage Grapple reached out a hand and
laid it lightly across the exposed skin of Cassius’ forearm, sharing in Sight
while he read the mind of the Ri warrior charged with captaining the second Ri
vessel, Sea Blade.


‘I See Warrington
–’ Cassius’ voice was echoed by the low growl of Mage Grapple, his eyes
sliding away to stare unseeingly at the far wall of the chamber while he shared
in the gift Cassius had the power to bestow.  ‘The coastline is that of
the Northern Range.  Sea Blade sails around the pinnacle of the
Isle.’ 


Mage Grapple’s voice broke away
from Cassius’ to speak alone, ‘I must See a face to be able to cast.’


Cassius nodded, his eyes roving
across the empty Council chamber to seek a visible face on the dark deck of the
ship, ‘Ah ... Eldon –’


Mage Grapple’s eyes swivelled to
stare at the same blank section of wall as Cassius and he nodded, ‘I can cast.’


Mage Grapple grew completely
still, his eyes staring unblinkingly at the face of the warrior seen through
Cassius’ eyes.  With no outward sign of effort the air around him shifted
and stirred, increasing in speed until it whipped around him in a rushing eddy
of air then spiralled up and out through the glass cupola above them, vanishing
into the night sky to leave only silence in its wake.


‘We have done all we can.’ 
Mage Grapple leaned back against his chair, his expression tense. 


‘What now?’  Mistral asked.


‘Now we wait.’  Leo replied
and strode over to take a seat on the lowest marble tier.


‘Rest a moment Mistral.’
 Fabian said softly and pulled her to take a seat on the tier
opposite.  ‘You will have to read Gray again soon.  It may not be
pleasant.  Onieroi has a Spanish warship armed with cannons.  Without
doubt his intention is to use them against the Ri’s ships.’


‘Cannons?  What are they?’


Fabian’s expression grew dark,
‘It is well that you are ignorant of such things.  The Isle has little use
for weapons.  Sorcerers have the Craft and Arcanes have powers of their
own, and those in between arm themselves with swords and bows.  It is all
we need.  But in the outside world they lack the gifts we take for granted
and turn instead to weapons that mimic the powers we possess.  Cannons are
a piece of machinery that can launch a large projectile with devastating
power.  Onieroi’s stolen ship is armed with several, and it does not bode
well for our vessels.’


‘He intends to sink our ships?’


‘Maybe.  A cannon can be
loaded with anything.  He may instruct his followers to load them with
balls of flaming cloth and set fire to the ships, or chain to shred our sails
and make them immobile ... or he may only seek to capture them.  We cannot
know until he attacks.  ‘ 


‘I could know.’  Mistral
said quickly.  ‘I’ve Seen Onieroi before.  I could See him again –’


‘No!’


‘But –’


‘I will not risk you over this!’


‘Listen to me Fabian!’ 
Mistral whispered urgently.  ‘I think –’


‘No Mistral.  Please do not
try to read Onieroi.  You touched his mind once before when you were
strong, full of the life of our daughter and he was weak.  Now the roles
are reversed and I will not permit you to take the risk with your life!’


Recognising the warning flare of
anger in his eyes Mistral gave up and asked instead, ‘Why would a Spanish
warship be docking on the Isle?’  


‘Durma is a large trading
port.  The Spanish warship would have been transporting gold to pay for
merchandise.’


Mistral nodded, ‘Durma’s in the
south west, so Onieroi’s ship will probably sail around to the south of the
Isle and reach Black Spear first.’


‘Or equally sail around to the
north and meet Sea Blade.  It is a game of cat and mouse now.’


Mistral frowned at Fabian’s
words, they struck a chord in her that she knew was a warning from the power
that lived within her, but she had no time to ponder its significance as
Cassius suddenly straightened and pointed at the far wall of the chamber.


‘I See a sail!’


‘Sound the alarm!’  Leo
snapped to the twins.  


At the helm of Sea Blade Warrington
reached unthinkingly for the bell rope and a mournful tolling rang out across
the blackened ocean, ‘Prepare for battle!’  He shouted without really
knowing why.  ‘We are under attack!  Have buckets on hand to douse
fire!’


In the white moonlit chamber the
hands of Mage Grapple, the Divinus of the Ri and the Gemini reached out to
touch Cassius’ forearms and share in his vision while Fabian stared at his
wife, listening to her repeat in unison with Cassius the sight only they could
See.


‘We See Onieroi’s ship. 
There are hatches open along the port side, eight objects protrude ... metal
... long and black –’


‘The cannons!’  Leo hissed.


‘The deck is empty – the sails
full!  How?  There is no wind!  The Ri ship flounders ... Warrington
orders the crew to row ... row for their lives – ’


‘Send them a wind Cassius!’ 
Leo ordered.


At once Cassius tensed, taking
control of the air around the ship he could See through Warrington’s
eyes.  A breeze sprang up, slowly lifting the sagging sails then snapping
them full with a resounding boom.  Sea Blade gave a violent lurch
and surged forwards, plunging through the flat black sea, powered by a wind
that affected only them.  


‘The warship gives chase.’
 Mistral continued while Cassius concentrated on controlling the element
he had called up.  ‘It tacks with no hands on deck!  What powers
it?  Warrington is filled with panic.  He knows the Ri ship cannot
outsail the warship, it is twice the size!  The warship closes –’


A furrow of concentration appeared
on Cassius’ brow as he pushed his will into the wind filling Sea Blade’s sails,
inciting it to blow harder and become a raging gale. 


‘Sea Blade pulls
ahead!  But they cannot control the sails in the wind!  No
Cassius!  You will drive them into the rocks!  You must lessen the
force of the wind!’


Cassius let out a tense breath,
his hands gripping the wooden arms of his chair.   


‘Sea Blade slows, the crew
regain control ... they turn about and sail east ... the warship draws near
again!  They are hemmed in!  The northern coastline is at their
starboard side and the warship is at their port side!  Warrington knows
they cannot survive a cannon attack ... he calls for the lifeboats to be
lowered and prepares for the worst –’


A silence fell then Cassius and
Mistral jerked in unison as though they had both been shaken by an unseen
force.


‘Sea Blade is hit! 
The deck lists!  The crew are thrown like rag dolls ...  there is
confusion... Sea Blade is sinking!  Warrington is shouting for
order, but the warriors can’t hear him above the boom of cannon fire and the
splintering of wood ... Abandon ship!  Abandon ship!  We are
lost!  Save yourselves!  The deck rises ... Warrington falls ... he
is thrown overboard.  Oh!  The water!  It is so cold!  I
cannot breathe!  I cannot move!’


Cassius and Mistral both fell
silent and sank slowly back into their seats.


‘He is gone.’  Leo said
quietly.  Withdrawing his hand from Cassius’ arm he rose to his feet and
strode across the chamber.  ‘Sea Blade is sunk!  My warriors
blown apart or drowned!  This ... god ... this cursed god must be
made to pay for their lives!’


‘My spell had no effect.’
 Mage Grapple frowned.  ‘How can this be?’


Phantasm frowned, ‘Gods must be
above the effects of the Craft.’  


Mage Grapple’s scars twisted into
a mask of anger, ‘I am weary of being unable to protect those I wish to! 
I will not end my reign awash in the loss of lives!  Onieroi dares to
challenge me?  He will learn to regret that decision!  I will not sit
here and order others to do what must be done –’


‘Gray sees the Spanish
warship!’  Mistral exclaimed, abruptly ending Mage Grapple’s angry
outburst.  ‘How can this be?  The warship was in the north only
minutes ago!  Onieroi sails fast.  There is no wind, yet the sails
are full like the puffed breast of a cockerel!’


‘Warn Gray!’  Leo cried to
the twins. 


‘Where is my warship?’  Mage
Grapple shouted.


‘Sailing to meet Black Spear.’
 Cassius replied in a voice made flat by Sight.  ‘Your captain casts
to power the ship ... they forge through the still waters but he sees only
blackness ...the cannons roar!  The captain can hear the battle ... he
sees the flashes of cannon fire and orders the warlocks to cast!’ 
Cassius’ voice quickened, relaying the attack as it happened.  ‘A bolt of
red flies from the warlocks on deck!  It strikes Onieroi’s ship!  I
See an explosion!  The warship’s hull is struck!  It lights the
blackness in a thousand sparks!  Ah –’ his voice fell again ‘– the warship
is undamaged –’


Mage Grapple cursed and slammed
his palm down onto the arm of his chair.  


Mistral’s voice took over from
Cassius, repeating Gray’s urgent cries in an emotionless voice, ‘The sea rushes
in ... Black Spear tilts... we are taking on water!  Bail! 
Bail!’  Mistral’s eyes widened as she Saw not the white chamber, but a
black ocean lit by sudden flashes of gunfire and the lurid red steaks of the
warlocks’ spells.  Black Spear shuddered under the impact of more
cannon fire.  With a mighty groan the mast split and toppled to the deck,
trapping the panicking warriors beneath its fallen sails.  Mistral cried
out as Black Spear suddenly pitched and rolled over, flinging all on
deck into the water.  She gasped at the sudden coldness of the water and
choked at the salty burn of water filling Gray’s lungs.  Disorientating
noises echoed in his water-logged ears, the sucking sound of the ship being
drawn under mingling with the warriors’ shouts and the relentless roar of
cannon fire.


‘They fire on us as we swim ...
but where can we swim to?  We will be dashed against the Black Cliffs if
we get too close!’


‘Come away Mistral.  Come
back to me now.  Leave Gray, come back to me.’


Mistral’s eyes drifted back to
meet Fabian’s and instantly filled with tears, ‘He knows they’re going to die!’


Fabian nodded wordlessly and took
hold of her trembling hand.


‘Can’t we help them?’


‘My ship will sail in and pick up
any survivors.  All is not lost Lady De Winter, have faith.’


‘Faith?’  Mistral wiped her
tears away angrily.  ‘Isn’t this whole disaster about too much damned
faith?’


‘I do not wish you to read any
more.’  Mage Grapple said firmly.  ‘Please remain if you feel you
can.  If you cannot, then I permit your departure from this chamber.’


‘I’m not going anywhere!’ 
Mistral snarled.  ‘And don’t you dare tell me not to read my brothers! 
You don’t command the Ri!’


‘No.  I do.’  Leo said
quietly.  ‘And I too request that you read no more tonight Mistral. 
Stay – but please, be calm.’


All eyes turned back to watch
Cassius.  He remained motionless for several long seconds, his dark eyes
moving rapidly over the chamber.


‘It begins again ... See with
me.’


At once Mage Grapple, Leo and the
twins laid their hands upon the skin of Cassius’ forearm to share in his vision
of the sea battle between the two warships.  Fabian remained beside Mistral,
holding her hands and her gaze, not letting her eyes leave his until the group
around Cassius exhaled a joint sigh and stepped away.


‘All are lost.’


‘The Ri?’  Fabian turned
sharply, releasing Mistral from his power.  She immediately locked gazes with
Cassius and gave a low cry of shock.


‘Not just the Ri, but the
warlocks too!  There – there are no survivors.’ 


A silence fell in the
chamber.  Mage Grapple rose slowly to his feet and walked across the floor
of the chamber to stand facing the steps leading up to the door.  After a
long moment his shoulders rose and fell in a sigh then he turned to them once
more, his ravaged face looking suddenly exhausted.


‘Leave me now.  We will meet
here for a full Council of War at first light.’


Leo nodded and strode away up the
steps without speaking, the twins close behind.  Cassius stood and walked
after them, the exertion of the night showing clearly in the stiffness of his
movements.


‘Mistral?’  Fabian looked
into her eyes once more.  ‘Are you ready to leave?’


Mistral looked at him then
glanced at Mage Grapple.  He had not moved and was staring up at the moon
visible through the glass dome in the centre of the chamber.  


‘Can I have a minute?’


Fabian’s eyes flickered, but he
nodded and let go of her hands, ‘I will wait for you in the atrium.’


She watched him until the black
door closed behind him, leaving her alone with Mage Grapple.


‘You wish to speak with me Lady
De Winter?’  


‘I do.’


Mage Grapple merely gazed at her
and waited for her to speak.  Mistral hesitated for a moment then reached
inside her jerkin and drew out Delphine De Winter’s diary.  She did not
have to ask if he recognised it, the sudden sadness in his eyes told her
everything.  


‘It’s your writing on the last
page, isn’t it?’  


He nodded once then reached out
to take the small book from her hands and opened it to see the faded writings
of Delphine De Winter.  His fingers moved over the paper, smoothing out
the creases of time.  


‘Delphine sent it to me.  I
never knew why.  I can only assume that she was afraid Leopold would find
it, but for some reason she felt unable to destroy it.  I am ashamed to
admit that I kept it for a long time.  The words she wrote in this book
were all I had of her when she was gone.  I read it every day for years
... it was both my heaven and my hell ... but when De Winter came of age and
inherited his father’s estate I had it placed in the vaults.  It is his
mother’s diary, and I had no right to keep it any longer.’


Mistral watched him trace the
familiar words with a fingertip, his aura betraying emotions he would never
voice.


‘He hasn’t read it.’


An expression too fleeting to
register crossed Mage Grapple’s scarred face, but Mistral saw its echo in his
aura.  Relief.  


‘He gave it to me to read,’ she
continued.  ‘To know of the child he cannot recall being and to tell him
of the mother he has few memories of.  I have told him what he wishes to
hear but no more.  I can’t see what good it would do.’


Mage Grapple gave a short nod and
closed the diary before passing it back to Mistral, ‘Is that all you wanted to
know Lady De Winter?’


Mistral smiled, finally knowing
why he insisted on calling her by that name, it had less to do with respect and
more to do with the need to say the name of his lost love.  ‘No.  I
have a request to make of you.  But it can wait until tomorrow, if you
don’t mind.  Fabian is waiting for me, and I’m tired.’


Mage Grapple turned away, gazing
again up at the moonlit glass above them, ‘Death can be very wearying.  I
bid you goodnight Lady De Winter, and promise to comply with your mysterious
request without hesitation.’


‘Goodnight Mage Grapple.’


When she stepped out into the
atrium she saw Fabian leaning against the wall, his arms folded and one knee
drawn up to rest the sole of his boot against the white marble.  He turned
to her, saying nothing but his eyes asking a hundred questions. 


‘I swear to tell you everything,’
she promised and stretched out a hand to take his.  ‘Only can we do it at
home?’


A short while later they were
laid in the huge four poster bed of their Council house.  The other four
bedrooms were already occupied by the twins, Cassius and Leo; all trying to
blot the visions of night from their minds and catch a brief couple of hours
sleep before having to relive it over again in front of the Council. 
Mistral and Fabian lay facing each other, the velvet drapes pulled back to let
the silvery glow of moonlight dapple the sheets that covered them and light
their conversation. 


‘I’ve read all of your mother’s
diary now Fabian.’  Mistral began.  ‘Actually, I’ve read it all
several times.’


Fabian said nothing but continued
to look at her, his dark eyes unfathomable.


‘She loved you Fabian – so much
... more than her own happiness, more than anything.’


Fabian frowned, ‘Is this why you
needed to speak to Eximius alone?  About my mother’s diary?’


Mistral reached for his hand,
linking their fingers together, ‘Yes.  There were some words written in
the back of the book that weren’t in your mother’s writing.  I didn’t know
who’s they were until tonight.  They were Mage Grapple’s.’


‘Eximius wrote in my mother’s
diary?  Why did he have it?’


‘She sent it to him.  I
think because it said what she couldn’t ... she wrote of their affair in the
diary too Fabian ... it was the friend she never had, it listened to her fears
and hopes, her guilt, her love ... I don’t think she could bear to destroy it
because it was the only proof of the feelings she was forced to conceal every
day of her life.’


Fabian’s eyes glinted with a hardness
Mistral hated to see.


‘What did Eximius write?’


‘He wrote in Latin.  It was
the title of a poem your mother had helped you translate for homework,
“Veritate et Caritate”, only he added the words “ad mortem” on the end.’


‘Truth and love to the death.’ 
Fabian muttered then rolled onto his back, staring up at the ruffled canopy
above their bed.  ‘I didn’t think it was possible, but I actually hate my
father more than ever now.’


Mistral sighed and moved closer
to him, laying her head onto his chest, ‘You can’t hate a bestra for being
hairy and smelly.  It’s just how they are.’ 


Fabian gave a short laugh and
wrapped his arms around her, holding her close, ‘I appreciate your efforts to
lighten the mood, but I fear the tragedy that was my parent’s marriage is
beyond humour.’


Mistral pulled herself from his
grasp and sat up to look at him, ‘I’m not making efforts to be appreciated
Fabian!  I’ve lived every word in your mother’s diary night after night,
trying to fathom why she didn’t just slap your father silly for being such a
pompous idiot and take you to live with Mage Grapple when he obviously loved
her for her, not for being the ideal candidate for the role of Lady De
Winter.  But I know now that she stayed because she had your best
interests at heart.  Nothing was more important to her than you.  Do
you hear me Fabian?  Nothing.  No matter how painful the path was
that you both trod; she gave you to me – and for that I can never, ever, thank
her enough.’  


Fabian gazed up at her, his eyes
filled with a dark intensity, ‘If our love is the one tribute I can offer my
mother for her sacrifice, then I offer it gladly.’


Succumbing to the lure of his
gaze, Mistral sank back in his arms once more and lay quietly, listening to his
breathing before she spoke the words she had tried to say to him earlier, ‘We
have Seen so much death tonight Fabian.  But I –’


Whatever she had been about to
say was lost when Fabian suddenly rolled over and pressed his lips to hers.


Sunrise found Mistral wandering
down to the huge kitchen of their Council house to see the twins cooking
breakfast.


‘Look at you!’  Phantasm
chided and shoved a plate of food across the table towards her.  ‘You look
terrible!  Have you actually slept?’


‘No.’ Mistral admitted with a
yawn.


‘I’m not surprised,’ he said as
he took the chair opposite her.  ‘Last night was –’ he paused and exhaled
a long breath.  ‘Oh, I can’t find the words.  I’ve barely slept
myself ... it was all so senseless!’


‘Not to Onieroi.’  Phantom
sat down next to his brother.  ‘Just how are we going to get rid of
him?  Warlocks don’t touch him ... Mage Grapple couldn’t touch him, so
what the hell will?’


‘Lack of love.’  Phantasm
replied.  ‘We need to do what we’ve been trying to since the moment he
stepped foot on the Isle.  Kill his following and watch him wither and
perish in the famine their deaths cause.’  


‘You’re right.  We need to
get into that following.’  Mistral said thoughtfully.  ‘That stupid
idea Cain had of sending in a spy is starting to sound a lot less stupid right
now.’


‘It would be a death sentence for
anyone that went in.  Onieroi would instantly know they were a spy.’


‘Isn’t every Contract a death
sentence brother?’  Mistral said frankly.  ‘But this one needn’t be
... so long as I had enough time to see a few faces for Cassius read them
through me –’


‘What?  I don’t think so!’ 


‘Yes brother!  I could get
in, let Cassius See through me, then fight my way out!’


‘No Mistral!’


‘It has to be me!’  Mistral
argued.  ‘Golden and Erin are being held under Morpheus so they won’t be
able to identify me, and the other women won’t have a clue who I am ... I’ll
just be another follower to them!’


‘Onieroi will know who you are
Mistral.  He’s heard Golden confess the sins of her life, which you can be
sure featured you in a starring role – and he’s already tried to inflict
retribution on you and Mage De Winter for whatever she told him.  He knows
you ... inside and out.  You stand no chance of being accepted into his
following without being killed in the first five minutes.’


‘It’d be a lively five minutes
though.’  Mistral muttered mutinously.


‘Lack of sleep really doesn’t
agree with your pleasant side does it?’  Phantom sighed. 


‘I would argue with that.’ 
Fabian walked into the kitchen and paused behind Mistral to drop a kiss onto
the top of her hair.


Mistral tilted her head to smile
up at him while the twins shared a disgusted look.  


‘We witnessed a massacre last
night, and you two are behaving like love-struck teenagers?  Inappropriate
doesn’t even begin to describe it!’  


‘Love is the antithesis of
death.’  Fabian responded mildly.  ‘And sometimes through death life
is given.’


Phantasm frowned, ‘I’m not sure I
understand your logic Mage De Winter.’


‘No.  But I do.’
 Mistral said quietly and turned to kiss Fabian on the lips. 


Cassius and Leo arrived and a
discussion began on how they envisaged that morning’s Council of War
unfolding.  Mistral let their talk flow around her while she decided how
to handle her personal meeting with Mage Grapple.  It could go one of two
ways.  She knew which she preferred, but whether the others would feel the
same was a different matter entirely ... and she also had to question what
relevance it bore to the occurrences of the previous night.  What she
wanted to do would offer no miraculous solution to the problem of Onieroi, or
return the lives of those who had fallen, but it would unite and strengthen the
participants in the game of cat and mouse that was now being played for the
future of the Isle.


Her mind made up, Mistral sat up
a little straighter and placed both hands on the table, ‘I’m going for a bath,’
she announced decisively.


‘And we need to know that
because?’  Phantom asked drily.


‘Because after that I will be
leaving to attend a private meeting with Mage Grapple, and I wish to be accompanied
by my husband and our eldest son.  We will join you after in the Council
chambers.’


‘Starting to see where Delphine
gets it from.’  Phantom muttered to his brother as Mistral rose from the
table and left the room with a business-like air, slightly detracted from by
the fact that she was only wearing one of Fabian’s shirts.  


After a hot bath and a happy
reunion with her favourite trousers found hanging in the wardrobe, Mistral left
the house accompanied by Fabian and Cassius.  Neither asked of her reason
for requesting the meeting and she was careful to think only of the crispness
of the morning air to prevent Cassius from Seeing anything in her
thoughts.  


‘We’re meeting at Mage Grapple’s
house.  He’s expecting us.’  Mistral said and strode on ahead down
the narrow alleyway that led out onto the avenue of Council homes.


Fabian threw his son a
questioning look and received a shrug in return.  Heaving a joint sigh of
resignation, they followed the purposefully striding figure along the wide
street and into the bare courtyard of Mage Grapple’s home. 


Mistral lifted the polished brass
knocker on the door and let it fall with a single heavy thud.  It was
answered only moments later by the same unsmiling housekeeper that doubled as
Mage Grapple’s secretary.  


‘You are expected.  Please
follow me.’  


Mistral stepped in the empty
hallway and struggled again to reconcile the functional starkness of Mage
Grapple’s home with the expressive, loving man Delphine De Winter had written
of.  


‘Thank you, but we will not be
remaining here for the meeting.’  Mistral replied.  ‘Please tell Mage
Grapple we are waiting for him.’


The housekeeper nodded curtly,
‘As you wish Lady De Winter.’  


Mistral watched her walk away with
quick, short strides and was left waiting in silence with Fabian and
Cassius.  She could hear their unspoken questions but refused to answer
them, or even allow herself to think of the reason she had requested the
meeting.


‘Lady De Winter.’


Mistral looked up at the sound of
Mage Grapple’s brusque greeting, offering none in return she said instead, ‘I
don’t want to have our meeting here.’  


‘So I gather.’  Mage
Grapple’s eyebrows twitched, but he gave no other response to the abruptness of
her tone.  ‘May I ask where you would prefer?’


Without answering, Mistral turned
and walked over to the door.  Opening it, she stepped out and walked
quickly down the steps and across the empty courtyard.  When she walked
out of the gateway into the street she did not turn right towards the Council,
but strode straight across, towards the De Winter mansion.  


‘You have the key?’  She
asked when they reached the locked iron gate leading to the courtyard.


Mage Grapple reached wordlessly
beneath his cloak and drew out an ornate key.  Fitting it to the lock he
turned it and pushed open the gate before stepping back to permit Mistral to
enter first.


Mistral walked into the courtyard
and gazed at the house of Fabian’s childhood.  The courtyard and mansion
had been painstakingly restored to reveal their former glory.  A fountain
flowed into a large marble basin where brightly coloured fish swam. 
Statues peeped out from beneath the branches of fig and lemon trees, now bare
of leaves, but in summer the courtyard would be a shady haven filled with the
scents of ripe fruits.  Mistral walked up the swept flagstone path, lined
by a perfectly manicured box hedge, and mounted the steps to stand before a
newly painted black door.  While she waited for Mage Grapple to unlock it
she gazed up at the refurbished house towering above her, five stories high,
and each adorned with a row of long sash windows that gleamed with a polished
shine.  


Using the same key to the
courtyard gate, Mage Grapple fitted it to the brass lock and turned it with a
quiet click.  Stepping back, he gestured politely to the still closed
door, ‘Lady De Winter.’


Mistral reached out and grasped
the round brass doorknob, twisting it firmly she pushed the door open and
stepped inside.  A rush of cold air met her, tinged with the faintly musty
scent of a house unlived in but overridden by the more powerful smells of fresh
paint and new fabrics.  The hallway was tiled in black and white like a
chessboard, the walls and ornately plastered ceiling pristine white.  A
huge bronze candelabrum hung from the ceiling, each long white candle brand
new.  


Mistral turned to watch Fabian
step inside and gaze around disbelievingly at the house he had grown up in.


‘It is exactly as I recall it!’


‘It is how it should be.’ 
Mage Grapple replied.


Mistral turned to Mage Grapple
and Cassius, ‘Would you both mind waiting here for a few moments?’


Cassius offered her a brief
smile, knowing now what she was doing, and Mage Grapple merely nodded then
gazed dispassionately up at the unlit candelabrum.


Mistral turned to Fabian and took
his hand, ‘Please ... would you show me around?’


Fabian frowned at her, ‘But why
Mistral?  This house, what happened here ... it is all the past.  It
bears no relevance on our lives.  What purpose can us being here serve?’


‘It serves the same purpose as
you giving me your mother’s diary to read.  I know there are many happy
memories of your life in this house Fabian, only you strove so hard to
obliterate the last few years you spent here that you wiped out the others too. 
And I want you to have them back again.  I want you to forgive the past.’


‘But is now really the time?’


‘Now is the only time.’ 


Fabian drew in a long breath and
looked up at the sweeping marble staircase framed by a polished mahogany
bannister, ‘I remember sliding down that.’


‘See?  Good memories!’ 
Mistral grinned and pulled him towards the stairs.  ‘Let’s start from the
top and work down.  And I want to see your bedroom –’


Hand in hand, they explored the
house Fabian had grown up in, wandering through sumptuous rooms of striped silk
and velvet drapes while Fabian told her stories he was astounded to find he
could recall.  


When Fabian showed her the
upstairs drawing room Mistral walked straight over to gaze out of one of the
long windows at Mage Grapple’s house, wondering how many times he and Delphine
had stared at each other across the street, both trapped by more than the walls
of their houses.  For Mistral the bright room with its yellow silk walls,
gold rugs and scattering of white velvet chaise longues was possibly the
saddest room she had ever been in. 


Fabian’s bedroom made her
laugh.  It was the one room that Mage Grapple had not ordered to be
redecorated, leaving it in its original state out of respect to its still
living owner.  The faded grey silk wallpaper and tattered blue curtains
had been cleaned, but not renewed.  The narrow single bed had been made
with fresh white sheets, but its headboard left scarred with what Mistral
recognised as marks made by being used for dagger throwing practise.  


‘What amuses you?’  Fabian
asked, watching her smiling broadly as she turned in a slow circle to survey
what had once been an elegant room.


‘It’s just ... not you at all –’


‘No.’ Fabian agreed then strode
over to the bed.  ‘However, unless they’ve been thrown out, ah, good they
haven’t.  Here –’  Raising the edge of the plain coverlet, Fabian
revealed the underside of the bed and its collection of crumpled clothes,
boots, broken arrows, rusted daggers and skeletons of hunted animals long since
expired.


Mistral sighed happily and walked
over to place her arms around him, ‘It’s just like the underside of my bed back
at Nevelte.’


Fabian smiled and led her over to
the window, pointing out at the view, ‘But could you climb out of your bedroom
window and have the choice of the lower slopes of the Northern Range or the
High Moors for a secret night-time hunt?’ 


‘Better than that.  I had
The Velvet Forests!  Although –’ she added looking down at the three
stories below them.  ‘I envy you the climb out every night.  It looks
like fun!’


Fabian laughed and pulled her
from the room, ‘Let me show you the dining room, a fairly dull room in itself,
but I think you will like the secret passageway leading down to the armoury.’


‘Armoury?’  


Mistral’s excited squeak made Fabian
smile, ‘Yes Mistral.  Armoury.  Although bequeathed with the Craft,
my father had a large collection of foreign weaponry.  It was something of
a hobby for him – and an introduction to another life for me.’


‘Oh, introduce me too!’
 Mistral breathed, her eyes glowing with a passion only cold steel could
ignite. 


Finally they returned to the
hallway, holding hands and laughing to find Mage Grapple and Cassius waiting in
silence, like chess pieces on the chequered tiles.


‘Have you concluded the purpose
of your visit?’  Mage Grapple enquired politely. 


Mistral’s laugher faded to leave
her expression pensive, ‘Actually, I have a final request to make that involves
all of you.’  She turned to Fabian.  ‘Please may we use your mother’s
study for this?’


‘It is not my house now
Mistral.’  Fabian said quietly, his dark gaze meeting Mage Grapple’s cold
grey stare.  ‘You must ask the new owner.’


Mage Grapple shook his head
lightly, ‘This remains the De Winter Mansion.  It may reside temporarily
within my care, but I merely hold the key until one of your family wishes to
use it.  And, as the Lady De Winter has taken up that right, I am duty
bound to oblige.’  


Walking past them he climbed the
stairs to the room on the second floor where Delphine De Winter had hidden herself
away to record the entries in her diary.  It was one of the smallest rooms
in the house, snug rather than cramped, with walls of pale rose and a rug of
cream silk to cover the wooden floor.  An elegant desk sat beneath the
only window, affording the writer a view of purple moors and wide blue
sky.  A small sofa upholstered in cream velvet with a low table set before
it were the only other items of furniture in the room.  


Taking control of the meeting she
had requested, Mistral gestured for Mage Grapple and Cassius to take a seat
then turned to Fabian, slipping her hand into his as she spoke.


‘You know I care little for the
past, either yours or mine, and I’ve always believed that the future is
something we will forge together as we make our way through life... but
recently I’ve been forced to think differently.  Onieroi is a creature of
the past, yet he threatens our future.  We cannot hope to defeat him while
we remain divided by events of the past.  It’s time to heal old
wounds.’  Mistral gazed steadily into Fabian’s dark eyes.  ‘I want
you to See with me and find your answers.’  


Keeping hold of Fabian’s hand she
quickly grabbed one of Cassius’; ensnaring them both in the tendrils of her
gift before either could resist.  Cassius and Fabian jerked as their minds
were snatched down into the swirling fog of her subconscious, leaving Mage
Grapple alone in the silence that fell.  


Three chests rose and fell as
one, the hearts within pounding to the beat of a single drum.  A figure
began to emerge through the fog, walking with the same graceful paces that
Mistral recognised from their one previous meeting.


‘Hello Delphine.’


‘Hello Mistral.’  


Mistral gazed at the slender
figure of her mother-in-law and realised that her bright blue eyes and blonde
ringlets were exactly the same as her daughter’s.


‘Delphine looks just like you.’


Delphine De Winter smiled, a tiny
dimple appearing in each soft cheek, ‘I thank you for honouring me.’  Her
smile deepened as she looked through the fog at someone standing behind Mistral. 
‘Ah, I see you have brought my son with you.’


Mistral glanced instinctively
over her shoulder but could see only the obscuring white fog that surrounded
them.


‘Can he hear me?’  Delphine
asked, her eyes not leaving the figure Mistral couldn’t see.


‘Yes, but he can’t speak to
you.  He can only hear what you and I say.’


Delphine nodded and looked
slightly saddened, ‘I would like to have spoken with him, but then Fabian never
did like to talk much.  He would just fuss the dog and pretend to listen
while I prattled on about nonsense ... well –’ she lifted her chin and gazed
steadfastly through the mist at her son.  ‘Hear my words now Fabian. 
It is the fate of every parent to try their best for their children and fail,
but it is also how we learn to be better parents.  Forgive your father his
failings.  He was taught only to love the name of De Winter and the duties
of his title, not people.  He never knew the difference between pride and
love.  I’m sure he would have learned, in time, but time is something none
of us can control.’  Delphine tilted her head slightly, trying to hear
Fabian’s response.  ‘I cannot hear him –’ she turned to Mistral with
a frustrated look.  ‘What does he say to me?’


‘He says veritate et caritate.’


Delphine smiled sadly, ‘I
understand the bitterness I see in his eyes now.  He has read my diary.’


‘No.’ Mistral shook her
head.  ‘He asked me to, because he couldn’t.’


‘I see.  Fabian?’ 
Delphine’s tone was suddenly sharp, making Mistral fight the urge to stand a
little straighter and try not to look guilty.  ‘Do not waste a second of
the time you have on resenting the past.  I have no regrets, and neither
should you.  And if you dare to waste my years of hard work raising you on
being angry with your father then I shall come and haunt you!’


Mistral dipped her head to hide
her smile at Fabian’s quiet laughter.


‘That’s better.’  Delphine
nodded approvingly.  ‘You are terribly handsome when you smile, you
know.  It must be how you managed to win Mistral over.’


‘Actually, no.’ Mistral looked up
again with a slight frown.  ‘We met travelling to the Desert Lands for a
mercenary Contract, and there wasn’t much cause for smiling.  We were
fighting on opposite sides, you see.’


Delphine looked horrified, ‘You
fought?’


‘No, the conflict was resolved
before it came to that, but,’ she paused and glanced over her shoulder to where
she knew Fabian was looking at her, even though she couldn’t see him, ‘I fought
fairly hard against what I felt for him.  I shouted at him quite a bit too. 
In fact, when I look back, I can’t think for the life of me what he saw in me.’


‘I can.’  Delphine
smiled.  ‘You completed a piece of him that was missing.’ 


‘Then I think we completed each
other.  I was missing a piece too.’  


Delphine continued to gaze at her
son for a moment then turned to give Mistral a wondering look, ‘Is that my
grandson I see beside my son?  He looks so like him –’


‘Yes.  That’s
Cassius.’  Mistral smiled proudly, then added.  ‘You’ve got four
grandsons actually –’ 


‘Four?’  Delphine’s blue
eyes widened with delight.  


‘Yes, and another granddaughter,
Amber – but she’s not like Delphine – she’s, well, I don’t really know who
she’s like, to tell you the truth.  She laughs a lot, which isn’t a De
Winter trait – or a centaur trait come to think of it –’


Delphine’s eyes shone with
excitement, ‘Tell me of my six grandchildren!  What are their names? 
How old are they?’


‘I will Delphine, I
promise.  But now is not the time.  There’s someone else here that
you need to see.  Cassius?’


Delphine’s smile transformed to
become one of joy when Cassius drew Mage Grapple into the vision.  Mistral
suddenly wished she could leave them alone, but it was only through her that
they could see each other, forcing her to remain and witness their reunion.


‘Delphine?’


‘Hieronymus!  Can you see me
too?  But I can’t hear you!’


Mistral watched Delphine’s
expression grow distressed; Mage Grapple could hear her, but she couldn’t hear
him.  Hoping that he didn’t say anything too emotional, Mistral sighed and
began to repeat his words.  ‘He says that you are even more beautiful than
he remembers.’


But Delphine wasn’t looking at
Mistral.  Her eyes were fixed on someone only she could see, the smile on
her face meant only for him.  ‘How my heart sings to see you again! 
I wish I could hear your voice too ... but you do not even try to speak? 
Why?’


‘He doesn’t trust himself to.’ 


Delphine smiled gently, ‘I
understand.  Then let our eyes say the words we cannot, like they have so
many times.’


Relieved that her brief role of
narrator appeared to be over, Mistral tried to look interested in the swirling
white mist that surrounded her while Delphine and Mage Grapple gazed silently
at each other.  A gentle tug at her subconscious from Cassius drew her
attention to the time that was passing and the Council of War that awaited
them.


‘Delphine?  I’m sorry, but
we have to go now.’


‘So soon?’  


‘I’m sorry.  But we’re due
at a Council of War, and it really can’t wait.’


‘Duty.’  Delphine sighed
softly and began to fade back into the mist.  ‘Then farewell for now, my
Hieronymus ... my hero –’


Are you back with us
mother?  Because there’s only Eximius around to carry out a shock kissing
tactic –’


‘Yes!’  Mistral said
quickly, her eyes snapping back into focus to see Fabian gazing expressively at
her.  ‘I’m –’  


The rest of her words were lost
as Fabian abruptly kissed her.  


Leaving his parents wrapped in
each other, Cassius walked quietly from the room with Mage Grapple to make their
way to the Council in silence, both filled not with the thoughts of the threat
of Onieroi, but the woman, who, in the space of a few short moments, had healed
the malign festering of old wounds.  


 











Council of War





Fabian and Mistral walked
together down the marble staircase to see that Mage Grapple had left the
mansion key on the lowest step for them.  Mistral watched Fabian locking
the door behind them and suddenly knew she would be seeing him do that many
more times over the coming years.  He had made peace with his past and the
house he had grown up in.  It would no longer be a haven for unhappy
memories but a place they would fill at every visit with their noisy,
boisterous children, and possibly a few of Prospero’s offspring too. 
There would be muddy boots piled on the chequered floor of the hallway and dog
hair on the silk rugs.  It would be a home again. 


Fabian slipped the key into his
pocket and took her hand to walk through the courtyard and out into the street,
their pace unhurried despite the gravity of the meeting they were about to
attend.


‘What happens in a Council of
War?’  Mistral asked while they waited for the warlocks to open the gates
to the Council courtyard.


Fabian shrugged, ‘A lot of
shouting, then Mage Grapple will suggest the only feasible plan of action.’


‘Which is?’


‘To send out hunting parties
again.’


‘Or send in a spy.’


Fabian abruptly jerked round to
face her, ‘No!  I forbid you to even think about that Mistral!  I
have just seen the ghost of my mother and I have no wish to be seeing you the
same way until we are ghosts together!’  


Mistral held his hard stare then
sighed, defeated, as ever, by the strange power he exerted over her, ‘Alright,
I promise not to be involved ... but I definitely think Leo should order a
Contract for a spy – maybe some of the amazons would take it.’


Fabian watched her for a moment
before he was convinced of her promise then nodded, ‘We were discussing that
very same idea this morning.  Leo and I both agree it would be the most
effective method of finding their location, but also the most dangerous and
costly.’


‘Dangerous and highly paid? 
What’s bad about any of that?’ 


Fabian slowly lifted her chin
with one finger, ‘Nothing to you, but you can forget all about it Lady De
Winter.  You are not going out of my sight.’


‘Like I’d want to –’


With no-one to interrupt them it
was only the nagging tug of duty that made them break apart and stride across
the white marble atrium at a faster pace, the hubbub of noise coming from
behind the black door to the Council chamber telling them that the meeting had
already begun.  Fabian pushed open the door and slipped quietly in, their
late entrance going unnoticed in the storm of shouting and arm-waving that was
underway.


‘Outrageous!’


‘The warship sunk with all hands
lost?  Impossible!  Warlocks are indestructible!’


‘They breathe and they bleed like
us Artimus, they can die too.’


‘But the Craft is supremely
powerful in warlocks!’


‘Obviously not enough to conquer
a god though –’


The twins moved aside to let
Mistral and Fabian slip into their seats while the shocked exclamations
continued.


‘What’s been happening?’ 
Mistral whispered to Phantom.


His face remained expressionless
while he offered her his silent response, I was going to ask you the same.


‘I asked first.’


Oh, very well.  So far nothing,
other than a lot of hot air being expended.  Mage Grapple is letting them
all get it out of their systems before he steers the meeting to the inevitable
outcome of going his way.


‘So cynical!’  Mistral
laughed quietly and looked across the heaving chamber.  To her surprise
she noted that Bryden, Serenity and all the Arcane chieftains were also
present, including Imperato.  The imposing centaur was stood beside Mage
Grapple’s chair, his expression serene amidst the storm of shouting.  She
turned back to Phantom with a frown.  ‘How did the chieftains get here so
quickly?  Even Ares Wolfsnare is here, and his tribal home’s got to be at
least a five day ride away!’


How do you think?


‘Well I don’t know obviously,
which is why I’m asking you!’ 


The Craft.


If anything, Mistral was even
more confused by his answer, ‘What?’


A deep sigh on Phantom’s left
told her that Phantasm was growing bored with their bickering.


‘Tell me brother, before you
become an only twin,’ she muttered to him.


Mage Grapple sent out messengers
last night bearing notice of today’s Council of War.  Each messenger
travelled by Expediency and returned in the same way – accompanied by the
recipient of the summons.


‘The Arcane chieftains accepted
travelling by the Craft?’


Arcane warriors were lost on
the Ri ships too Mistral.  Mage and Arcane are united in seeking a
solution to the threat Onieroi poses to the Isle. 


‘Well it doesn’t sound like we’re
very united to me.’  Mistral muttered and nodded to where a heated
exchange was taking place between the younger of the two Castledine brothers
and Chieftain Greenoak, the chieftain from Brutus and Xerxes’ home tribe in the
Northern Range.


Mage Castledine had risen to his
feet and was pointing an accusatory finger at the elven chieftain, ‘None of this
would have happened if your lot had taken more care of your womenfolk!’


‘And that is where you display
your ignorance for our culture Mage!  Our womenfolk are the tribe’s future
and we protect their lives with our own!’


‘Until they grow too old to have
children!’  


‘Our ways are not your ways
Mage.’  Chieftain Greenoak responded mildly. 


‘For which I am grateful! 
It appears to me that you pen your women in like goats until they are too old
to bear children then let them wander aimlessly across the forests not caring
if they return!’      


‘Hardly.  But let me ask you
a question.  Do you know of your wife’s whereabouts every second of the
day?’


‘My wife has nothing to do with
this!’


‘She is your woman, is she not?’


‘She is my wife, not my
“woman”!  I do not own her!’  Mage Castledine spluttered furiously. 


‘So you don’t know where she is
then.’  Chieftain Greenoak leaned back and folded his arms.  ‘I know
where each of my three wives are, yet you only have one and cannot seem to
control that small number!’


Spots of hectic colour flared in
Mage Castledine’s cheeks, ‘Not that it is any of your business, but right now
she is shopping at the market!’  


‘Really?’  Chieftain
Greenoak raised an eyebrow.  


Ah, so he’s heard that little
gem of gossip too.  She might be at the market, but I’m reliably informed
she won’t be shopping!


‘Brother!  Where do you get
your information from?’  Mistral hissed in a disapproving whisper to
Phantom.  


Cassius usually.


Cassius!  Mistral
snapped her son’s name, knowing he would be listening.


Yes mother?


Please tell me you haven’t
been using your gift to feed the twins gossip!  You know how incorrigible
they are!


Incorrigible?  Good word
mother!  That’s twice you’ve surprised me today.


Oh?


Yes.  Pulling father and Mage
Grapple into your Death Trance was clever.  


I don’t know that it was
clever.  It could have gone very wrong.  But I hoped that Delphine De
Winter would make your father realise that if she could forgive Lord De Winter,
so could he.  


And has he?


Yes.  Mistral smiled
a little.  He has.  And she’s helped Mage Grapple to finally
forgive himself for her death. 


I thought she died in
childbirth?  


She did.  Giving birth to
his son. 


Ah – 


‘I find your insinuations about
my wife offensive and demand an apology!’  Mage Castledine shouted.


‘Certainly.’  Chieftain
Greenoak responded coolly.  ‘Send her in and I’ll apologise ... if you can
find her that is.’


Mage Castledine looked as though
he were about to explode, ‘I pity your wives!  If I were one I’d dose you
with hemlock potion!’


‘If I were unfortunate enough to
be wed to you, I would willingly drink it and ask for seconds!’


Mage Grapple watched his chamber
descend into chaos with insults being traded and threats made.  He sighed
and leaned over to murmur to Imperato who nodded and walked to the centre of
the floor.  He swished his tail calmly for a moment while he surveyed the
sea of shouting faces then abruptly reared up into the air, slamming his hooves
back down onto the marble floor with enough force to rattle the door on its
hinges and instantly call the entire chamber to order. 


‘We cannot hope to survive the
threat of Onieroi if we are unable to unify!  Put aside your petty
misconceptions and focus on the reason for this meeting!’  Imperato’s deep
voice rang with a truth that made the chamber’s occupants sink back to their
seats with shamed expressions.  He turned in a slow circle to regard the
now quiet chamber.  ‘We seek solutions.  Present yours.’


A short silence fell while
everyone realised that they were being asked to provide some suggestions
instead of just pointing the finger of blame at one another.


‘Erm,’ a nervous looking Mage
raised his hand uncertainly.  ‘I have an idea ... it might not be a very
good one though –’


‘Speak.’  Imperato commanded
quietly. 


‘Who’s that?’  Mistral
whispered to Phantom while she stared at the unfamiliar Mage. 


Mage Holly.  New. 
He took over from Mage Flowers who retired last month.


‘Well, it takes a thief to know a
thief, so the saying goes ... so could we not bring another god to the Isle as
our champion and have him destroy Onieroi?’


Imperato regarded the Mage
impassively, ‘Resurrect a fallen god to destroy another?’


‘Yes!  That’s it!’ 
Mage Holly nodded enthusiastically. 


‘And once this fallen god has
grown strong on our worship and destroyed Onieroi, what would become of him?’


‘Oh!’  Mage Holly’s young
face fell.  ‘I hadn’t thought of that –’


‘Evidently.’  Imperato
agreed coldly.  ‘Nor of the destruction that warring gods wreak. 
History is littered with the evidence of their battles, yet you blithely
suggest we contrive for such an event to happen on the only sanctuary in
existence for our kind!  Mount Vesuvius erupted and destroyed the towns of
Pompeii and Herculaneum as a result of warring Roman gods!  The ground at
Antioch was ripped apart by two Byzantine gods who were quarrelling over their
followings.  Their petty squabbling caused the death of nearly three
hundred thousand lives and ultimately brought about their own demise when they
killed all those that believed in them!  I saw with my own eyes the
wreckage left in Aleppo when a goddess fell out with her unfaithful
lover!  Gods are not pawns that can be placed in a game of chess! 
They are as the elements; wild, powerful and merciless.  To bring another
god to the Isle and set it on Onieroi like a trained dog would be to light the
tinder of your own funeral pyre!’


And is anyone else going to
dare to make a suggestion after that?  Phantom sighed in Mistral’s
mind.


Mistral smiled, ‘He was a bit
harsh.  Well, let’s see if he shoots me down with a flaming arrow too –
Imperato?’


Imperato turned, his voice at
once quieter, ‘Yes my daughter?’  


‘The following is Onieroi’s
source of power.  Without it he will wither and perish, like a plant
without water.  Is that right?’


Imperato gave a short nod, ‘A god
is only powerful when there is belief.  Once the belief is gone, so is the
god.’


‘So ... we need to destroy the
following –’


‘Which the Ri have already tried
to do and failed!’  A voice cried from the back of the chamber.  


‘If I could be allowed to
finish?’  Mistral threw an icy glare at the Mage who promptly shrank back
into this seat.  ‘Onieroi has evaded the gift of Sight.  He has
recruited followers that, for whatever reason, are ill-recalled by the tribes
they have fled and left no memories behind for me to read.  Through the
power of Morpheus he keeps the two minds that are known to me hidden.  I
am blind to his following and he knows this.  However, if we sent a spy
into his following, someone that was known to me, I could See through their
eyes the faces of the followers and in turn be able to read them and gain
knowledge of their location.’


Imperato nodded thoughtfully and
turned his gaze to Leo, ‘Well?’


‘It is an idea we have already
discussed.’  Leo confirmed shortly.  


‘And once we know the
location?’  Imperato asked.


‘Then the hunting parties shall
be sent out again.  The Ri will be avenged for the loss of their brothers
last night!’  


‘I insist on the same terms as
before.’  Mage Grapple said firmly.  ‘Warlocks will accompany
whatever parties are sent out.’


‘Their presence is not required.’
 Leo snapped.  ‘My warriors will have no qualms exacting revenge on
those who took the lives of their brothers, irrespective of sex!’


‘I do not doubt that the desire
for vengeance can conquer most morals, however, the Ri were not the only ones
to lose lives last night.’


‘Warlocks care for the loss of
another?  They are incapable of such emotions!’


‘My captain was not a
warlock.  He leaves behind a widow and four children that cannot bury
their father because his body lies in the wreckage of my sunken warship. 
I send out my warlocks not because I doubt the Ri, but because it is all I can
do to show that I value his sacrifice.’


Leo inclined his head in
respectful acceptance of Mage Grapple’s wishes and said no more.


‘What happens while the Ri sort
out a decoy then?’  


Fabian, Leo, Cassius, Bryden,
Serenity and the twins turned in unison to glare at the same outspoken Mage who
had interrupted Mistral before.


‘Decoy?’  Mistral
hissed.  ‘Decoy!  The warrior who takes this Contract will
more than likely not survive!  Show some respect!’


The Mage sneered, ‘Respect? 
You lot kill for money!  Where’s the respect in that?’  


‘You know nothing of the
brotherhood of the Ri!  Money may be what makes your cold heart beat but
blood pumps through mine!’  Mistral shouted.  ‘And if you dare say
another word to me I will paint the walls of this chamber with the dribble that
lies within your veins!’


‘Oh really?’  


‘Hold your tongue and show some
respect Belsingham.’  Mage Grapple growled.  ‘I will not have the
Lady De Winter insulted either in my presence or outside of it.  Your life
means less to me than my evening meal.  Remember that and shut up.’


‘I will issue the Contract on my
return to the Valley.’  Leo addressed Mage Grapple, and not the
mutinous-faced Belsingham.  ‘I will assign a value high enough to attract
immediate interest, although the events of last night will provide more
incentive than the value as it is almost assured whoever takes the Contract
will not live to spend it.  I will send daily reports on the progress and
keep all warriors in the Valley ready for immediate departure once the
following’s location is known.’


Mage Grapple nodded his
agreement, ‘I will ensure that a platoon of warlocks are similarly
prepared.’  He paused and leaned forward, elbows on knees and chin resting
onto one clenched fist.  He took his time before he spoke, surveying the
chamber from his thoughtful pose.  ‘Arcane chieftains.  I am forced
to make a request that I am sure may offend, however it is not my intention to
do so, merely to ensure that the power of Onieroi grows no further.  I ask
that you encompass the female elders back into tribal life once more.  The
lure of Onieroi’s following will be much reduced if they have a role to play
and a reason to remain in their tribes.’


Mistral studied the faces of the
Arcane chieftains as they listened to Mage Grapple.  Their reactions
varied from mildly irritated to belligerent, their thoughts nothing short of
derogatory about the usefulness of women that could no longer bear children.


‘Just looking at the expressions
on some of their faces makes me want to go over and punch them!’  She
muttered to Fabian while Mage Grapple began to issue instructions for another
warship to be built.  ‘I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’m actually
glad to have been raised in Nevelte!’


‘I am sure your tribe would feel
the same, my tigress.’  Fabian murmured back with a smile.  ‘I fear
that Imperato would be grey if Alyssa had insisted on your staying there.’ 


‘Huh, the centaurs aren’t too
bad, apart from the whole not being allowed to leave the tribal home without a
twenty strong male escort thing ... actually, the centaurs are as bad! 
Damn it Fabian!  What am I?  I can’t abide the archaic view of the
Arcanes but I equally detest the superior attitudes of Mages!’


‘I’ve told you before Mistral.’
 Fabian said softly.  ‘You are mine.’


Will you two please stop doing
that in public!  You’ve got six children!  It’s just not natural!


Mistral broke away from Fabian
with a smile.


‘Something I said?’  He
asked.


She shook her head, ‘Phantom
wittering on in my head again.  But he did say something I’ve been meaning
to talk to you about –’ Mistral stopped when she realised that the twins and
Cassius were straining to hear every word, the twins physically leaning towards
her and Cassius had the tell-tale vacant expression that told her it was his
presence she could feel in her mind.  ‘Tell you later –’ she muttered to
Fabian with a meaningful tilt of her head towards the craning necks of the
twins.


Fabian smiled and returned his
attention to the meeting Mage Grapple was bringing to a close.


‘A ceremony will now be held here
to commemorate the lives lost in last night’s battle.  Attendance by every
Council member is mandatory.  We will pay our respects not as either Mage
or Arcane, but as mourners grateful for the lives sacrificed to ensure ours
continue.’


‘Still going to have a bonfire
when we get back, aren’t we?’  Mistral asked quickly.


‘I think that Warrington and Gray
would haunt us until we joined them if we
didn’t.’       


The lack of sleep began to tell
on Mistral as they left the chamber and filed dutifully across the marble
atrium.  She stumbled along by Fabian’s side through the banqueting hall
and out into the Council gardens.  The roses that filled them during
summer were now just beds of thorny stumps, the dark earth stained with
frost.  Mage Grapple waited until everyone had gathered around him in a
circle before slowly raising his arms up above his head.  He did not speak
but stayed in that position, arms held aloft with palms uppermost, as though he
were Atlas holding up the overcast sky.  For a moment there was only the
stillness of a winter’s day then a faint thrumming sound slowly grew until it
filled the air with a pulsing intensity.  All eyes were drawn to the
source; a crackling arc of energy flowing between Mage Grapple’s raised
hands.  He slowly lowered his arms, stretching out the arc of energy until
he was surrounded in a shimmering aura of power.  With his eyes closed he
drew his hands close to his chest then abruptly thrust them out. 
Immediately the aura of power responded, exploding out from him in a blaze of
blue flames that raced across the open circle, stopping short of the gathered
crowd before rebounding to implode into a tower of blue flames, engulfing Mage
Grapple at its centre.  A ripple of impressed murmurs ran around through
the crowd when Mage Grapple stepped out of the blaze completely unharmed.


‘Showy.’  Phantom muttered
disdainfully.  


‘Maybe, but it’s also
respectful.’  Phantasm said.  ‘There are no bodies to burn, so the
flames have no heat, and they are blue to symbolise the water in which the
fallen met their end.’


‘Yes, very touching.’  Phantom
scowled and pulled his cloak closer.  ‘Symbolic or not, I wish he’d make
them burn with some heat, I’m freezing!’


When Mage Grapple started to
speak Mistral felt her eyes begin to close and her head droop onto Fabian’s
shoulder.  


‘– longevity of service, pride
and loyalty – ’


The words flowed over her mind
like water off stone, making no impression and leaving a fleeting residue that
would dry in seconds.  She sighed and felt her mind slip into
unconsciousness, only dimly aware of the arm Fabian placed around her as she
drifted into sleep on his shoulder.


A face appeared in her mind’s eye
making her groan silently, ‘Oh no, please no.  I’m done with your lot
today.’


‘My lot?’  Saul replied,
looking hurt.  ‘Are you referring to yarthkins?’


‘No brother.  The
dead.  Now have you come to do a silent song and dance routine
again?  Only I’m really not in the mood.  I was intending to have a
nap on Fabian’s shoulder while Mage Grapple was talking, so if you’ve got
something to mime can you get on with it and let me go back to sleep.’


‘No mime today Mistral.  I’m
talking, or can’t you hear me?’


‘Unfortunately.  Mind you
it’s preferable to that awful game of ghost charades you made me play last
time.’


‘Yes, sorry about that, but I can
only act within the confines of your gift, and for some reason the silence bit
was meant to add meaning ... which you completely missed.’


‘I got it in the end!’


‘Eventually!’  Saul rolled
his eyes and made Mistral smile.  


‘Sorry brother, I’m concentrating
now.  What is it?’


‘Can’t say.’


‘Oh for crying out loud! 
Why not?’


‘Don’t know.’


‘What?’  


‘Sorry.’  Saul shrugged.
 ‘All I know is to tell you that there is more than one game of cat and
mouse being played, oh and bells will be rung.’


‘That’s it?’


‘Yup.’  


‘Not more cryptic clues,’ sighed
Mistral wearily then looked at him hopefully.  ‘Maybe you could just draw
me a picture?’


‘We’ve been down that route
Mistral, I can’t hold things, remember?’


‘Oh yes, sorry.  Didn’t mean
to offend y-you –’ Mistral suddenly yawned.  ‘S’that it then?  Can I
go back to sleep now?’


Saul smiled, ‘You’re already
asleep Mistral, and this is just a dream.’


‘Ah, so it is.  Miss you
brother ... Cain’s well under the thumb now without you to lead him astray –’


Saul’s laughter faded and the
next thing Mistral knew Fabian was gently murmuring in her ear to wake her
up.  She opened her eyes sleepily and blinked up at the canopy of their
four-poster bed, ‘How’d I get here?’   


‘I carried you.  Now, are
you hungry?’   


‘S’it lunchtime already?’ 
She yawned and sat up.


‘Dinnertime actually.’


‘Dinnertime?  I slept all
day?’


Fabian didn’t reply but continued
to regard her carefully, ‘I am worried that entering a Death Trance has
affected you Mistral.  I would like you to visit the Council Infirmary
before we leave tomorrow morning.’


‘No need!’  Mistral said
quickly and made an effort to look a bit brighter.  ‘I think it was just
the lack of sleep finally catching up on me.’


‘So you feel well?’


‘Never better!’


‘Good.  Because we have been
invited out to dinner and I was going to refuse, but since you are obviously
feeling completely restored, I shall accept.’


Mistral scowled, realising that
she’d walked into a trap, ‘Dinner?  Where?’


‘At Melsina De’ath’s.’


‘Oh no Fabian!  Anything but
that.’


‘Infirmary then.’  Fabian
said and made to draw back the covers.  ‘We can go now if you wish.’


‘No I don’t wish!’  Mistral
grabbed at the covers to prevent him from pulling them off her.  ‘What I
want is not to go to Melsina’s house and sit through a dinner being terrified
of spilling wine on the white tablecloth!’


‘Then don’t have any.’  


‘A dinner with Melsina and no
wine to numb the pain?  No chance!  Oh!’  Mistral’s face glowed
with sudden triumph.  ‘I can’t go!  I’ve got nothing to wear!’


‘Ah, there I must offer you my
apologies.’  Fabian composed his face into a mask of regret that may have
fooled others, but not Mistral.  


‘I hate you De Winter,’ she
snarled as the bedroom door opened and a blonde head poked through.


‘Your bath awaits you.’


‘Does it really?  Well why
don’t you go drown yourself in it Phantasm?  Because I am not getting in
it!  In fact, I am not getting out of this bed!’  Folding her arms
tightly, Mistral glared stubbornly at the canopy above her.


Fabian sighed then abruptly swept
her up into his arms, carrying her swearing furiously to the bathroom and
dropping her into the water.


‘That was my only shirt!’ 
She spluttered through a mouthful of scented water.


Fabian watched her angrily
tugging off the wet shirt with a smile, ‘Actually, it’s one of mine, and it
will be dry by morning.’     


She flung it onto the bathroom
floor then lay back in the water and gave him a challenging look, ‘Well?’ 



‘Well?’  He echoed
teasingly. 


‘Well the least you can do is
wash my back –’


‘Er, no he can’t Mistral!’ 
Phantasm called loudly through the open door.  ‘In fact I think Mage De
Winter should leave the bathroom now.  We have a schedule to keep!’  


Mistral held Fabian’s gaze and
raised an eyebrow, ‘Are you going to let him boss us around like
that?’    


Fabian smiled and kicked the door
shut with his heel.


Two hours later Mistral was
grumbling her way to Melsina’s house wearing a long dress made of oyster
coloured silk and bundled against the cold in a fur-lined cloak.


‘And these shoes!  What the
hell was he thinking?’  Mistral cursed her footwear and clung to Fabian’s
arm to prevent herself from slipping over on the frosted cobbles.  ‘There
was nowhere to put my dagger!  I’ve had stick it in the top of those
damned stocking things!  And they’re not keeping me very warm
either!  Stupid invention if you ask me –’


Fabian smiled at the image
Mistral’s words conjured and ignored her complaints about Phantasm who was
walking behind with his brother, listening to every insult.


‘If you could remove the sound
factor she’d look quite ladylike,’ he sighed.


‘That’s always how it is with
Mistral.  She looks like a rose until she opens her mouth, then you
realise she’s really a nettle.’  Phantom said wisely.


‘Bit like our mother.’


They crossed the ornate courtyard
of the De’ath home and noticed that the two lions were missing.


‘Do you think they’ve finally
died of boredom?’  Mistral asked hopefully.


Phantom frowned, ‘I don’t think
so.  Mother didn’t mention it in her last letter.’  


‘She writes to you?’ 
Mistral spun round to give him a disbelieving look.  


‘Not every day!’


‘I should hope not too!  How
often does she write then?’


‘Well, it used to be weekly
before she took on Alain, Mathis and Beniot Rochforte, but now it’s monthly.’


‘That must be a relief for you.’


‘Not really.’  Phantasm
sighed.  ‘She makes up for the lack of frequency in content.  The
last letter was ten pages long!  I think I actually fell asleep at one
point.’


‘It was rather epic.’ 
Phantom agreed.  ‘At least when she wrote weekly her letters were short.’ 


‘Why read them if they bore
you?’  Mistral asked.


‘She questions us on them every
time we see her, oh not overtly.’  Phantom said, catching Mistral’s look.
 ‘You know our mother, all claws sheaved in velvet.  She’s very
subtle, saying things like “well, further to my last letter, the situation with
Mage Darcington-Pilfrey’s wife has developed!” and if we dare ask what the
situation was, she knows we haven’t read the letter.  I can’t tell you how
many times I’ve had conversations with her where I haven’t had a clue what or
who I’m talking about just to avoid the lecture on her being “disappointed” in
my inability to take the time to read her letters.’


‘I’d just tell her I hadn’t read
them and be done with it.’  Mistral shrugged.


‘No you wouldn’t.’  


Mistral shot him a black look but
didn’t argue.  He was probably right.  Melsina was intimidating
enough in a normal frame of mind, but angry?  It didn’t bear thinking
about.


The door was opened at Fabian’s
first knock by the housemaid who stepped aside with her head politely bowed to
permit the guests to enter, ‘Mistress De’ath is having drinks served in the
drawing room,’ she informed them while she took their cloaks.  


Mistral handed her cloak over
first and waited while the others did the same, noting that Leo had taken care
to dress appropriately for the dinner.  His dark blue shirt and black
trousers were understated, but of the best quality.  As ever, the twins
were dressed impeccably in matching white shirts and dark trousers, only the tinge
of purple beneath their eyes giving away the sleepless night and a long
afternoon spent in discussions with Leo, Fabian and Cassius.  Mistral
permitted herself an indulgent smile when she watched her son hand his cloak
over, even the housemaid dared to look at him twice when she took his cloak
from him.  He had none of the icy perfection that defined Leo and the
twins, but exuded a darkness that went beyond compelling, it was
compulsive.  His long hair was tied back to expose the pale skin, sharply
defined jaw and high cheekbones he had inherited from his father, accentuated
by being freshly shaven.  He too had foregone the uniform of the Ri and
was dressed in a plain white shirt and black trousers, creating a striking
contrast with his dark eyes and hair. 


Fabian passed his cloak over last
and turned to take Mistral by the hand and lead her into the white drawing room
where they had once slept the night.  Mistral stole a glance at her Mage
as they walked and smiled when she saw that the tendrils of hair brushing the
collar of his black silk shirt were still damp.  Resisting the temptation
to touch them she concentrated instead on not tripping over the hem of her
dress as they entered the drawing room.


‘Mistral!  Mage De
Winter!  Oh, I am glad you could come at such short notice!’  Melsina
moved across the white carpet with both hands outstretched in a welcoming
gesture that somehow made Mistral want to adopt a defensive posture. 
Despite her startling beauty and slight frame, there was always the glint of steel
at the back of Melsina’s smile.


‘Melsina.’  Fabian responded
smoothly and submitted to the air above his cheeks being kissed.  ‘We are
pleased to accept the hospitality offered by you and Vilius.’


Mistral felt her hands being
clutched in a vice-like grip while Melsina’s sharp green eyes looked her up and
down, ‘Yes, you look lovely,’ she concluded in a satisfied tone.  ‘Sheldon
was correct after all.  You can carry pale colours too.  Now, do come
and have a glass of champagne.’


‘And I’ll be carrying these pale
colours to the bin later.’  Mistral muttered to Fabian when Melsina swept
away to oversee the housemaid handing out glasses of honey-coloured champagne.


‘Ah, Mage De Winter.  If
your good lady will permit your absence, I was hoping to speak with you
regarding today’s meeting.’


Mistral glanced up to meet the
insipid grey gaze of Vilius De’ath, Melsina’s token husband.


‘Yes Vilius?’  Fabian
murmured politely and bent his head to listen.


‘Right you.  Here. 
Now.’


‘What brother?’  Mistral
asked irritably as Phantom dragged her away, the abruptness of his actions
threatening to spill the glass of champagne she had halfway to her lips. 


‘Today.  Tell all.’


‘But you were at the Council of
War weren’t you?  Unless there’s someone else on the Isle unlucky enough
to look just like you and your brother.’


‘Oh ha-ha.  You know what
I’m talking about!  Your impromptu tour of the De Winter mansion! 
What happened?’


‘Spying on us were you?’


‘I may have happened to be
strolling along the avenue to enjoy a little early morning fresh air and
noticed a group of people entering the mansion.’


‘Oh come off it!’  Mistral
scoffed.  ‘You followed us, didn’t you?’


‘Yes.’  Phantom admitted
without a trace of guilt.  ‘Now tell all!’


‘Oh hang on, I need a drink
first.’  Mistral took a slug of champagne and sighed when the heat of the
alcohol flooded through her empty stomach.  ‘Ah, that’s better.  So,
back to today –’ she looked at Phantom and offered him a shrug.  ‘I asked
Fabian for a tour of his childhood home.’


‘And?’


‘And that’s all.  Oh, Mage
Grapple’s had it done up just like it used to be.  It’s actually far more
homily than I imagined it to be.’


‘Wait a minute.’  Phantom
frowned.  ‘I’m not buying your story here Mistral.  Cassius has been
quiet all afternoon, and I mean extra quiet for Cassius because he never says a
lot anyway – I know something happened.  Now tell me, or you know my
brother and I will just make you!’


Mistral finished her glass of
champagne and placed it on the tray held by the housemaid, refusing another
with a regretful shake of her head she turned back to Phantom, ‘Look brother,
do you have to know everything?  It was a private matter.’


‘Yes but why did she call him
Hieronymus?’  Phantasm asked, cutting in on their whispered conversation.


‘Oh Cassius!’  Mistral shot
her son a reproving look.  ‘They may be your godfathers, but you’re going
to have to learn to say no to them one day!’


Cassius offered her a silent
apology and moved closer to answer Phantasm’s question, ‘Lovers often have
affectionate names for each other.’


‘Don’t remind me!’  Mistral
exclaimed.  ‘I’ve heard Xerxes call the village girls “sweetheart” more
times than I’ve had hot dinners!’  


‘Delphine called Eximius by his
middle name, perhaps because no-one else did, making it special between
them.’  Cassius continued.  


‘Why would Delphine call Mage
Grapple by his middle name?  And why the hell should it be
“special?”’  Phantom demanded sharply.


‘No, not my Delphine! 
Delphine De winter ... Fabian’s mother.’  Mistral clarified quickly before
Melsina caught the hint of something gossip-worthy being discussed in her
drawing room.


‘What?’


‘Oh for crying out loud
brother!  I read Delphine De Winter today and got Cassius to take Fabian
and Mage Grapple along for the ride to get them to realise that they need to
forgive the past and get on the with the job in hand, namely squashing the
greasy fly that’s dared to land on our Isle!’


Ah, an ancient deity likened
to a greasy fly.  Nicely put mother.  Cassius smiled while
Phantom processed her words.


‘You went into a Death
Trance?’  He finally gasped.  ‘Who got you out?’


‘I got myself out, thank you very
much!’


‘But how?  You’re useless at
getting out of Death Trances!’


‘Not any more apparently.’
 Phantasm said thoughtfully.


‘But –’


Phantom’s words were drowned out
by the sound of a large brass gong being forcefully struck.


‘Dinner!’  


‘Here we go.  If my eyes
glaze over it won’t be the wine, I’ll be falling asleep and you have my full
permission to pinch me!’  Mistral muttered to Fabian when he took her hand
to walk into the dining room.


To her surprise and delight,
Mistral saw that the three Rochforte boys were going to eat with them and found
herself seated next to Beniot, the youngest Rochforte, who was about the same
age as Marcus.


‘Lady De Winter,’ he said formally. 
‘May I offer you a glass of wine?’


Mistral sighed and replied in
French, ‘You can offer, but I don’t think it’s a good idea that I accept. 
If I drink any more tonight I’ll lose the ability not to say things I
shouldn’t.  Water please.’


Beniot grinned and filled her
glass from the jug of iced water on the table.


‘So, what’ve you done with the
lions then?’  Mistral asked.  ‘Please tell me you’ve freed them.’


‘Leo and Delilah? 
No!’  Beniot laughed.  ‘But we do take them out hunting on the moors
now.  They love it!’


‘Oh good.  I always felt so
sorry for those lions.  I’ve often thought they’d be better off as rugs
rather than living ornaments in the courtyard.  But where are they?’


‘Well Delilah sleeps in my room
at nights.  She likes the view from the window in the mornings.  I
should think she’s on my bed now.  And Leo is Alain’s favourite. 
Mathis isn’t bothered about them.  He’s got a dog called Finlay.’


‘Er, does Melsina know that you
let two lions and a dog sleep in your rooms?’


‘Of course!’  Beniot nodded
earnestly.  ‘Madame De’ath agreed a compromise.’


‘Compromise?’  Mistral
blinked while she tried to comprehend Melsina embracing a concept totally at
odds with her unbending personality.


‘Yes.  We could have
Delilah, Leo and Finlay in our rooms if we promised not to skin rabbits on the
drawing room carpet again.’


Mistral lifted a hand to hide her
burst of laughter, ‘Oh, you have made me happy tonight Beniot!  Tell me of
your hunts.  Do you prefer the longbow or the crossbow?’


‘Longbow,’ he replied promptly.


‘I like daggers myself – in
fact,’ she leaned closer to whisper in his ear, ‘I’m never without one. 
Want to see the one I’ve got with me tonight?’


‘Yes please!’


Mistral reached down to pull the kukri
knife Fabian had given her from beneath her dress and passed it under the table
to Beniot, ‘This is a kukri knife.  See its distinctive shape and how the
blade is bevelled?’


Beniot eyes shone as he turned
the knife over in his hands, ‘Is it good for hunting?’


‘Good?  No.  It’s
fantastic!’


Beniot laughed and passed it back
to her, ‘I would like to be a Ri warrior one day.  I’ve heard stories
about them and I think it sounds like a good life.’ 


‘And what does Melsina say to
that?’  Mistral asked cautiously.


Beniot shrugged, ‘Madame De’ath
says that we can be whatever we want to be, so long as we believe we can
achieve it.’


Mistral glanced down the table to
see Melsina talking to Leo, her green eyes sparkling in the candlelight, ‘She’s
right about that, and believe me, when Melsina wants something, she usually
gets it.’


‘When I come to the Valley of the
Ri to learn in the Infirmary, will you take me hunting?’  Beniot asked
eagerly.


‘If Mage Grapple permits it, then
I would love to.’  Mistral replied and suddenly missed Marcus so much it
felt like a knife twisting in her heart.  


After a dinner that Mistral found
she suddenly didn’t want, they retired to the drawing room for coffee, a drink
Mistral couldn’t abide and refused her cup with a grimace.  Accepting
another glass of water instead, she took a sip and looked across the room to
see the three Rochforte boys sat cross-legged on the floor before the sofa
where Phantasm was seated, about to begin a story.  Smiling at the
memories she had of him telling all her children stories, Mistral walked over
to listen in.  


‘Are you ready to hear a dark
tale of love, betrayal, and death?’  He began.


‘Yes!’  The boys chorused,
gazing back at him with shining eyes. 


‘Then listen closely to the tale
of Marissa the wicked wife, Oswald her poor unsuspecting husband and the
dim-witted Wilfred.  Once upon a time –’


Mistral listened to the
well-known fable of the spoilt wife of a rich landowner who grew bored with her
lot and took a fancy to one of his farmhands, a winsome youth called Wilfred
who made up in looks what he lacked in brains.  Oswald grew weary of
listening to rumours of Marissa’s amorous behaviour and threatened to throw her
out.  Suddenly not so taken with the idea of living in a farmhand’s hovel,
Marissa announced herself with child and swore that it was her husband’s.


Oswald forgave his wife in his
joy at being a father and declared a feast to celebrate.  Marissa’s relief
quickly turned to panic when she realised that she would be expected to produce
a child sometime within the next nine months and had yet to fall
pregnant.  She set about trying to rectify the situation only to find that
her husband would not entertain the notion of sharing a bed with her while she
was with child.  In desperation, she turned to Wilfred, but he was angered
by her denouncement of what he had believed to be love and spurned her
advances.  In an effort to stage a fall and lose the imaginary child,
Marissa took her husband’s horse out but couldn’t control the powerful animal
when it was startled by a barking dog and was thrown for real and killed.


When he reached the end Phantasm
of the tale leaned back and surveyed his rapt audience with a keen eye, ‘Now
every good story has a moral.  Would you care to tell me what you think
the moral of this one is?’


‘Be a better rider!’  Mathis
said promptly. 


‘Hmm, yes, being a skilled rider
is useful.  However it is not the moral of this story.’


‘I know it!’  Alain
cried.  ‘If you tell lies to cover up other lies it will always result in
a worse mess than telling the truth would have.’


‘Excellent!’  Phantasm
smiled.


‘Huh!  I don’t think that’s
right!’  Beniot said.  ‘If Marissa’d told the truth then Oswald
would’ve chucked her out and she’d have been forced to live in a smelly hovel
with a farmhand!’


‘But Wilfred loved her.’ 
Alain argued back. 


‘Ah, but Marissa didn’t love
him.’  Phantasm said.  ‘She only loved herself.  Who but the
most selfish would be callous enough to invent a child then pretend to lose
it?  Now, another tale –’


Mistral frowned and tilted her
head to listen as Phantasm began his next story, but all she could hear was the
sudden tolling of bells, blotting out every other sound. 


‘Mistral?’


Mistral turned in response to
Fabian’s voice and suddenly the bells ceased.  She dismissed the noise as
being nothing, probably just the sounds of a wedding somewhere in the
city.  


‘Yes?’  


‘Are you ready to leave?’


‘Before we arrived,’ she muttered
then turned to look at the three Rochforte boys enraptured by Phantasm telling them
another story.  ‘Although I have to admit it’s been good to see that
they’re turning into normal boys.’


Fabian followed her gaze and
Mistral saw a swathe of pale green flood through his aura.  She
instinctively reached out to touch his arm, drawing his attention back to her.


‘Fabian?  I –’


‘Yes Mistral?’  


He turned back to her with a look
of such profound sadness that she found herself staring at him, unable to
recall a single word she’d been about to say, only knowing that she would do
anything to make his sadness go away.


‘Take me home Fabian.’


Mistral awoke later in the night
to the sound of bells being rung again, a continual discordant clanging that
made her heart race with panic, ‘Can you hear that?’  


Fabian stirred and looked at her
through half-opened eyes, ‘What can you hear Mistral?’


She sat up, turning her head
towards the sound, ‘Bells.  I can hear bells ringing –’


‘There are no bells
ringing.’  Fabian said and quickly sat up to gaze into her blank
eyes.  ‘What kind of bells can you hear?’


She frowned and gazed unseeingly
out of the dark window, ‘Warning bells ... like all the ones on the gates to
the Valley are being rung at once.  I heard them earlier ... when we were
at Melsina’s.  I thought there must be a wedding in the city ... but that’s
not the sound of celebration ... it’s an alarm being sounded.’


Rain began to fall, coming in
through the open window, the sudden coldness of its arrival making Mistral
shiver.  Fabian moved quickly across the room to close the window and
returned to the bed, pulling her into his arms while the rain spattered loudly
against the glass panes.  


‘Do you think it could have been
the sound of the rain?’  He asked.


‘No,’ she shook her head. 
‘I heard bells, definitely bells.’


‘Then it is the Sight warning you
Mistral.  Can you recall what you were dreaming of before you heard the
bells?’ 


Mistral tried to remember what
thoughts had been in her sleeping mind when she’d been pulled out by the bells
it seemed only she could hear.  She frowned and shook her head, ‘No, I
can’t remember.  But when I heard them at Melsina’s house it was just
after Phantasm had finished telling the story about Marissa and Wilfred.’


‘The fable of the deceitful
wife?  Why would Sight make that ring warning bells in your mind?’


She shrugged, ‘No idea ... oh!’
 She suddenly turned to look up at him, her face a picture of guilt. 
‘I Saw Saul when I fell asleep in the service, and he said something odd about
bells being rung.’


‘Oh?’  Fabian stiffened
slightly.  ‘What else did he say?’


‘Um, he said that there was more
than one game of cat and mouse being played.’


‘Cat and mouse?’  


‘Hmm, don’t ask me what it
means.  Saul said he didn’t know either.  He’s just a messenger,
apparently.’


Fabian sighed and stroked her
hair absently, ‘I suppose I should be grateful Saul only appears to deliver
undecipherable messages and not to whisper promises in your ear like Wilfred
the handsome farmhand.’


Mistral twisted to glare up at
him, ‘Are you suggesting I’m like Marissa?’ 


‘Never.’  Fabian laughed
softly.  ‘I am mocking my own jealousy.’


‘There is nothing to mock in the
way you feel Fabian.  Jealousy is a part of love.  It’s natural to
feel it sometimes.’


Fabian looked away to gaze
broodingly out of the window at the black sky, ‘I have heard jealousy hailed as
the guardian of love and also as the destroyer of love.  I have no desire
to do that to us.’


‘It will not destroy our
love.  The odd pang of jealousy only makes us value more what we
have.  That I should be worth feeling such an emotion over only makes me
realise how lucky I am to have you.’


‘You know I don’t believe in
luck.  Only –’


Mistral quickly pressed a finger
to his lips, ‘Never say that word!’  


Smiling, he lifted a hand to
prise her finger away, ‘Then allow me to rephrase my words.  You know I don’t
believe in luck.  Only you.’


They lay without speaking,
wrapped in each other’s arms and listening to the rain pattering against the
window.  Mistral began to slide back into sleep when a memory pricked at
the edge of her mind and she remembered what she had been going to say at
Melsina’s house.


‘Fabian?’


But there was no reply. 
Fabian was already asleep.


Their journey back across the
High Moors took all of the next day.  The rain of the night before had
turned to sleet, coating the wet heather and spongy moss in a layer of slush.


‘This is like riding through one
of Bernadette’s cakes!’  Phantom grumbled when his horse slipped on the
treacherous ground and he nearly fell off.  


‘How is riding across the moors
in the snow like a cake?’  Phantasm asked.


‘Well, the snow looks alright on
top, like the white icing, but it’s just to hide the underneath of soggy goo
and dangerous hard bits!’


Phantasm laughed and pulled the
hood of his cloak up against another flurry of snow.


Leo glanced up at the heavy grey
skies and frowned, ‘The winter falls are starting early.  Call the last
hunting parties back out of the Northern Range.  Their search is pointless
now anyway.  We know Onieroi is at sea.’


The twins nodded and spoke
quickly together before using their gift to instruct the leaders of the last
four hunting parties to begin their return journey with all due haste. 
Leo and Fabian talked quietly while the twins worked but Mistral was silent,
her mind preoccupied.  


What is it mother?


Mistral sighed and longed for a
time when her thoughts had been her own, Nothing Cassius.


Nothing?  You keep
thinking about bells ringing?  Why is that?


Oh, I got a warning from Saul
when I fell asleep during that service.


Yes, nice move by the
way.  I don’t think anyone noticed though, father was careful to cough
every time you snored.


I don’t snore!


No, of course you don’t. 
But tell me of these bells. 


Warning bells ringing, I’ve
heard them twice.  I have no idea what it signifies though, apart from a
warning of course.  But is it really necessary to keep ringing alarm bells
in my mind?  We’re hardly relaxed and complacent at the moment are
we?  Everyone is on tenterhooks waiting for Onieroi’s next move.  I
feel like I’m being nagged by my gift!


Has the Sight ever done this
before?


What annoyed the hell out of
me?  Frequently.


No mother.  I mean has
Sight ever told you of an event you were already aware of.


Mistral thought for a moment then
shook her head.


Then it is nothing to do with
Onieroi.  There is another event taking place in your life that Sight is
warning you about.


Mistral nodded but didn’t make
any response and kept her mind intentionally blank.


Mother?  Is there
something you know that you should be sharing?


Yes.  I’m hungry.  I
hope there’s a boar roasting at The Fallen Warrior, in fact ... ‘Phantom? 
Phantasm?’


The twins turned to look at her
from beneath the snow-covered brims of their hoods.


‘Can you make sure we’ve got
rooms booked at The Warrior tonight ... but I don’t want the one near Xerxes’ room,
he snores terribly, or Marietta does, I’m not sure which ... and can you get
them to make sure there’s some food left, only we’re going to be late tonight
and I don’t fancy eating leftovers.’


‘Yes bossy-pants.’  Phantom
grumbled while Phantasm smiled.


It was already dark when the
lights of The Fallen Warrior appeared like a welcoming beacon out of the
swirling snow ahead of them.  Cassius and the twins took the horses while
Fabian hurried Mistral into the warmth of the tavern.  It was packed, but
Xerxes immediately turfed some drunken goblins from the table closest to the
fire for them. 


‘Knew you were coming,’ he
grinned while he snapped his fingers carelessly in the air.  Moments later
a flustered looking barmaid appeared by his side.


‘Yes Xerxes?’ 


‘Wine all round, and have some
platters of meat brought over too will you sweetheart?’


The barmaid bustled away, weaving
deftly between the busy tables to return almost immediately bearing a tray
laden with goblets of spiced red wine just as Cassius and the twins pushed
their way through the crowd to join them.  Another barmaid promptly
appeared to take their snow-covered cloaks and hang them near the fire to dry.


‘Is that part of the service now
brother?’  Mistral asked, watching the barmaid carefully straightening out
the twins’ dark blue cloaks.


‘No.’ Xerxes frowned.  ‘For
some reason I told her to do that tonight ... can’t think why.’


‘I think I can.’  Mistral
muttered, giving the innocent-looking twins a hard look.  


Once her numbed fingers had
thawed enough to be able to hold a knife and fork, Mistral attacked her platter
of meat, only pausing to nod a greeting to Brutus when he slipped into the
chair beside hers.


‘I haven’t seen you eat roast
boar like that since you were pregnant with Cassius!’  


‘Hungry.’  Mistral said
between chews.  ‘Didn’t stop for lunch.  And I craved beef with
Cassius, not boar.’


‘No, it was boar first, then
beef.  Venison with Delphine and rather bizarrely, spriggan stew with the
boys –’


‘Ugh!  Don’t remind
me!  I think Fabian must have shot and skinned at least a hundred
spriggans for me when I was carrying them!’  Mistral pulled a face while
she put the last forkful into her mouth. 


In the brief lull in their
conversation the twins’ could be heard talking on the far side of the table.


‘So where’s Rosalind?’


‘In the back queening it,
according to Marietta.  Mind you, Marietta’s jealous.  If she told
Xerxes she was having his baby all she’d get was a face full of dust as he ran
away!’


‘She’ll get over it. 
Marietta’s elven, they tend to be more practical.  Rosalind’s yarthkin,
like Serenity.  They’re mother earth types.  All they ever want it to
do is get married and have hundreds of babies, which is fine if the father of
the babies is aware that’s the plan.’


‘Not in this case.  Poor
Brutus.’


‘Poor Brutus doesn’t begin to
cover it.  He’s been trapped good and proper.  Rosalind’s had her
eyes on the prize since the moment she started work here.’


‘And wormed her way into his bed
–’


Mistral hurriedly swallowed her
half-chewed mouthful of food and offered Brutus an apologetic grimace, ‘Sorry
brother, they’re usually more subtle when they gossip.  Want me to have a
word?’


Brutus shrugged, ‘Leave them
be.  It’s only what everyone’s saying anyway.  Marietta reckons
Rosalind’s had this planned from the start too.  But what can I do? 
She’s carrying my child.  I grew up with an absent father and I won’t
inflict that on any child of mine.  Children don’t ask to be born.’


Mistral watched his unsmiling
expression and frowned, ‘But what about Rosalind?  She comes as part of
the deal too, you know.’


‘Oh I don’t love her.’
 Brutus said bluntly.  ‘Never did.  She was just ... there, and
I was stupid enough to think she would be gone in the morning.  But she
wasn’t, and now she’s never going anywhere.’


‘You can’t live a life of
unhappiness!  Tell Rosalind that you’ll raise the child!  Marietta
would love the chance to flex those pent up maternal instincts!  And
there’s always me, Delphine, Liliana and, heaven help you, Serenity.’


‘Don’t think I haven’t considered
every option.’  Brutus sighed and studied the inside of his empty
goblet.  ‘But I don’t think she’d go for that one.  Rosalind wants to
be the tavern owner’s wife and having a baby is her way of securing that
dream.’  He suddenly looked away to stare into the fire and spoke so
quietly that Mistral had to lean forward to catch his words.  ‘Does Amber
know?’


‘Yes.’


He nodded once then sighed, ‘I’ll
fetch some more wine.’


Mistral watched Brutus making his
way through his crowded tavern, offering the customers his usual smile, but his
eyes were flat.  She took a sip of her own half-full goblet and thought
sadly of Brutus’ predicament.  On the one hand she was proud of him, he
was doing what hardly any warriors’ fathers had and made the decision to stand
by the mother of his child.  But it would obviously cost him dear. 
And not just financially.


‘Huh, looks like Queen Rosalind
has deigned to make a royal appearance.’  


Mistral caught Phantom’s acerbic
mutterings and looked up to see Rosalind walking towards them with one hand
resting protectively over her belly while she negotiated her way across the
busy tavern.


‘How far into her term do you
think she is?’  Phantasm asked.


‘No idea, she was always rather
plump, so it’s hard to tell.  She looks like the cat that got the cream
though!’


Mistral studied Rosalind’s rather
smug expression and had to agree with Phantom, she did look the cat that had
got the cream.  ‘Ow!  Damn it!’


‘What’s wrong Mistral?’ 
Fabian asked quickly.   


‘It’s my damned ears!  I’m
sure there’s something wrong with them.  I keep hearing that ringing
noise!’


Fabian immediately turned and
nodded to Leo, ‘I bid you goodnight.  Xerxes, I thank you for your
hospitality and please pass my congratulations on to Rosalind –’


‘Damn it!  There it is
again!  Can’t any of you hear that or am I really going insane?’


‘Happened years ago.’
 Phantom said lightly to cover the meaningful look Phantasm was giving
Fabian.  ‘Possibly before we even met you.’


‘No brother, you drove me insane
in our first year ... that or Bernadette’s cooking –’


‘Time to go to bed Mistral. 
We have an early start.’  Fabian took her firmly by the hand and strode
towards the stairs leading to the bedrooms. 


Cassius looked up from his half-finished
meal to realise that he was suddenly the centre of attention.  Sighing
heavily, he placed his knife and fork down and resigned himself to an evening
of trying to satiate his godfathers’ irrepressible curiosity without having any
real answers to give them. 


 


 











The Empty Pyre





December arrived in a blizzard
that brought the Valley to a standstill.  Training was held each day in
the mirrored room on the third floor, but the Contract Leo had issued could not
be taken up due to the fact that it was impossible to leave the Valley.  


‘I feel like I’m living in a
cocoon!’  Mistral complained to Fabian when she awoke to the third day of
their bedroom window being completely obliterated by snow. 


Fabian smiled, ‘It reminds me of
our honeymoon.’


‘Oh?  Which one?’


‘The one in Castor’s village of
course,’ he laughed.  ‘I spent the happiest ten days of my life snowed in
a log cabin with just you and Prospero for company.’


Mistral smiled and curled back
into his arms, ‘Fabian?’


‘Yes?’


‘You know this whole thing with
Onieroi?’


‘Vaguely.’


Mistral pulled a face while he
laughed then continued in a more hesitant voice, ‘Well, you know how we –’


‘Mother!  Father! 
Phantom’s been round already!  He says he and Phantasm can’t teach me and
Amber this morning because of some boring meeting!  Can we train instead?’


‘Morning Marcus.’  Mistral
sighed as her youngest son bounded onto the bed and wedged himself between
them.  ‘Yes you can train with the apprentices today, but stay with your
brothers and please don’t threaten the others when they train with Amber. 
She is quite capable of scaring them off on her own.’


‘Specially at the moment!’ 
Marcus agreed.  ‘She’s really grumpy!  What’s with that?’


‘She’s just nervous about
Qualifying Marcus, like all the apprentices are.  Now go and get dressed,
or are you intending to train in your nightshirt?’


‘Goin’ t’get dressed.  See
you in a bit –’


The bedroom door slammed to leave
Fabian and Mistral smiling at the whirlwind that was their youngest son. 
After a few seconds of silence Fabian rolled over to look at Mistral, ‘What he
said about Amber is true.  Tell me why.’


‘You know why Fabian.  Don’t
make me say it.’


‘Ah, then I am sorry.  I
wish more for our daughter.’


‘More than love?’  


‘Yes.  Love returned.’


Mistral shook her head sadly, ‘It
is Fabian, and the saddest thing is she knows it.  I can hardly bear to
hear her thoughts these days.  She used to be like a ray of sunshine, but
now hearing her thoughts is like taking a bath in the River Styx!  And
Brutus is no damned better.  I’ve met more cheerful drows!  He’s so
depressed it gives me bad dreams when I manage to go back to sleep –’ 


‘Mistral!  Are you waking up
in the night just to read Brutus?’


‘No!  Well yes ... but not
out of choice, it’s those damned bells!  They keep ringing and waking me
up!  Then I hear his voice ... and last night he was wondering if his
sunshine girl was asleep ...oh, I don’t want to go into it.’


‘I think you should
please.’  


Mistral sighed and looked into
Fabian’s eyes, hard and cold as stone at the thought of a man thinking of his
daughter in the middle of the night.


‘Nothing inappropriate Fabian,
there never has been.  Brutus loves Amber, implicitly.  He knows how
much he’s hurt her, and it’ll be nothing compared to how much it’ll hurt him
when she meets someone else ... if she ever meets someone else that is.’


‘She will meet someone
else.  Amber shines too brightly to be alone.’ 


‘I don’t know Fabian, she loves
Brutus.  She always has.  I think she would actually do anything for
him.’


‘Even raise a child he fathered
with another woman?’


‘Oh, without a doubt! 
Although I’m not sure Amber would make a very good mother –’


‘Of course she would.  She
is your daughter.’


‘Fabian De Winter.’  Mistral
smiled at her husband.  ‘Flattery will get you everywhere.’


‘I had hoped so.’


The snowstorms that heralded the
start of December lasted a week, during which five amazons signed up for the
Contract to infiltrate Onieroi’s following.  Despite being fully occupied
with preparing the apprentices for Qualification, Mistral managed to devote an
hour each day to reading the amazons to form a lasting memory that would enable
her to connect with them when they were finally able to leave the Valley and
begin the Contract.


Whilst they had many qualities
she admired, Mistral didn’t particularly enjoy spending time in their
company.  She found the amazons arrogant and aloof, they had an opinion on
everything, and anyone who held a differing view was scorned upon.  They
didn’t like to ride, preferring to travel on foot, and they despised men – whereas
Mistral couldn’t imagine life without horses and had always been more
comfortable in the unquestioning company of her brothers than women.  


She drew up a list, naming each
amazon and writing a brief description beside their name to help her read them
when they left on the Contract.


Hellibus         
-             
Wears her hair in braids.  Distinctive scar on right
cheek.               



Belladonna  
-             
Dyes her hair red.  


Hedera          
-             
Has a pet monkey (vile creature, personally would shoot and stuff it if only


to use as
target practise).


Henbane      
-             
Bad scarring.  


Cerbera        
-             
Muscles Xerxes would be proud of.  And probably more girlfriends. 


In the second week of December
the snowstorms eased and allowed the amazons to begin what could be a long
Contract.  Mistral was not the only one to watch the five tall women
striding up the path to the North Gate with more than a hint of envy.  Leo
had placed a restriction on any mercenary or long-distance Contracts being
taken to keep warriors nearby in preparation for being sent out in hunting
parties once more.  As a result, the three Agents in the Valley had issued
a spate of low-grade Contracts to keep the bored warriors occupied.


‘Knucker hunt?’  Mistral
overheard one warrior complaining to his companion over lunch in a packed Cloak
and Dagger.  ‘I haven’t bothered with one of those vile worms since I was
an apprentice!’


‘Think yourself lucky.  I’m
working in the tannery this afternoon.’


Mistral hid a laugh and thanked
her lucky stars for being paid to shout at people for a living.


‘Leo has requested you attend a
full Magnate meeting this afternoon.’  Cassius informed her, instantly
wiping the smile from her face.


‘Can’t, sorry.  Apprentices
are due to Qualify in just over a week and we still haven’t covered De Silva’s
Defensive Strategies.’


‘Completely superseded by Dante –
which you taught them last week.  Stop trying to dodge your duty mother.’


‘Don’t you dare lecture me about
duty Cassius!’


‘Leo has called the meeting to
discuss the commemorative funeral pyre for the warriors lost in the sea battle
with Onieroi.’  Fabian informed her quietly.  ‘It is planned for this
coming Saturday.’


‘Oh.’  Mistral’s anger instantly
died.  ‘Of course I’ll go to the meeting.  Sorry.’


‘There is no need for you to
apologise for being dedicated to ensuring that the apprentices are fully
prepared for Qualification, which is a matter we need to discuss. 
Samson?’


Samson looked up from his bowl of
beef stew, ‘Yes?’


‘What would you suggest as a
suitable prey for this year’s Qualification hunt?’


‘Ah, well there’s still a
werewolf on the loose, isn’t there?’


‘Did it last year.’  Mistral
dismissed his idea with an impatient wave of her hand.


‘Or the giant.’


‘No chance!  I’ve got that
once this mess with Onieroi is sorted out!’


‘To be negotiated, but not right
now.’  Fabian said firmly then turned to Cassius.  ‘Any suggestions?’


‘A heavy start to the winter such
as this will draw manticores down from the mountains,’ he said thoughtfully.


‘A good suggestion, however we
took them on a manticore hunt in the summer.’ 


‘Ah yes.  So you did. 
Maybe travel south then.’  Cassius mused.  ‘Find a chimera in the
Southern Range –’


‘That’s not going to happen
either.’  Fabian gave a regretful shake of his head.  ‘This year’s
quota for chimera culls has been filled, and a Qualification hunt is a slightly
too formal occasion to go unnoticed by those watchful eyes at the
Council.’  


‘Selkie hunts are always
popular.’  Mistral suggested half-heartedly. 


Fabian grimaced, ‘No, I don’t
think I can face listening to another apprentice trying to pass off a dead
spriggan as a selkie.  It needs to be something more challenging.’


‘Man hunt.’  Samson said
suddenly.


‘What?’  Mistral looked up
with a frown.


‘Man hunt.’  Samson
repeated, his eyes glinting with a dangerous light that made Mistral glad Gemma
wasn’t around to witness it.  ‘Otherwise known as a Search and Destroy
Contract!’


‘And just who did you have in
mind to be hunted?’  Mistral asked dubiously.


‘Me of course!’


‘Oh?  And what about the
“Destroy” part?  How would you like me to present your arrow-ridden body
to Gemma and Samsara and what song would you like sung around your pyre?’


Samson burst out laughing, ‘Don’t
be stupid Mistral!  We’ll arm them with blunt arrows, a different coloured
set of arrows per apprentice!  Whoever lands what would’ve been a fatal
shot gets an instant upgrade from “Newly Qualified” to “Intermediate” with Scrimshaw
and Scuttle!  That should be enough incentive for the apprentices to
sharpen their aim!’


‘Unorthodox.’  Cassius said
then shrugged.  ‘But then this is the Ri, unorthodox is what we do.’


‘It would be an excellent test of
Amber’s tracking skills.’  Fabian agreed.  ‘And the boys would be
forced to work in a team with the other apprentices rather than just rely on
each other, which is a skill they need to master.  Are we in
agreement?’  He asked, looking around questioningly.


‘Definitely!’  Samson grinned. 



‘Oh, I suppose so.’  Mistral
sighed.  ‘But don’t you dare get killed Samson, or I think Gemma will drag
you off your own funeral pyre and kill you again for daring to die on
her!  And you’re telling her, not me!’


Samson laughed, ‘I’ll tell her
this weekend, I promise.  Which reminds me, she wanted you all to come out
and stay once the snows had gone, says she’s got a horse lined up for Marcus to
ease the pain of his younger sister Qualifying before him.’


‘Well it won’t be this weekend
will it?  We’ve got a funeral to go to.’


‘No,’ the smile faded from
Samson’s face to leave its ravaged features bleak.  ‘We need to pay our
last respects.  And damn!’  He paused and shook his head
slowly.  ‘Did I have some respect for Gray!  D’you remember Ithaca
brother?’


‘Of course.’  Fabian nodded
sombrely.  ‘It was a bloodbath.’


Samson grinned again, ‘Certainly
was!’


Saturday dawned grey, the Valley
filled with freezing low-lying cloud that made it impossible to see further
than five paces and coated everything in a thick sheaf of white frost. 
Icicles clung to the edge of every roof and mantle of every doorway, making the
occupants feel as though they were stepping out beneath the sword of Damocles
every time they left their houses. 


Amber stared out of the window at
the oppressive fog and sighed, ‘Perfect weather for a funeral.’


Cassius looked up from the
Council report he was reading.  For once, there was just him and Amber in
the house; their twin brothers were up in the third floor training room and
their parents had taken Marcus to see Phantom and Phantasm.


‘Amber,’ he began in a quiet
voice.  ‘You know that Xerxes and Brutus will be here for the funeral,
don’t you?’


‘Of course I do!’  Amber
spun around with a reproving look on her face.  ‘Brutus has told me loads
of stories about Warrington and Gray!  They were heroes to him!’


‘And it’s likely he’ll bring
Rosalind.’


Amber’s expression became
slightly fixed but she managed a stiff nod, ‘I know that too.’


‘You don’t have to go.  You
didn’t know any of the warriors that died.’


‘And what would that say about me
as an apprentice about to Qualify?’  Amber immediately flared.  ‘The
Ri stand as one and honour all fallen brothers, whether we’d had the pleasure
of their bad breath during a game of cards or not!’


Cassius laughed and shook his
head, ‘Mother says she doesn’t know where you get your humour from, but I
do.  You are just like her.’


‘I wish I was.’  Amber said,
her anger dying to leave her looking sad.  ‘I’d give anything to have what
she has.’


‘I assume you mean what she and
father share, and not the Sight?’ 


Amber nodded and turned away to
gaze out of the frost patterned window.  In the lull that fell Cassius
listened to his sister’s thoughts telling him what she had admitted to
no-one.  It was the curse of being a Seer to both know the thoughts in
another’s mind and share in the emotions that went with them.  He would
have preferred the anguish in her thoughts to have been his own rather than
know his favourite sister was feeling such pain.  Eventually he heaved a
sigh and spoke in a quiet voice.


‘Brutus loves you too Amber.’


Amber didn’t respond at first but
continued to stare out of the window, ‘You’ve read him?’  She finally
asked in a whisper. 


‘Yes.’


‘Does he ... does he –’ Amber
stumbled over the words she couldn’t say. 


‘No, he doesn’t love
Rosalind.’  Cassius said.  ‘But he will not turn his back on the
child she is carrying.’


‘I know.’  Amber’s voice was
strained, like she was trying to hold back tears.  ‘And it only makes me
love him more.’


Cassius had nothing to offer in
response to that sad statement, instead he tried a different tack, ‘So, are you
wearing a dress tonight then?’


‘No!’  Amber turned to frown
at him.  ‘What on earth makes you think that?’


‘Oh, only the parcel Delphine dropped
off earlier with your name on the front.’


‘It’d better not be a dress, or
her life’s not going to be worth living!’  Amber scrambled from the sofa
and lunged for the parcel laid on the edge of the long table, but Cassius
placed a hand over it before she could snatch it away.


‘Wear the dress, make Delphine
happy and father proud, and I promise to do anything I can to help you get over
this,’ he said quietly.  ‘I want my sister back.’


Amber gazed into his dark eyes
and sighed, ‘There’s nothing you can do – apart from persuade Phantom and
Phantasm to use their gift to make Brutus realise that Rosalind is a gold
digger and throw her out!’


‘I don’t think it would take much
persuading for them to do that.  They detest her.  But it is Brutus’
choice to make, not theirs.’


‘Then you can take that damned
dress and stick it on the base of the funeral pyre!  At least then
there’ll be something other than ghosts to burn!’


‘No Amber.’  Cassius said
firmly.  ‘You are the daughter of the Ri’s Training Captain and the Isle’s
Seer, Lord and Lady De Winter.  You must look the part tonight and wear
both a dress and a smile when you are smiled at.’


‘You mean by Brutus, don’t
you?’  


Cassius nodded, his eyes serious,
‘He is worried about your reaction to seeing him.  He fears you will hate
him.’


‘Hate him?  I could never
hate Brutus!’  


‘Good.’  Cassius suddenly
smiled and pulled a sheaf of parchments from the pile on the table in front of
him.  ‘Now, to the small matter of your training.  We need to fill
this in before you Qualify.’


‘What’s that?’


‘A form to apply for a second
year of training.  It’s really just a formality as your acceptance is
pretty much guaranteed since your father is the Training Captain, your uncle
the Divinus and two of your godfathers in the Magnate, but rules must be
obeyed.  Now, full name?’


‘Hang on Cassius!’  Amber
pulled out a chair and sat down opposite him.  ‘I’m not sure I want to do
another year.’


Cassius raised an eyebrow,
‘Another year?  That would imply that you have already done one, not a brief
two month stint!  Or maybe they were simply too arduous for you, my four
month old baby sister, and you don’t think you could cope with a full year!’


‘Oh don’t start with that “you’re
only four months old” malarkey!  I get it all the time in training,
anyway, I’m nearly five months old.’


‘So old.’  Cassius murmured
and bent his head over the parchment.  ‘Amber Mistral –’


‘Wait Cassius!’  Amber
reached over to grab his hand and stop him writing.  ‘I really don’t know
that I want to stay around the Valley for another year.’


Cassius looked up slowly to meet
the disarming gold eyes that always reminded him of a sphinx.


You mean you don’t want to be
around when Rosalind has Brutus’ child.


Amber gasped and let go of his
hand, ‘I hate it when you do that!’


‘I can say it aloud if you
prefer.’


‘No.  I would prefer it if
you kept your nose out of my thoughts.’


‘Interesting concept, however I
don’t tend to smell out thoughts.  You’re the one with the weird tracking
gift.’


Amber stuck her tongue out and
blew a loud raspberry, making Cassius laugh. 


‘So mature!’


‘Well I am only four and a half
months old!’


‘Exactly.  You need another
year to hone your gift Amber.  It may develop further yet.  It took
me two years to master mine fully.’


‘No it didn’t!  Phantom and
Phantasm told me all about your gift being developed before you were even
born!’


‘Yes, some parts were. 
Sight was always there, and I could command the elements of air and water,
but it took a lot of work to be able to manipulate solid earth and even more to
control fire.’


Amber glanced at the patches of
unnaturally smooth skin on his forearms, the scars of healed burns.  


‘Amber Mistral De Winter,’ she
announced in a resigned voice and Cassius began to write again.  ‘Age:
four and a half months.  Likes: hunting, having a laugh, and Brutus. 
Dislikes: the fat tart that somehow got him drunk enough – ’


‘Amber.’


‘Sorry.  You ask, I’ll
answer.’


Despite only having trained with
the Ri for two months, Amber had taken a fair number of training Contracts and
it took them the rest of the afternoon to complete the form.


‘There, done.’  Cassius
finished the last section and passed it over for her to sign.  


She looked down at the
application completed in her brother’s handwriting, so formal and neat, knowing
that her own scrawled signature couldn’t make it more obvious that she hadn’t
filled in the form, and also knowing that it wouldn’t matter.  Cassius was
right.  Her acceptance onto a second year was a foregone conclusion, not
just because of her family connections, but because of the gift she possessed.


She took the quill Cassius
offered and held it over the parchment, staring at the empty line awaiting her
signature, ‘Before I sign this, do you promise that you’ll find a reason for me
to be away when Rosalind’s time comes?’


‘I promised you that I would do
anything to help you get over this.  We shall go away together, take a
Contract overseas.  Is there anywhere in particular you would like to
visit?’


‘Egypt.’  Amber replied
immediately.


Cassius smiled at the image of a
sphinx that appeared in his mind, ‘I will visit Bragg and Napier to enquire
about what work they have coming through for next year.’


‘Thank you Cassius.’  Amber
leaned over and quickly kissed her brother on the cheek.  Grabbing the
parcel containing the dress, she kicked it up the stairs like a ball. 
‘Right then.  I’d best go get in the bath before Del comes round to
organise me.’ 


Cassius wasn’t sure if Amber was
thanking him for helping with the form, or for promising to take her away next
year, or maybe even both.  But he didn’t bother to find out.  He
watched her running up the stairs knowing she was smiling again, and nothing
else mattered. 


By five o’clock the De Winter
household was full of the sound of raised voices; Mistral refusing to come out
of the bathroom, Phantasm vociferously demanding that she get out before he
dragged her out and Delphine loudly telling Amber not to wear her training
boots with her dress whilst trying to hold Marcus still long enough to brush
his hair.


‘And I don’t know what you two
are smirking about,’ she snapped at her twin brothers when they appeared to
laugh at Marcus’s slick hair.  ‘You’re next!’


‘You don’t scare us Del.’


‘We’ve got short hair.’ 
Samson grinned and pointed to their cropped hair.


‘And dirty faces!’  Delphine
added, giving them a look they knew to dread.


At the table downstairs Fabian
was reading through Amber’s application for a second year.  He reached the
final page then looked up at Cassius in surprise, ‘She signed it?’  


Cassius smiled, ‘Yes.  I
doubt even I could forge something as terrible as Amber’s signature.  It’s
worse than mother’s.’


Fabian looked away briefly to
watch his twin sons clatter down the stairs and run into the kitchen chased by
Delphine armed with a wet flannel and a fierce expression, ‘I was unsure how
she would feel about staying on for a second year, given recent events,’ he
said over the sounds of battle in the kitchen.  


‘Amber’s going to be
alright.  She loves Brutus enough to respect his decision, and she’s
coming to terms with what it means for her.  She has an extremely generous
nature, but at her request I have promised to take her away when Rosalind’s
time comes.  I think even Amber would struggle to offer genuine
congratulations when that child is born.’


Fabian made no comment but
returned his gaze to the application form in his hands, staring at the
impatient signature that was so like Mistral’s, ‘I shall submit this for Leo’s
approval tomorrow, however, I doubt there will be any problems.  Leo knows
Amber is going to be an exceptional tracker and a valuable asset to the Ri.’


Cassius sighed and reached for
the goblet of wine before him, ‘Sometimes I envy Leo’s ability to quantify life
as a commodity to be valued.  I know that I allow myself to become biased
by the thoughts and emotions I See in other’s minds.’


‘Leo has Eximius’ ability to
consider a matter objectively –’ Fabian paused when a bellow of pain came
from the kitchen.


‘Damn Del!  Do you train
that slap or something!  I feel sorry for Cain!’


‘Cain’s never given me cause to
slap him!  But you two!  Oh!  I pity the women that end up
married to you!’


‘Never getting married Del –
’  


‘You’ve put us off for life!’


‘However, he also has my mother’s
ability to love.’  Fabian continued.  ‘A side which I admit has taken
a while to reveal itself, but I know he is very fond of Amber.  He will
place her happiness above her value to the Ri.  If she had not wished to
remain for a second year, he would not have questioned it.’


Their conversation was brought to
a close by Amber running down the stairs wearing a dress and her battered
training boots.


‘They’re clean!’  She said
when Cassius stared pointedly at her worn boots.  ‘And it’s cold out
there!  I’d freeze in the stupid things Del wanted me to wear!’


A light knock sounded on the door
which Amber immediately bounded over and opened to let in Phantom, Cain,
Samson, Gemma, and a tightly wrapped bundle that was Samsara.


‘Damn it’s a cold night!’ 
Samson exclaimed.  


‘Luckily I’ve brought something
to warm us all up!’  Cain grinned and pulled two gourds from beneath his
cloak.


‘Is that you Cain?’ 
Delphine stuck her head out from the kitchen and promptly smiled when she saw
her husband. 


‘Looks like butter wouldn’t
melt.’  Samson grumbled to his twin brother while he watched Delphine
almost skip across the living room to greet Cain with a kiss.


‘I wonder if she scrubs his face
with a flannel every night too.’  Fabian muttered as he examined his
reflection’s spotless cheeks in the darkened kitchen window. 


Samson shuddered, ‘Doesn’t bear
thinking about, does it?’


‘No, but let’s get some of that
liquor Cain’s brought round while she’s not looking.’


After one, two, then a final
third toast to the fallen, it was time to go.  Leaving Prospero stretched
out before the fire, Mistral and Fabian followed their family out into the
foggy winter night and joined the villagers and warriors making their way to
the village square in a slow moving procession, all heavily cloaked and hooded
against the bitter cold.  There was little conversation.  It was too
cold to talk.  As they turned onto the main street leading down to the
square the dull orange glow of the empty funeral pyre appeared out of the grey
murk ahead of them.  The mourners quickly gathered around the base,
grateful for the heat of the flames holding the freezing fog at bay.  


For a while there was only the
crackling of the pyre burning then another sound rose above the noise of the
flames, sweet and haunting.  A flute was being played.  The melody
rose and fell, taking them all on its sad journey until it finished on a long
quavering note that faded to be replaced by Leo’s voice beginning the warriors’
eulogy.


‘Discipline, courage and
strength; the qualities of a warrior –’ 


Mistral listened to the oft-heard
words and sighed.  She and every other person gathered around the pyre
probably knew the words off by heart, but they all listened in respectful
silence until he had finished.


‘Ready Marcus?’  


Marcus nodded in response to his
father’s softly spoken prompt and stepped forward into the bright light cast by
the flames.  He was not alone.  In total twenty four children stepped
out from the shadows of the gathered mourners, each clutching a sprig of thyme
tied with a black ribbon to symbolise the twenty four lives lost. 


‘To the fallen.  Gone in
body, but never from our memories.  May we meet again in Elysium.’


As Leo finished his tribute the
children flung their bunches of thyme onto the pyre.  They flared brightly
in the flames, releasing a sweet scent that made a welcome change to the usual
acrid smell of charring flesh. 


Marcus stepped back to stand
beside his father again.  Fabian rested a hand on his shoulder, his other
gripped tightly in Mistral’s.  They had both known each of the fallen and
even trained a few of them.  But it was not the loss of those twenty four
lives that made Fabian hold Mistral’s hand a little tighter when Leo brought
the ceremony to a close, it was the knowledge that many more lives would be
lost before Onieroi was vanquished.  They were not gathered at a funeral
pyre concluding the end of a Contract, but one signalling the start of a war. 


With the extra numbers of Ri
warriors waiting for the order to destroy Onieroi’s following there were too
many to fit into The Cloak and Dagger, so Leo had ordered the square to be
cleared of snow and had braziers of burning charcoal placed all around. 
Torches hung from every wall and fence post, creating an oasis of heat and
light in the murky darkness.  Leo’s voice rang out for a final time,
exhorting them all to raise a tankard to their fallen brothers.  At once
barrels of wine were being rolled out; their lids prised away and ceremoniously
smashed to signify that each was to be drunk that night. 


Phantom and Phantasm took a seat
at one of the many tables that had been placed out in the square and solemnly
toasted one another with goblets of spiced red wine.


‘May you live for five hundred
years brother.’


‘And may your funeral also be
mine.’ 


They knocked the brims of their
goblets together and drank to the traditional Arcane toast of twins.  


After he had taken a long drink
Phantom set his goblet down and gazed around at the torchlit square, ‘You know
brother, I was worried that seeing Brutus here tonight with Rosalind would be
more than Amber could take, but she’s really impressed me.’


Phantasm looked over to where
Amber was laughing with Brutus while they watched warriors shoot arrows at
bundles of flaming rags launched into the air by crossbows.  Brutus was
leaning against the Arena fence, his folded arms resting on the top rung where
she was sat, swinging her booted feet that were just visible beneath the long
charcoal grey dress she was wearing.   


‘Brutus is thrilled she’s even
talking to him.’  Phantasm said then added.  ‘Rosalind however, is
not quite so thrilled.’


Both brothers turned to look at
Rosalind, sat alone wearing a thick cloak and a sour expression.


‘Shame.’  Phantasm sighed.


‘Terrible shame.’  Phantom
agreed with a smile. 


In true Ri style, the mourning of
lives passed swiftly became a celebration of misdeeds, amusing failed Contracts
and unsavoury behaviour.  Aided by the barrels of wine placed around the
square and Samson’s natural ability to tell a story and incite others to do the
same, talk and laughter soon filled the misty night air.  


Mistral was sat beside Fabian
with Samsara cradled in her arms, telling childhood stories which Fabian was
listening to with a smile.  Laughing softly when Mistral reached the
conclusion of one story, Fabian rose to his feet and left to fetch them both
more drinks to be almost immediately replaced by Cassius.  He sat beside
his mother and said nothing and neither did Mistral, but both watched Samsara’s
blue eyes slowly close and her mouth drop open into a tiny rosebud ‘oh’ of
sleep.


Mother?


Hmm?


Why do you keep hearing bells?


I don’t know Cassius. 
Can you hear them too?


No.  Only in your
thoughts.  Whatever the bells signify is personal to you, because I too
have the Sight and have no such warnings.


Oh, Cassius!  I don’t
know what they signify.  I’ve spent too many hours trying to unravel the
obscure messages my gift has sent me over the years, even Saul doesn’t
understand half of the things he’s sent to tell me!  But you know what? 
Life’s too short to spend it puzzling over cryptic clues!  I’ll find out
one way or another, but not tonight.  Tonight I’m going to raise a goblet
to the warriors I won’t see again, and maybe challenge my boys to a game of
blind target shooting.


Well pass me Samsara then, only
I think she would hamper your aim.


Fabian returned to find his
eldest son holding Samsara while his wife and three youngest sons took it in
turns with other warriors in the Arena to shoot targets blindfold.  


‘Leo is coming over to speak with
us,’ he said as he sat down.


‘Do you want me to fetch mother?’


Fabian glanced over to watch
Mistral covering Marcus’ eyes while he took his shot and smiled, ‘No, leave her
to enjoy being with her family.  Everything will change soon, and who
knows how many times we will all be together again like this.’


‘Many more times yet I hope Mage
De Winter.’  Phantasm murmured and slipped onto the bench opposite. 
‘Forgive our intrusion.  The Divinus has requested we join you for an
informal conversation.’


‘Is that the Council report we’ve
been waiting for?’  Fabian asked, gesturing to the scroll in Phantasm’s
hand.


‘Yes.  It was delivered to
the Divinus just before the funeral.’  Phantasm passed it across for
Fabian to read.  ‘The weather was too poor to send a hawk and the High
Moors only became passable for messengers today, hence the delay.’


Fabian unrolled the parchment and
quickly scanned the contents, ‘All ports being watched ... no signs of the Spanish
warship ... work progressing on new Council warship with completion expected by
the new year when another search of the sea around the Isle will begin –’


‘Craft-powered workforce.’
 Gleacher muttered disdainfully as he sat down.  ‘Our boatyard is working
flat-out but we shan’t expect to see one of our ships seaworthy before the
spring.’


‘Good evening Master Shacklock.’
 Phantasm said politely.  ‘Has the Divinus requested for you to join
us?’


Gleacher nodded then looked at
Fabian, ‘Carry on De Winter.  I’ve been waiting weeks for that report.’


‘Twenty Council ambassadors have
been dispatched to take up residence in the nearest foreign ports, so far none
have reported any sightings of the warship.’


‘Onieroi’s got to dock soon to
take on supplies.  He may not need anything but love to survive, but his
following do,’ said Phantom.  


‘They could live on fish.’
 Cassius said.  ‘And melt snow for drinking water, but not
indefinitely, or Onieroi will lose his crew to scurvy.  He needs to keep
them healthy.’


Phantom nodded, ‘Their survival
is his survival.’


‘So he will dock at some point
and take to dry land again.’  Phantasm continued thoughtfully.  ‘We
can also assume that he will not remain content with the size of the following
he has accumulated so far.  In order to grow in power further, he will
need more worshippers.’


‘Which is where the amazons come
in,’ said a cold voice.  ‘Has Mistral read them again this afternoon?’


They all glanced up as Leo took a
seat next to Cassius and gestured curtly for the discussion to continue. 


‘Mother is reading them twice
daily to keep track of their progress, but with little to report so far.’ 
Cassius began in a quiet voice.  ‘Hellibus has entered the Western Range
and is travelling from village to village as per her instructions. 
Belladonna is doing the same in the Southern Range.  Hedera is starting
with the elven tribes in The Velvet Forests.  Henbane and Cerbera are
travelling north together and will part on the High Moors ... but mother is
starting to doubt that any of them will be successful.’


‘Why does Mistral doubt the
amazons?’  Leo frowned.  ‘They are formidable trackers.’


‘Exactly.  They are
formidable.  Would you apply that description to any of Onieroi’s
following?’


‘Erin and Golden were warriors
too.’  Leo argued. 


Gleacher frowned and leaned
forward onto his elbows, ‘Mistral might have a valid point.  Erin and
Golden may have been warriors, but both were at low points in their lives when
they succumbed to Onieroi.  I wonder ... is it possible that Onieroi is
physically drawn to those that will best serve his purpose?’


Cassius spread his hands out in
an unknowing gesture, ‘When considering what skills a god has, I would have to
say that anything is entirely likely.’  


‘Do you think Onieroi will
actually return to the Isle?’  Gleacher continued.  ‘He has a
following to feed from, he could go anywhere in the world to recruit more.’


Cassius tilted his head while he
considered his reply, ‘Bestra have been known to travel for days to find the
grazing they prefer.  The lure of the sweetest grass is a powerful draw,
and I am sure that the downtrodden tribal women will prove too much of a
succulent feast for Onieroi to stay away for long.  We will be seeing his
presence on our shores again, I am sure of it.’  


‘If he’s not already here.’
 Fabian said, looking up from the report.  ‘Have you considered the
possibility that he has sunk the warship to hide the evidence and brought his
following ashore?’


‘Did I miss something in the
report that may suggest he has taken such action?’  Leo asked sharply.


Fabian smiled briefly, ‘I am not
suggesting you cannot read Leo; merely that you may not have read between the
lines.  There has been no reported activity from the werewolf loose on the
Isle, whereas the giant has been leaving a well-documented trail of destruction
through the villages on the lower slopes of the Southern Range.  Does it
not strike you as odd that the villagers are quick to complain about the giant;
yet say nothing of a werewolf that should be decimating their livestock,
especially in a hard winter such as this?’


Leo frowned, ‘They could have
trapped and killed it.’


‘Then why not claim the Contract
value as a reward?’


‘The Ri’s Contracts are not
common knowledge.’


‘No, however it is common
knowledge that Eximius issued an open Contract on all werewolves several years
ago.  If the werewolf has been brought down, why hasn’t the hunter come
forward to collect their bounty?’


‘Maybe it simply died.’  Leo
shrugged.  ‘As you say, the winter is hard.  Either way, I fail to see
the significance.’


‘The significance is in the lack
of activity.  It may have died, however I doubt it.  Werewolves are
adept at surviving in worse weather conditions than this and there are few
creatures on the Isle that could take on a werewolf and survive –’


‘The giant could.’  Gleacher
interrupted.


Fabian nodded, ‘Yes, should the
werewolf have been foolish enough to get within the giant’s reach it would not
have survived, but werewolves are not that stupid.  They have a highly developed
sense of self-preservation and naturally avoid creatures that present a real
threat to its life.’


‘So, where do you think it is
then, Mage De Winter?’  Phantom asked.


‘Caught.’


‘Who would want to catch a
werewolf?  Apart from the goblins of course, but I think their efforts to
contain it failed on a pretty monumental scale –’


‘Onieroi.’


‘For what purpose?’ 
Phantasm began with a frown then his face cleared.  ‘Oh ... I see where
you’re heading with this.  You think Onieroi has obtained a guard dog for
his disciples!’


‘I do.’


‘Again, I am forced to ask why?’


‘Because he intends to travel
without them.  They are mortal and slow him down.  However, he cannot
leave them unprotected.  He knows of our efforts to destroy them.’


‘If you are correct, then this
may well be our one chance to strike at his following while he is
absent!’  Leo said quickly.


‘Yes –’ Fabian’s tone was
cautious.  ‘But we should ask what purpose drives Onieroi to travel
alone.’  


‘I don’t suppose he could just be
going abroad to wreak havoc on another nation for a bit of a holiday, could
he?’  Phantom asked with a sigh. 


‘I doubt it.’  Fabian
responded grimly.  ‘I think we can be assured that if Onieroi needs to
move without his following it is because it would be too dangerous to take them
with him.’


‘And that means he intends to do
something that is not good for the Isle.’  Leo finished.


Fabian sighed and laid the report
down onto the table, ‘Possibly.  But let us remember that this is all just
from me reading between the lines of the report.  It could be that the
werewolf is dead of natural causes and its remains will be discovered in the
spring thaws.’


‘I don’t think we can risk being
complacent.’  Leo turned to Phantasm.  ‘Is the Council messenger
still here?’


‘Yes.  He’s having a meal in
the Refectory before making his return journey.’


‘Assuming he survives that, I
want you to send him back with a summary of our discussion tonight for Eximius’
urgent attention, and I also want you to provide an update on the amazons’
progress, but do not mention Mistral’s misgivings.  I do not want
confidence in the Ri undermined any further.’


‘Yes Divinus.’  Phantasm
rose to his feet.


‘Wait!’


Phantasm sat down again, his
expression betraying nothing other than composure despite being ordered around like
a child. 


‘This is strictly, and I mean
strictly confidential.  Am I understood?’  Leo fixed Phantom and
Phantasm in turn with his piercing blue stare.


‘Yes Divinus,’ they
responded jointly.  


‘I want you to adjust the
mind-set of the amazons and make them more appealing to Onieroi.’


‘Yes Divinus.’


‘That is all.  You may
go.’  


‘Oh great.’  Phantom
muttered to his brother as they strode away across the square.  ‘If we get
a reputation for turning harridans like those amazons  into something
sweet-natured we’ll have every damned husband in the village hammering on our
door asking for the same to be done to their wives!’


‘I know.  However, I think
the Divinus is really clutching at straws by asking us to do this.  He
knows we can’t affect a permanent change.  Our influence will only be for
the duration that we hold contact with their minds, and even then the chance of
them suddenly coming over all meek and mild just as they bump into Onieroi is
pretty slim to say the least!’


‘Oh let’s not bother then.’
 Phantom sighed.  ‘Waste of time –’


‘No brother.  We must
try.  Who knows?  Maybe the amazons will actually like feeling that
way and decide to change.’


‘Yeah right.’  Phantom
snorted.  ‘I think the amount of times we’ve used our gift to try and calm
Mistral down proves that won’t happen!’


Phantasm laughed and pulled his
hood up as they left the warmth of the torchlit square, ‘Come on, we need to
hurry before Bernadette poisons the messenger with one of her experimental
puddings.’


Before long the level of
drunkenness reached a pitch that was no longer suitable and Fabian left Cassius
talking with Gleacher and Leo while he went to retrieve Marcus and Mistral to
take them home.  Marcus took some persuading to leave, but the promise of
a trip to Toothe and Nayle to choose his birthday present eventually won him
round.  Amber watched her mother and father walk away arm in arm,
shepherding Marcus between them, and suddenly ached for what she could never
have.  She looked back across to the Arena and watched Xerxes taking bets
while Brutus tied a blindfold on then groped around for his longbow. 
Amber laughed to herself, she knew Brutus was only playacting to get good odds
from the audience; he could shoot spriggans blindfold.


‘You know I owe you my thanks
don’t you?’  A voice spoke in Amber’s ear, making her jump.  She
turned to see Rosalind smiling at her.  ‘If I hadn’t seen how much Brutus
doted over you as a baby then I would never have known to give him what he
really wants.  A child,’ she sighed and rested a hand over her plump
belly.  ‘I know it must be hard for you to understand, cursed as you are
with the barren state of half-breeds, but it is all men truly desire ... to see
multitudes of their offspring spread out across the Isle to carry on their
name.’


‘I am pleased for you.’
 Amber’s lips replied while her mind reached out to strangle
Rosalind.  ‘Brutus will be a loving and generous father.’


‘Yes he will.’  Rosalind
smiled and stroked her belly.  


Amber forced a wooden smile and
jumped down from the fence, ‘Goodnight Rosalind, and congratulations. 
He’s a good catch.  Well hunted.’


Rosalind smiled smugly and
watched Amber stride across the square, then turned back to watch Brutus fire
an arrow straight into the centre of the target.  


‘Amber?’  Cassius looked up
as his youngest sister stalked past with a face like thunder.


‘What?’


‘Exactly.’  He reached out
to pull her onto the bench beside him, keeping the still sleeping Samsara
nestled in the crook of one arm.  ‘Now.  You can tell me what.’


Amber accepted the protective arm
he placed around her tense shoulders and looked around before speaking. 
The table they were sat at was empty again; Leo and Gleacher had left and the
occupants of the tables nearest to them were making far too much noise for
their conversation to be overheard.  


‘I think I actually hate her
Cassius.’  Amber admitted in an angry whisper.  ‘It’s all a game to
her!  She doesn’t care about Brutus, or the child she’s carrying! 
Only her own pathetic ambitions to be the boss’s wife.  I pity the other
barmaids when Brutus marries her!  She’s going to be such an ogre to work
for!’  


‘He hasn’t married her yet. 
In fact, he hasn’t even asked her.’


Amber sighed then offered him a
small smile, ‘So there’s still some hope for me yet.’


‘There is always hope.’
 Cassius said and nodded over to the table where Rosalind had sat
down.  ‘And in the meantime there is the minor joy of revenge.’


Amber followed his gaze to see
that Delphine and Serenity had taken the bench opposite Rosalind and were
talking to her with earnest expressions on their faces.


‘Ha!  I almost pity her
having to suffer the double pain of Delphine “let me organise you” De Winter
and Serenity “let me mother you to death” Lightwater.’


Cassius took his arm from around
her and laid his hand palm uppermost on the table, ‘Want to listen in?’


‘Oh, yes please!’  Amber
immediately slipped her hand into his.


At once she was inside Rosalind’s
mind and could hear the sounds of Delphine and Serenity’s excited voices.


‘How are you feeling? 
You’re looking well!’


‘Huh, when Del says that she
means fat.’  Amber muttered to Cassius.


‘How are you coping with the
sickness?’  Serenity asked in a caring voice.


‘Mother always suffers
terribly with boys, but not girls.’  


‘That’s Delphine again, trying to
be helpful.’


‘I know Amber.  Just
listen.’ 


‘Um, not too bad.’


Amber listened to Rosalind’s
mumbled response.  She was obviously intimidated by the barrage of
enthusiastic questions, which surprised Amber.  Rosalind had been only too
keen to flaunt her pregnancy only moments before, but now seemed strangely
unwilling to discuss it.


‘Ah, are you past your third
trimester then?  It usually improves after that.’


‘You must come in for a
check-up!’  Serenity this time, her usually gentle voice filled with a
frightening insistency.


‘Oh, I couldn’t possibly leave
the tavern!  It’s our busiest time!’  


‘What’s she doing here
then?’  Amber growled under her breath.  


‘No need!  I’ll come to
you.’  Serenity said briskly.  ‘I can leave Noah in charge at
the Infirmary.  It’s barely half a day’s ride to The Fallen Warrior. 
Although,’ Serenity paused, her voice becoming thoughtful, ‘it can be a
dangerous journey, particularly in bad weather such as this.  I think I’ll
ask Bryden if he would accompany me, just to be safe.  It might be too
much to travel back in the same day too –’


‘Best have the honeymoon suite
ready then, just to be safe!’  Delphine winked at Rosalind who smiled
weakly in response.


‘When are you due?’  Serenity
asked quickly to cover her suddenly flustered expression.


‘Oh, I’m, er, I’m not too sure
–’


Delphine sighed, ‘Worse than
mother.  She never has a clue.  Well, let’s see if we can work it
out.  You look about four months gone –’


Amber laughed at the instant
outrage in Rosalind’s thoughts.


‘Yarthkins carry for nine
months, so do elves ... so there’s no complicated calculations to be done there
... which means you should be looking at a May birth!’  Delphine
concluded brightly. 


‘A spring baby, how
lovely.’  Serenity sighed.


‘Have you considered a water
birth?’  


‘Del’s obsessed with them!’ 
Amber exclaimed.  ‘She reckoned I should’ve been born in a bath!’


‘Well it would have been
preferable to a forest floor.’  Cassius murmured.


‘W-water birth?’  Rosalind
echoed in a panicked voice.


Delphine nodded brightly, ‘That’s
right.  Very relaxing apparently, well, as relaxing as giving birth can
be!  I wanted mother to have a water birth with Amber, but nothing ever
goes quite to plan with my mother.  Anyway, have you thought of names?’


‘Er, no –’


‘Bryden is a good name.’ 
Serenity said promptly. 


‘Yes for a boy.’  Delphine
agreed.  ‘But not so good if Rosalind’s having a girl – oh!  I
know!’


Rosalind actually flinched at the
sound of Delphine’s excited gasp. 


‘How would you feel about
having a little inside knowledge on your little insider?’  She asked
in a breathless whisper.


‘I – I don’t follow, sorry –’


Amber felt Rosalind fight the
urge to recoil when Delphine leaned across to breathe in her ear, ‘Mother
found out the sex of each of her babies using her gift.  I’m sure she
would do the same for you too.  Brutus is like a brother to her, so this
baby will be either her niece or nephew!’


‘She – she can read unborn
babies?’ 


‘Oh yes!  And far earlier
on than you are.’


‘But hers are always a bit
special aren’t they?  Mine will just be a normal Arcane.’


‘What’s normal about any
Arcanes?’   Amber felt Rosalind cringe at Delphine’s
tinkling burst of laughter.  ‘Anyway,’ Delphine continued more
briskly, ‘Gemma’s elven and mother read her baby to tell her what she was
having and got it exactly right.  It’s just a shame that father’s taken
her home already, or I could have asked her to read your baby now.  Mind
you, I could pop round, they might still be up ... I’m sure she wouldn’t say
no.’  


‘You can reckon on her saying a
hell of a lot more than just no!’  Amber muttered to Cassius.


‘Oh please don’t bother her
tonight!’  Rosalind said quickly.  ‘I was going to bed soon
too.  The journey took it out of me –’  


‘Oh she wouldn’t need to see
you to See you, if you know what I mean.’  Delphine laughed. 
‘Mother could read us all from the comfort of her bed if she wanted.’


‘She – she can read my mind, I
mean ... read my baby, without having to even be in the same room?’  


‘Uh-huh!  It’s how she
keeps track of my troublesome twin brothers!’


‘I – I didn’t realise she
could do that –’  


‘Oh yes, I helped Mistral to
master her gift when she was an apprentice.’  Serenity said
proudly.  ‘She’s exceptionally talented.’ 


‘Apprentice?  She’s a
warrior too?  I thought she just taught –’


‘Warrior, Seer, Training
Lieutenant and pretty bad-tempered into the bargain too, but enough of that.’
 Delphine dismissed her mother’s achievements with a wave of her hand
and leaned forward to fix Rosalind with her piercing blue eyes.  ‘I’ll
ask her to read your baby first thing tomorrow morning!  Now, are you
staying in The Cloak tonight?’  


Rosalind’s reply was cautious, ‘Yes,
but – ’


‘Good, I’ll pop round after
I’ve been to see mother, you never know!  I might even be able to tell you
what you’re having!’


‘We’re leaving very early!’  Rosalind
squeaked. 


‘Oh, I’m an early riser, or
rather Cain is.  He wakes me with breakfast in bed every morning.’  Delphine
said a touch smugly.  ‘I’ll wait until Floris has served breakfast
before I come round though, it’s very important you eat well now –’


‘Enough thank you.’  Amber
sighed and let go of Cassius’ hand.  ‘I have Del nagging me most days on
diet and other pointless guff about eating foods to make your hair shine.’


Cassius laughed quietly, ‘It is
sometimes a rather bizarre insight to be in the mind of a woman.  You
truly are a completely different species.’


‘How do you mean?’


‘Well, not mother, or you
really.  Your thought processes are not so dissimilar, but that’s because
you’re both warriors.  But Rosalind was –’


‘What?’  Amber prompted when
he fell quiet and stared thoughtfully into space.


‘Oh nothing,’ he shook his head
and turned to smile at her.  ‘Let’s find Gemma and return Samsara, then
I’ll walk home with you.  I think I’m done with funerals for today.’


‘I’m certainly done with wearing
a dress!  I’ll just go say goodnight to Brutus – wait here for me!’


Cassius watched his sister run
across the cobbles and vault the Training Arena fence and sighed.  The
dress didn’t behave in the same way that trousers would have done and the
apprentices lined up around the fence gave her a round of applause. 
Unabashed, she stuck her tongue out at them and flew up to a grinning Brutus
who had also witnessed her unladylike entrance.  The peck on the cheek she
gave him probably lingered a touch longer than it should have, and the hug
Brutus gave her in response was maybe a little too close.  To the casual
observer it was no more than an affectionate bidding of goodnight, but to
Brutus it was the offering of an unspoken apology, and in return Amber was
letting him know that she wouldn’t punish him for his mistake. 


Cassius waited for her return,
the smile she wore contradicted by the tears that shone in the corner of each
golden eye.  He said nothing but took her hand while they walked together
to find Gemma and hand over the soundly sleeping Samsara.  


 











A Golden Awakening 





Mistral awoke in the night with
the voice she had been trying to hear for nearly half a year whispering in her
ear.


‘Chrysanthemum … dahlia …
lily … marigold –’


She lay still, listening to the
voice naming flowers until she was completely sure of who it was,
‘Fabian!’  She rolled over and whispered his name urgently.  


Fabian stirred, his dark eyes
instantly alert.


‘I can hear Golden!’


He nodded and immediately slid
from the bed, moving around the bedroom, pulling on clothes and passing Mistral
hers as he found them scattered across the floor, ‘Where is she?’ 


Mistral paused in buttoning up
her shirt to listen to the voice in her mind again, ‘I don’t know – she must
know I’m listening.  She’s thinking about stupid things to occupy her mind
and fool my gift.’


‘I’ll wake Cassius, he can help
read her.’


‘I’ll get the twins.  We
might need their gift too.’


By the time Mistral returned with
Phantasm and Phantom, her family were sat around the kitchen table, all looking
intently at her.


‘What are you all doing
up?’  Mistral demanded in a whisper.


‘Coming with you.’  Samson
answered, yawning and running a hand through his sleep flattened hair.


‘And I don’t know why you’re
whispering mother.’  Fabian replied, yawning with his brother. 
‘Unless you’ve got more children than you’re letting on, there’s no-one left
asleep.  We’re all sat here.’


‘Oh.’  Mistral’s eyes roved
around the table, meeting Marcus’ sharp blue eyes, Amber’s golden brown,
dancing with excitement at the prospect of a late night adventure, and Cassius’
vague stare as he Saw into her mind to read Golden through the dream she’d had
... and finally her eyes met Fabian’s.  She held his deep gaze for a long
moment, the whisper of his thoughts fuelling the anticipation of revenge
already burning inside her.


‘What do you See Cassius?’ 
Phantasm slid into a seat beside Marcus.


Cassius’ eyes roved blankly over
the room, seeing not the beams and the whitewashed walls but a scene far from
the Valley, ‘It is night … the stars are the same position as ours.  She
is on the Isle … in a –’ he frowned as his eyes slid into focus to look at
Mistral.  ‘I can’t work it out, is she in a jungle?’  


‘There aren’t any jungles on the
Isle.  Not natural ones anyway.’  Phantasm said.  


‘Is it a swamp?’  Marcus
suggested.  


‘It’s a garden … a flower
garden.’  Mistral said dully, staring vacantly out of the darkened
window.  


‘A flower garden?  In
winter?’  Phantasm frowned. 


‘Yes.’


‘Where?  One of the mansion
glasshouses at the Council?’  


‘No.  It’s in the south –’


‘How can you tell?’


‘The stars –’ Mistral and Cassius
replied in one voice.  


Fabian grabbed a sheet of
parchment and began to map out the precise positions of the constellations
above Golden’s head as Mistral and Cassius described them.


‘Where are you two going?’ 
Phantom hissed when Mistral’s twin boys rose quietly from their chairs and
stole towards the door.


‘To get Del and Cain.’
 Samson replied.


‘We want to see if she really can
handle knife or whether she’s just all mouth.’


‘No!’


‘Leave it Phantom,’ his twin
ordered sharply.  ‘Delphine has every right to come with us, so does
Cain.  Golden tried to rip this family apart.  They’ll want to be
there to see her finished.’  


The door closed behind Samson and
Fabian, leaving Phantom glaring at his brother, ‘Well Delphine’s not going
anywhere near Golden!’  


‘No, she can join the queue
behind me.’  Phantasm replied in a hard voice.  ‘I owe her.’


Fabian looked up from the
parchment, ‘We all do.  But in the meantime, could you please use your
gift and influence Golden into thinking of her location.’


While Mistral and Cassius
continued to describe the stars, Phantasm and Phantom locked gazes across the
table and willed Golden to recall more details of her surroundings.


‘Any good?’  Phantom asked
Mistral when he and his brother broke eye-contact.


Mistral shook her head, frowning
irritably, ‘No.  She’s still just thinking of flowers.  Mind you, I
always suspected there wasn’t a lot in her head to influence, so don’t feel too
bad that your gift didn’t work.  Looks like it’s all down to our
star-gazing efforts to find her now.’  She leaned over to study the chart
Fabian had drawn.  ‘Hmm, total gobbledegook to me, Cassius?  You
studied astronomy with Imperato.  Does that make sense to you?’


‘So did you mother, I just
listened more.’  Cassius reached out and turned the piece of parchment to
face him.  ‘South, definitely.  Not as far as The Emerald Forests,
but … ah, yes!  I recognise Orion’s position.  She’s in the Southern
Range.’


Mistral sighed, ‘Well that
narrows it down a bit, but not enough.’  


‘Have you got anything she once
owned?’  Amber asked quickly.  ‘It’d help me to track her.’


‘No, but you could try looking
under your Uncle Leo’s bed.’  Mistral muttered under her breath then added
more clearly.  ‘Let Amber See me Cassius, I’ll call up some memories of
Golden, let her get to know her quarry.’


‘Can we all join in?  Only
we’ve never actually met her, only suffered her attempts to kill you and
father.’


Mistral looked up as her twin
sons walked back into the house with Cain and Delphine, ‘Feel free.  Join
in too if you like Delphine ... and anyone else that wants a little refresher.’


‘I’ve got enough memories of that
bitch.  I think I’ll make us all some breakfast.’  Phantasm abruptly
stood up and walked into the kitchen.


After a moment’s pause Phantom
followed to find him in the pantry, searching for food to make breakfast, ‘Why
so angry brother?’  He asked quietly.  ‘I know you hate Golden, we
all do.’


Phantasm reached for a loaf of
bread and passed it to his brother, ‘I don’t hate her.’ 


‘Really?’  Phantom
frowned.  ‘Is “bitch” a friendly term now?’


‘No.’ Phantasm said shortly and
walked out of the pantry. 


Phantom lifted a leg of ham down
from one of the shelves then followed his brother to continue their whispered
conversation, ‘So come on them ... explain yourself!’


‘I don’t hate Golden because that
would imply that I have any feelings at all towards her.’


‘Oh, you lie brother!’  


Phantasm laid down the knife he
had been using to slice bread and placed both hands flat onto the wooden
worktop, ‘Alright, I admit it.  I loathe her.’  He suddenly turned to
give his brother a blazing look.  ‘I’ve nearly lost Mistral more times
than I can remember because of her –’


Phantom cut him off with an
impatient gesture, ‘Mistral’s practically indestructible brother!  Even
more so now she’s got an entire family of warriors round her!’


‘You’re wrong!’  Phantasm
shook his head angrily.  ‘Mistral’s more vulnerable now than ever! 
Why do you think she didn’t want anyone to leave their house in the mountains
after Mage De Winter returned?’


Phantom frowned, ‘Well, yes, she
was a bit low then, but she’s not now!  This family is the strongest I’ve
ever known, and not just in skills and gifts, they have a love the likes of
which I don’t think I’ve ever seen.’  


‘And that’s precisely what I’m
talking about!’  Phantasm hissed.  ‘By allowing herself to love,
Mistral has opened a part of her that she never knew existed and now she’s
terrified of ever losing it!’


‘You think love has made her
weak?’  


Phantasm held his brother’s gaze,
‘Yes.  I do.’


‘Then why the hell are we letting
her go to Golden then?  This could be a trap!’


‘I know, and I’m sure Mage De
Winter knows too, which is why the whole family is going.’


‘Let’s get Brutus, Xerxes and
Grendel too then ... and the Divinus needs to know what we’re doing –’


By dawn a party of fourteen were
riding out through the little used South Gate of the Valley, beginning a
journey that would end a life.  


‘Did you manage to speak with
Gleacher about helping Samson with the apprentices while we’re away?’ 
Mistral asked Fabian as their excited horses ploughed through the knee-deep
snow of the meadows. 


‘No, but I saw Leo.  He will
speak with Gleacher.’


‘Stop fretting about your
precious apprentices mother!’  Amber said, urging her horse through the
snow to ride beside her.  ‘Your favourite ones are coming with you!’


‘I have no favourites Amber, you
know that.  Just ones I like less than others.’ 


Amber laughed then drew in a deep
breath of the sharp air, ‘This is almost as much fun as training!’  


‘Everything’s fun to you Amber.’
 Xerxes grumbled from beneath the brim of his hood.  ‘Personally,
being dragged from a warm bed at three in the morning for an unpaid and highly
dangerous jaunt into the Southern Range does not equal fun in my book!’


‘Misery-guts!’  Amber teased
then leaned out of her saddle to scrape up a handful of snow to throw at him. 


‘You’ll pay for that!’


‘Brutus!’  Amber cried and
kicked her horse into a canter.  ‘Save me!  Xerxes is trying to kill
me!’


Mistral watched Amber plunging
through the snow towards Brutus and felt a spasm of anxiety.  Fabian had
insisted on both Marcus and Amber coming with them, stating that it was a
family matter and they needed to be there.  But she was unconvinced and
leaned over to speak in a worried voice.  


‘Fabian?  I’m really not
sure about her and Marcus coming.  They’re so young.’


Fabian reached out to take her
gloved hand, ‘I know.  But they had to come with us.  If we left
them, how long do you think it would be before they rode after us?’


Mistral gazed into his eyes, the
dark gems that were more priceless to her than any of the De Winter jewellery
he lavished on her, ‘You’re right,’ she admitted.  ‘They’ve both inherited
your stubbornness.  In fact all your children have.’


Fabian smiled at her, his eyes
holding hers with a force that was undeniable, wrenching from her the words
she’d been trying to say for nearly a month. 


‘I should’ve said.  I know I
should have said.  But I – I stopped taking the moon potion two months ago
... I didn’t mean to deceive you, I just kept forgetting to take it ... then I
didn’t dare tell you because I thought you’d be angry with me.’


‘Angry?’  A smile slowly
spread across his face until it became nothing short of a grin.  ‘How
could I be angry that you’ve stopped taking that wretched potion?  It is
time we had another child.’


Mistral held his gaze and bit her
lip, ‘I think we already are –’


‘What I don’t understand is why
you can suddenly hear Golden again.’


Mistral closed her eyes and
sighed, ‘Hello Phantom.’


‘Yes, hello Mistral.’
 Phantom replied, riding up beside her, utterly oblivious to the crackling
atmosphere between her and Fabian.  ‘So why has he let his number one
follower back into the land of the living then?’


‘Because he has done as I
suspected and left his following.  He has had to release Golden from the
power of Morpheus, and probably Erin too, in order for them to survive in his
absence.’  Fabian responded in an even voice, amazing Mistral with his
ability to switch effortlessly from their intense whispered conversation of
only seconds before.  


‘Do you think that we’re heading
into a trap?’  Phantom asked.


‘Without a doubt Onieroi will
have laid down measures to protect his following in his absence.  However,
we have the journey to prepare.  It will take us at least two days to
reach the Southern Range.  I could cast on us to expedite the first part
of our journey, but once we reach the mountains we will need to travel more
slowly to allow Amber to pick up a trial.’


‘I think that time is on our
side.’  Phantasm said, riding up to join in the discussion.  ‘Onieroi
would not have woken Golden unless he was intending to leave her for a long
period of time.’


‘I agree.’  Fabian
nodded.  ‘We shall forgo using the Craft and spend the time planning.’


They rode all day without
stopping, the deep falls of snow making the going slow.  By nightfall they
had reached the edge of the Southern Range and made camp.  While Brutus
and Xerxes set about erecting the four tents under Delphine’s helpful
instruction, Cassius used his control over the elements to turn the damp wood
they had gathered into a blazing fire.  


‘Neat trick Cassius has
there.’  Cain remarked while he threaded two snow hares onto a spit and
balanced it over the fire.  


‘Are they the starter?’ 
Samson asked, eying the two scrawny looking hares unhappily.


‘If you like, but I was thinking
they could be more of a side dish to go with the main.’


‘Which is what? 
Invisible?’  Samson looked pointedly at the empty space beside Cain where
the hares had been.


‘Grendel’s bringing over a little
something he picked up just before we made camp.’


The ground trembled as Grendel
stomped over and dropped a bear down beside them.


‘Nice work Grendel!’


‘Where’d you find that?’


‘In a cave.’  Grendel
grunted and stomped off.


‘Ah, that’s our Grendel. 
All chat.’  Cain sighed.


‘Not surprised he doesn’t say a
lot.’


‘Liliana talks for two!’


Cain quickly looked over his
shoulder to make sure Delphine was out of earshot before he leaned closer to
them and whispered, ‘You should be in the flat when she comes round with her
sisters to visit Delphine.  It sounds like a flock of seagulls has
landed!’


‘Rather not thanks.’  Samson
muttered and yanked his kukri knife from the back of his belt.


‘Did Amber spot its trail
then?’  Fabian asked and pulled out his own dagger to help his brother
skin the bear.


‘Yes.  It was hibernating in
a cave we passed and she saw its lingering signature, the cold air had
preserved it.  Good job too, or we’d be going hungry tonight.’


‘You still might be yet.  I
reckon I could eat all this myself.’


‘Oh fantastic!’  Amber
exclaimed happily and knelt down beside the bear.  ‘Grendel got that
bear!’


‘A bear?’  Marcus cried and
rushed over.  ‘You could have told me ‘Ber.  It would’ve been good to
do a bit of hunting!’


‘Killing a hibernating bear is
hardly challenging Marcus!  Anyway, I’m not sure you could’ve carried it
out over your shoulder like Grendel did, little brother.’


‘I wish you’d remember that I’m
actually older than you!’  Marcus flared.


‘I was referring to your size,
not your age.’


‘Right!  You’ve asked for this!’ 
Marcus promptly shoved a handful of snow down the back of Amber’s shirt then
ran away before she could grab him. 


‘Argh!  Damn that’s
cold!  I’ll get you for that Marcus!’  Amber leapt to her feet and
chased after her brother, vanishing into the dark shadows at the edge of the
camp until only their laughter could be heard.


Mistral broke off from her
conversation with Fabian and the twins, but Cassius laid a hand on her arm.


I’ll keep an eye on them
mother.


Mistral nodded her thanks and
returned to the discussion, ‘I wish I could tell you more,’ she continued with
a sigh.  ‘But all I can See is Golden, and she’s not thinking about
anything other than the names of the flowers around her.  I have no idea
if the rest of the following are there or not.’


‘And what of Erin?’


Mistral pulled a face, ‘Erin’s
dead.’


‘Onieroi must have held Erin
under the power of Morpheus too long without feeding her.’  Fabian
continued.  ‘Mistral couldn’t hear her thoughts while she was under, but
when he released her, she was able to hear the echo of Erin’s fallen mind.’


‘Anything useful, like, oh I
don’t know ... a location?’  Phantom asked.


‘Nope.  Nothing even vaguely
useful, just lots of mushy stuff about how wonderful Onieroi is.’


‘Oh yes, really wonderful ... so
wonderful that he forgot to feed his new pet.’


Mistral dropped a hand to ruffle
Prospero’s thick coat, ‘Don’t brother, it’s a cruel way to die.’


‘She won’t have known anything
about it Mistral,’ said Phantasm soothingly.  


‘And to be honest, she deserved
to die in a way far worse than that.’  Phantom added.


‘I suppose in a weird way,
justice has been served on her.’  Mistral agreed reluctantly.  ‘But
it still doesn’t feel right.’


‘You mean it wasn’t a glorious
warrior’s death on a battlefield?’  Phantom said angrily.  ‘Don’t you
dare feel pity for her Mistral!  She betrayed the Ri and deserved to die
without honour.  It was a fitting end.’


‘Duck!’


They all reacted to Cassius’
warning just as a hail of snowballs flew over their heads.


‘Spoilsport!’


‘Ah, you can’t fool a Seer,
little sister.’  Cassius smiled at Amber as she appeared out of the
darkness, her cheeks flushed from the cold air and her golden eyes
shining.  


‘Really?’  She
grinned.  ‘Fancy a snowball fight then?’


‘Dinner!’  


Cain’s announcement put an end to
Amber’s challenge.  They gathered around the fire and continued their
discussion.  


‘It still feels like a trap,’
said Phantasm.  ‘Onieroi knows Mistral will hear Golden the moment he
releases her from Morpheus.’


‘Cassius and I have both read her
and there’s nothing around her, just this weird flower garden.  So unless
the flowers are poisonous, I really fail to see the danger.’  Mistral
argued back.   


‘Oh, like there’s no danger in
trying to kill the number one worshipper of some power-crazed god!’  Phantom
muttered sarcastically.


They speculated over what
measures Onieroi would have taken to protect Golden during his absence and how
they would overcome them until Marcus fell asleep with his head lolling on his
godfather’s shoulder.


‘I’ll put him to bed.’ 
Phantasm lifted his godson and carried him to one of the tents. 


‘I think that’s a hint that we
should all be taking actually.’  Delphine yawned and stood up.  ‘I’ve
divided us into the four tents.’


Amber looked at Cassius and
raised an eyebrow, knowing he would hear her thought.


And say hello to Delphine “let
me organise you” De Winter.  


‘Girls all in one tent together;
father, Cassius and the boys in another  – Phantom and Phantasm had better
have Marcus though, or there’ll be a riot if he sleeps in the same tent as his
brothers, then Cain, Xerxes and Brutus can share with Grendel.’


‘Er, hang on a moment
Delphine!’  Cain said quickly.  ‘Grendel’s strictly an open-air
sleeper when it comes to tents.’


‘But it’s December Cain!’  


‘Don’t feel the cold much. 
Got this if I do.’  Grendel grunted and pointed to his Blackheart
Wolverine skin.


‘Doesn’t feel anything much, and
definitely not the need to take a bath.’  Cain muttered to Xerxes who
laughed into his gourd of wine.


‘Well, if you’re sure.’ 
Delphine still looked doubtful but Grendel merely shrugged and tore off another
mouthful of roast bear from the leg he was holding.  ‘Fine then.  I
think we should turn in.  Mother?  Amber?’  


‘I’ll be there when we’ve
finished this round Del.’ Amber turned back to the game of knuckle bones she
was playing with her twin brothers. 


‘Actually Delphine, I really need
to speak with your father.’  Mistral began and instantly caught a glint of
green as Phantom turned to look inquisitively at her.  ‘On second
thoughts, it can wait.’


Fabian smiled and kissed her then
watched her vanish into one of the tents followed by Delphine, already
complaining about the smell of dog when Prospero wandered in after his
mistress.   


Amber lost the game. 
Leaving her brothers to challenge Brutus she leant back against Cassius. 
Warmed by the arm he put around her shoulders and lulled by the murmur of
voices, she began to drift towards sleep.


‘Werewolf’s definitely going to
be part of it, you can bet on it –’


‘You’d bet on anything Xerxes!’


‘Don’t know that I’d have bet on
you barging into my room at three in the morning though Cain.’  Xerxes
laughed.  ‘You’re damned lucky it was Brutus I was tucked up with and not
one of Liliana’s sisters!’


Amber was suddenly fully alert
but kept her eyes closed and listened more closely to their conversation. 
Why would Brutus be sharing a room with Xerxes and not Rosalind?


‘I wish I’d known!  Floris
told me which rooms you’d booked and typically I picked the one Rosalind was in
first, and to say that she wasn’t happy about being woken by me hammering on
the door would be an understatement.  I think my ears are still ringing!’


‘Huh, she’s not happy about a lot
these days.’  Xerxes muttered.  ‘They had a blazing row last
night.  She was giving it the whole “I’ve been on my own all evening
because you were ignoring me” line.  I can’t tell you how many times I’ve
sat through that from Marietta!  I just think of other stuff and let her
get it off her chest, but like an idiot Brutus actually listened and argued back!’


‘He’s got a lot to learn,’ sighed
Cain.  ‘He’ll never survive married life if he actually listens to her.’


‘I don’t think it’ll come to
marriage.  I keep telling him to pay her off.  She’s only after his
money.’


‘Without a doubt, but I can’t see
Brutus abandoning the child.’


‘Oh, we’d keep the child. 
Marietta’d raise it.  Get me off the hook.’


‘What does Brutus say to that?’


‘He listened, but says he wants
to wait until the child is born.  Mind you, the way things are going
between him and Rosalind I don’t think he’ll stick it that long.  He’s
slept downstairs in the bar most nights since she made her little announcement,
and he pretty much told her last night that he’s willing to be a father to her
child, but nothing else.’


Smiling to herself, Amber slipped
into a deep sleep, barely stirring when Cassius gently lifted her and carried
her to the tent.


By dawn they had already
travelled several miles into the Southern Range, having set out while it was
still dark to follow the stars east, trying to see the same patch of night sky
that Mistral and Cassius had Seen through Golden’s eyes.  When the sun
finally broke over the eastern ridge and spread a welcome light across the
untouched snowfields before them, Fabian called a halt and dismounted to scan
the virgin snow for any footprints.  


Samson watched his father for a
moment then turned to talk quietly to his sister, ‘See anything ‘Ber?’  


‘Yes.  Six passed this way
not a week ago,’ she replied and pointed to the unbroken crust of snow
glittering in the first rays of sun.  ‘There.  One was carried. 
Her trail is higher than the others.’


‘Golden!’  Mistral hissed. 


‘It would make sense that she was
brought here under Morpheus to prevent her from knowing the location,’ said
Fabian.  ‘It would also explain why the twins’ gift had no effect on
her.  She genuinely does not know where she is.’


Mistral frowned, her expression
urgent, ‘Describe the trails to me Amber.’  


Amber tilted her head to study
the misty colours floating in the air near them while everyone gathered around
to listen, ‘I see four elven signatures, the one who was carried is a
half-breed ... nymph and something else ... sylvad?  Or maybe a dryad ...
they have very similar markers.  Oh!  Is that Onieroi’s trail I can
see?  There is some deep blue, something that looks like rust and ... what
is that?  It’s a strange colour, not really a colour at all, more of
sheen, like the scales of a fish.’


‘Mother of pearl?’  Mistral
asked sharply.


‘Yes!  That’s it.’


‘Hope.’  Mistral said
grimly.  


‘And the other two
colours?’  Phantom asked. 


‘Purpose and ambition.’  


‘In which direction do they
lead?’  Fabian asked Amber.


‘East again, there –’ she pointed
to a horseshoe-shaped wall of rock rising up above the smooth field of snow
they were making their way across.  ‘They climbed.’


‘Then we must do the same. 
Tether the horses at the base of the rock, it will provide shelter.  Rug
them well and leave them with food and water.’


‘Prospero will stay and guard
them.’  Mistral said quickly.  ‘There might be wolves around.’


‘If you wish, however there have
been no signs of any living creatures since we began our trek into the
mountains.’  


Mistral looked around at the
unblemished snow that had fallen over a week ago.  It was utterly devoid
of the animal tracks she would have expected to see.  ‘You think they’ve
fled from Onieroi?’


Fabian nodded and gazed up at the
rockface they would be climbing, ‘We need to follow the silence.’


‘Like Cassius did when he was
searching for you.’


‘Yes.’  Fabian abruptly
turned, trapping her with his black stare.  ‘But this time we are
searching for revenge.’


‘And we’ll find it!’ 
Mistral whispered back fiercely.


They plunged through the snow to
reach the base of the rocks and dismounted.  The snow was thinner there
and barely reached above their ankles.  The horses would be able to forage
at the grass beneath, which would offer little nourishment but would at least
keep them occupied.  Using his gift of being able to control water,
Cassius melted snow into a row of leather buckets.  


Mistral laid her Blackheart
Wolverine skin in the shelter of the rocks for Prospero to use as a bed then
ordered him to guard, adding more gently, ‘I’ll be back soon, I promise
Prosp.  Look after Cirrus won’t you?’


‘You spoil him.’  Fabian
said, turning to look at Prospero over his shoulder.  The dog had curled
up on Mistral’s Wolverine skin, but his pale blue eyes were fixed on her as she
walked away.  


‘How can leaving him alone on a
mountainside in winter be classed as spoiling him?’  Mistral muttered
back.  


‘Mistral, he’s half-wolf. 
He could happily sleep in a six foot snow drift.’


‘Only if I was in it with
him.  He’s looking at me, isn’t he?’  She said in a choked whisper. 


Fabian laughed and put an arm
around her shoulders, pulling her closer, ‘And just where do I fall in the
pecking order of Prospero and Cirrus?’


Mistral turned to look at him,
her expression completely serious, ‘Oh, you’ve always been at the top Fabian,
even when you weren’t mine to love.’


‘I was always yours Mistral. 
It was a curse destiny saw fit to bestow on you from the first breath you
drew.’  


‘Then for once I bless
destiny.’  Mistral smiled and kissed her Mage.


The climb up the rockface took
far less time than expected thanks to Amber, Marcus and their twin brothers
having a race to see who could reach the top first and infecting the others
with a sense of competitiveness.


‘Feeling the late nights and ale
are we brother?’  Brutus grinned at Xerxes when he pulled himself up,
red-faced and sweating.


‘I’m in my prime!’  


‘Of course you are.’  Brutus
said, once Xerxes had finished coughing.


‘To me now!’


Everyone responded to Fabian’s
barked command and gathered to stare at the cause for his summons.


‘What is it?’  Marcus asked,
gazing in wonderment at the glistening white fog that filled the plateau they
had climbed onto. 


‘Well, it’s not natural that’s
for sure.’  Cassius said, glancing up at the perfect blue sky and bright
mid-morning sun.  


‘It looks like someone plucked a
cloud from the sky and dropped it here!’  Delphine exclaimed.


‘You might not be far wrong there
sister.’  Cassius murmured and frowned at the white mass that lay before
them.  ‘It is the work of Onieroi, I am sure of it.  But why
fog?  What purpose does fog serve?’


‘It hides things.’  Phantasm
said quietly.


‘Then we need to discover what it
conceals.’  Fabian drew his sword and strode forwards.


Mistral hurried after him, ‘I’ll
come with you.’


Fabian abruptly halted and turned
to face her, his expression forbidding, ‘No Mistral!  Not now you are –’


Mistral’s eyes widened, willing
him not to tell the others of their secret.


‘I’ll go!’  Xerxes announced
and drew his sword.  


‘Got something to prove
brother?’  Brutus muttered and stepped up to stand beside his brother with
his own sword drawn ready.


‘Definitely.  Ready
brother?’


‘I was born ready!’


‘Come on then.  Right, we’re
going in.  See you in a bit –’


‘Wait!’  Amber called and
made to run after him but was held back by Cassius.


‘Waiting is for ladies Amber, and
I’ve never met one!’  Xerxes laughed and strode away into the dense fog.


‘Read them!’  Fabian
muttered quickly to Mistral and Cassius.  ‘We need to know what that fog
conceals!  And we need be ready to go in after them!’  


The rasp of swords being drawn
broke the tense silence.  Even Delphine was armed with a vicious looking
dagger that Mistral recognised as being one of Cain’s.  Turning back to
stare at the fog, she focussed on the minds of the two brothers striding
purposefully into its murky depths. 


‘What do you See?’  Fabian
demanded tersely.


Cassius and Mistral replied in
one voice, ‘The fog.  It is not natural.  It moves around them like a
creature, pushing at them.  They shove through ... Xerxes ... he is
impatient to reach the other side and stain the steel of his sword ... he turns
to his brother to speak ... but he cannot!  He is filled with horror –’


‘Help!  Help him!  Save
him!  Save my brother!’  Xerxes’ panicked shouts grew louder as he
appeared through the thick fog dragging Brutus by the arm.  ‘Heal
him!  Cain!  Mistral!  Get your kits!  Brutus is injured!’


Mistral and Cain immediately ran
forward, their boots sinking into the snow and making them run with frustrating
slowness so that it felt like an age before they reached Xerxes and Brutus.


‘What happened?’  Cain
demanded.


‘The fog!  The fog!  It
– it was rotting his skin away!  I had to get him out of there!’


Steeling himself for the worst,
Cain slowly lifted Brutus’ hood back to see him staring back, looking slightly
perplexed and completely unrotted.


‘What?’  Cain turned to
frown at Mistral.


‘Xerxes!’  She grabbed him
by the shoulders and forced him to meet her eyes.  ‘Look at me! 
That’s right.  See me.  Now listen to me.  It was just an
illusion.  It wasn’t real.  I want you to look at your brother. 
He’s just as handsome as he was before he walked in there.  I promise
you.’


‘Now I know you’re lying
Mistral.’  Xerxes gave a shaky laugh.  ‘Brutus was never handsome.’


‘Yes he is!’  Amber shouted
and struggled against Cassius’ grip.  


‘Well if Amber’s not screaming
then I know he must be alright.’  Xerxes said and slowly turned his head
to look at his older brother then gave a shudder.  ‘Ah brother. 
You’re just as ugly as I remember.’


‘Let me go Cassius. 
Please.’  Amber whispered beseechingly.


Cassius let go and watched his sister
fly across the snow to Brutus, saying nothing and not touching him but gazing
into his eyes with an intensity that was painful to witness. 


‘What the hell just
happened?’  Cain asked in a bewildered voice.


‘You just took the words right
out of my mouth.’  Phantom said and walked over to study Brutus’ undamaged
face.  ‘What exactly did you see Xerxes?’


‘He looked like a three week old
corpse!  All hanging skin and white bone!  It was –’


‘Not real.’  Fabian said
flatly and strode away from them to stare at the fog.  ‘It is an illusion
cast by Onieroi to deter us from travelling any further.  Without doubt he
conceals Golden within its protection.’


‘Then what are we waiting
for!’  Samson cried, spinning his sword impatiently by his side. 
‘Let’s get in there!  We know it’s not real and anyway, what’s so bad
about a bit of gore?  We’re all warriors aren’t we?  Oh ... apart
from Del, but she’s stitched enough wounds not to be scared by a bit of blood
and bone!’


Phantom looked up angrily, ‘Do
you want to see your twin or Amber or Marcus looking like a half-rotted
corpse?’


Samson was taken aback by the
anger in his godfather’s expression, ‘Well, no ... but I’d know it wasn’t
real.’


‘Your brain will believe your
eyes Samson.’  Mistral said quietly.  ‘No matter how hard you try not
to believe it, you won’t help but react and try to drag out whoever you see
being hurt by the fog.  Golden once used images to torture me and I knew
they weren’t real, but I still felt what she wanted me too.  She used my
emotions against me and Onieroi is doing the same.  None of us could walk
through that fog and watch the ones we care about decay with every step.’


‘So I’ll walk with my eyes closed
then!’


Amber rolled her eyes at her
brother, ‘And just how will we avoid whatever other dangers this fog is
concealing if we’re all stumbling around in there with our eyes closed?’  


‘Ha!  That’s it! 
Cassius?’  Samson spun to face his older brother.  ‘Use your gift to
call up a wind and blow the fog away!’


‘Good suggestion brother.’
 Cassius murmured and turned to stare into the sparkling fog.  A
light breeze immediately sprang up and swirled around them.  It teased the
powdery top layer of snow into tiny whirlwinds that spun faster and faster as
it steadily grew to become a roaring wind.  With the slightest of motions
Cassius drove the hurricane he had called into the fog, leaving an abrupt
silence behind.


‘Has it gone?’  Phantom
asked, wiping the snow from his stinging eyes. 


‘No.’ Cassius said then dropped
to his knees and pressed both hands deep into the snow, feeling for the frozen
earth beneath.


At once the ground began to
tremble, growing in force until they were all staggering and clutching at each
other.  A crack appeared in the snow beneath Cassius’ hands, snaking away
into the fog, splitting and widening to form a deep crevasse.  Snow
crumbled away from the sides and slid down into the dark opening, but the fog
merely hovered above it.


‘Well, the fog hasn’t fallen into
it – but we might.  Nice work Cassius.’  Samson muttered.


Cassius closed his eyes and bowed
his head in concentration.  At once the deep fissure narrowed and sealed,
leaving behind no trace that it had ever existed at all.  Standing up
slowly, he brushed the snow from the knees of his trousers and stared unblinkingly
up into the blue sky.


‘Hoods up!’  Mistral called
seconds before rain began to pour down from the cloudless sky.


When the sudden downpour eased
they lowered their hoods and gazed in disappointment at the thick fog swirling
resolutely before them.


Cassius regarded it thoughtfully
while he muttered to himself, ‘It is too heavy to be blown away yet will not
fall into the earth, and rain will not wash it away.  There is but one
more to try –’


‘Close your eyes. 
Now!’  Mistral ordered sharply and grabbed Marcus, covering his eyes a
split second before a raging inferno tore across the mountainside, devouring
the snow and leaving a trail of steaming earth in its wake.  It burst into
the fog and immediately vanished.


‘What happened?  Did it burn
the fog away or did the fog put it out?’  Marcus asked, prising Mistral’s
hands away from his eyes.


‘Neither.’  Cassius frowned
and pointed to the sky over the fog where a few flames could be seen leaping up
out of the whiteness.  ‘It’s in there, but we can’t see it.  The fog
conceals everything that enters, and it seems that it cannot be burned away
either.’  He turned away and the flames immediately died.  ‘My gift
is useless against it.’


‘Actually, I think your gift is
the key to us all getting through.’  Mistral said and released a squirming
Marcus from her grip.  


‘How?’  Phantasm voiced the
question on everybody’s lips.  


‘I was reading both Xerxes and
Brutus when they went into the fog.  When Xerxes looked at Brutus and
started screaming blue murder about him being injured I couldn’t understand it
because Brutus looked completely unharmed to me, yet I was seeing him through
Xerxes’ eyes.’


Phantasm nodded and smiled, ‘You
See the truth.  And through Cassius we can all See the truth.’


‘I can take them through one at a
time.’  Cassius said.


‘And then walk back on your own
each time?  I don’t think so!  I’ll go with you – ’


‘Absolutely not Mistral!’ 
Fabian snapped.  ‘I will go through with Cassius.’


Mistral’s eyes blazed with a
familiar stubborn light, ‘Not without me you won’t!’   


‘I’m afraid that is not a viable
option.’  Phantasm interjected quickly.  ‘We have no idea what lurks
in that fog or even how deep it is.  It could stretch for miles!  We
simply don’t have the time to ferry individuals across.  We’re going to
have to go through together.’


‘That’s not going to be very
practical, but I have to agree it is the most sensible.’  Fabian conceded
then looked at his eldest son.  ‘Cassius?  Can you take six?’


Cassius nodded in agreement to
the thoughts he could hear in his father’s mind, ‘Yes that might work.’


‘No Fabian, I want you protected
too!’


‘I am protected Mistral.  I
know the truth.’


‘But –’


‘But will someone please explain
to those of us without the ability to read minds just what you three are
talking about?’  Phantom demanded impatiently. 


‘Cassius is going to draw you,
your brother, Xerxes, Brutus, Cain and Delphine into his gift whilst you lead
the boys and Amber blindfold.’  Mistral said quickly then turned to
Grendel.  ‘Grendel?  I suspect that you won’t be affected by
Onieroi’s power, but if you wouldn’t mind taking a little walk with Phantom
into the fog to see how pretty he looks as a corpse, then we’ll know for sure.’


Grendel gave his grunted assent
and lumbered into the mist followed more hesitantly by Phantom, walking with
his eyes firmly closed and trying not to trip over.


‘What can you see?’ 
Phantasm called anxiously. 


‘Phantom and a load of
fog.’  Grendel called back flatly. 


Mistral stared vacantly into the
fog then turned back to the others with a satisfied expression on her face,
‘Good.  It’s as I hoped.  Grendel is protected by his troll
blood.  The visions don’t affect him.’


‘You can come back now
brother!’  Phantasm called loudly and moments later Phantom was hauled out
by Grendel.


‘What did you see?’  Marcus
asked curiously.  


‘The inside of my own eyelids
Marcus.’  Phantom replied then caught the disappointed look on his face
and added.  ‘Your mother’s right.  You are definitely wearing a
blindfold.  I wouldn’t trust you not to want to see us all as portrayed as
the living dead, in fact I think you’d actually quite like it!’


‘Everyone prepare!’  Fabian
called sharply.  ‘We will cross now!  Have your swords ready. 
We don’t know what might be in there waiting for us.’


‘Er, Cass?  Can I ask you
something before we do this?’  Samson muttered quickly to his older
brother.  ‘I know that anyone touching you can share in Sight, but what
about anyone they might be touching?’


‘Could the second person become a
conduit?  Interesting suggestion.’  Cassius mused then
shrugged.  ‘I have to say that I don’t know, but I guess we’ll find out in
a minute.’


‘Oh.  Right.’  Samson
looked pensive and immediately began a whispered conversation with his
twin.   


‘Keep it clean brother.’
 Brutus warned in a low voice.  ‘I don’t want Amber to hear anything
distasteful.’


‘I’ll try!’  Xerxes laughed
and drew his sword, reaching out to lay his other hand on Cassius’ exposed
forearm.


‘Wait.’  Cassius said and
drew his arm away from Xerxes.  ‘Brutus is right.  Although I’m not
sure that the Sight will transfer to those touching you, once we six are joined
you will See not just my mind, but each other’s too.  If any of you hold
thoughts that you wish to remain your own, then do not link with me.’


‘This family has no
secrets.’  Delphine looked around quizzically.  ‘Do we?’ 


An uncomfortable silence fell
while they all avoided each other’s eyes. 


‘Er, well no.  But just in
case you do end up being able to See my thoughts, er, then that manticore cub
in the hayloft was us.’  Samson admitted reluctantly.


‘And we did try and ride Saturn
that day the firebrands all escaped, sorry Grendel.’  Fabian added,
shooting a guilty look at his glowering uncle.


‘I think you already know my
secret.’  Brutus said quietly to Amber.


Amber smiled at him and said
nothing. 


‘Nothing to hide.’  Xerxes
grinned and spread his arms out.  ‘In fact, I wouldn’t mind if you did all
have a listen, I’ve been thinking about writing my memoirs and a second opinion
might be handy.’


‘No thanks Xerxes.’  Phantom
said quickly.  ‘I’ve got my own bad memories of Eudora.  Which if any
of you overhear, I would appreciate not being repeated to me.  I’m doing
my best to forget them.’


Cain grinned impishly at his
wife, ‘Delphine knew all my terrible secrets before she married me.’  


‘Found a few of them under your
bed too,’ she sniffed then smiled at him.


‘Is that it?’  Cassius
asked, looking around questioningly.   


‘Oh.  Well.  I suppose
I’d better own up.’  Marcus hung his head and began to recite a long list
of petty crimes.


Mother?


Mistral looked up to meet
Cassius’ questioning gaze while Marcus continued with his lengthy
confession.  


What?


I think you know what. 
The moment they link with me they will know what I know. 


Oh Cassius!  Don’t tell
me you’ve been doing some after-hours shopping at Eudora’s too!


No mother.  Eudora holds
no charm for me.  However, I am struggling not to smile when I listen to
that second heart beating inside you.


Oh, for crying out loud
Cassius!  Now really isn’t the time – 


Yes it is mother.  Tell
them.  Or do you really want them to find out through my thoughts?


Mistral gave her son a furious
glare then drew in a deep breath, ‘Yes Marcus, thank you for confessing, but
your father and I knew about all of that already.’


‘You did?’  Marcus looked
surprised then delighted to have been let off so lightly.


‘Fabian?’  Mistral turned to
look at her husband.  ‘Is this alright with you?’


Fabian held her gaze then gave
the tiniest of smiles.


‘I know that look!’ 
Phantasm cried. 


‘You are aren’t you?’ 
Phantom joined in.  ‘I thought I heard someone being sick this morning!’


‘What?’  Marcus and Amber
chorused.


‘Your mother,’ Phantasm said,
smiling broadly, ‘is having another baby.’


‘Oh, please, not another
girl.’  Samson and Fabian groaned. 


‘No, it’s a boy this time.’
 Delphine said smugly.  


‘And how do you know that?’ 
Mistral asked sharply.


‘Phantom’s right, you were being
sick this morning, and you’re only ever sick with boys.’


Mistral pressed a hand to her
face with a groan, ‘I swear all our children have the Sight.’ 


Fabian smiled and lifted her hand
away so that he could see her eyes, ‘Well now they know our secret, are you
ready?’


‘Yes.’


‘So what’re we waiting for
then?’  Xerxes asked impatiently.  ‘C’mon Cassius, hold my
hand!  You’ll be the first man ever to.’


‘That’s doubtful considering some
of the women I’ve seen you date brother.’  Brutus muttered. 


‘Right Marcus.  Come here
and no arguments!’  Mistral grabbed her youngest son and firmly tied a
spare shirt from her saddlebag over his eyes.


‘Aw!  Come on mother! 
Just let me have a little look first!’


‘It’s for your own good Marcus,
and if you dare take that off I will ban you from hunting for a month!’


Marcus immediately stopped
struggling and sulked with his arms folded while everyone finished their swift
preparations.


‘Sorry Amber.’  Brutus
muttered while he tied a shirt over her eyes.  ‘It is a clean one.  I
think.’


‘S’alright,’ she smiled out from
beneath the edge of black cloth.  ‘But will you hold my hand when we go
through please?  I’ll feel safer knowing you’re near.’


Brutus nodded then realised she
couldn’t see him and reached for her hand instead, twining his fingers through
hers and letting their touch tell her what he couldn’t. 


Cassius finished tying blindfolds
on Samson and Fabian then nodded to his father, ‘Ready.’


Fabian looked at Mistral, meeting
her gaze for the last time before they would exit the fog on the other
side.  He turned away and inclined his head to the huge warrior stood on
his right.  ‘The lead is yours Grendel.’    


Without uttering a word, Grendel
abruptly strode into the thick fog.  Mistral and Fabian followed on with
Cassius moving awkwardly after them, looking like a strange many-limbed
creature with the twins, Xerxes, Brutus, Delphine and Cain all holding onto his
arms.  Amber held Brutus’ hand tightly and stayed close to his side. 
Marcus was being carried piggy-back by Xerxes.  Samson and Fabian were at
the back, preferring to hold onto the hems of their godfathers’ cloaks rather
than touching anyone and risk more of their misdeeds being revealed.  


As they moved deeper into the fog
it seemed to thicken, pressing in on them from all sides.  A deep,
unnatural silence filled their ears, amplifying the sound of every breath and
footfall to the volume of a thunderclap.  Unaffected by the strange
atmosphere, Grendel forged on at their head, his battle axe hefted ready on one
shoulder, his massive head swivelling left and right, searching for any signs
of danger.


A shocked gasp made Fabian spin
around with his sword held ready, barely flinching at the horrific sight that
met his eyes.  Delphine.  Her beautiful face that of a wizened
corpse, the blue eyes milky and the lips that spoke shrivelled and cracked.


‘Sorry!  I – I tripped and
let go of Cassius.  I just caught a glimpse that’s all.  I’m
fine.  It was nothing a few stitches wouldn’t have sorted anyway.’


Fabian nodded and turned back to
continue with their journey, but Mistral listened to her daughter’s thoughts
and knew the horrifying vision she’d witnessed was something that would take
more than a few stitches to heal. 


‘Is this ever going to
end?’  Samson muttered to his brother as they stumbled along blindly at
the back.


‘I know what you mean.  It
feels longer than one of Del’s lectures!  You know what?  I think I
can cope with a bit of blood and guts.  It’s not even real!’  Letting
go of his godfather’s cloak, Fabian yanked away his blindfold and looked around
at the swirling mist with wide eyes.  ‘Huh, don’t know what all the fuss
was about.’


‘Let me see!’


Fabian turned to watch his twin
ripping off his own blindfold and stifled a scream.  The white shine of
his skull was visible through a gaping wound in his head, one eye hung from its
socket, swinging listlessly as he looked around.  Maggots writhed in the
rotted skin of his cheeks, revealing his teeth in the gaps they left when they
vanished back into his mouth. 


Swearing violently they scrabbled
for their blindfolds and tied them back on then grabbed for their godfathers’
cloaks once more, not wanting to be left behind to stumble blindly through the
horror-filled fog alone.


‘Are you two alright?’ 
Phantasm asked quietly. 


‘Fine!’


‘All good here!’


Phantasm smiled to himself. 
A lesson had been learned.


The group moved on in silence
until the sun finally began to break through the fog to reveal patches of blue
sky above.


‘Oh tell me we’re nearly
there!’  Delphine gasped.


‘Out.’  Grendel announced
gruffly and stomped into blazing sunlight.


‘Thank the heavens for that!’ 
Delphine cried and flung her arms around Cain.  ‘Oh Cain!  I’m so
glad you don’t take Contracts anymore!’


‘I take it Delphine saw something
she shouldn’t have.’  Phantom murmured, watching Delphine promising not to
nag Cain anymore between smothering him with kisses. 


‘Hmm, and I think she wasn’t the
only one.’  Phantasm nodded to Samson and Fabian who were both lifting the
edges of their blindfolds to peer cautiously out.  Seeing each other whole
and unadorned by maggots, they ripped them off and grinned.


‘That was awesome!’


‘Damn you looked funny!’


‘You looked funnier!  Your
eye was hanging out!’


‘Huh, at least I had eyes. 
You didn’t!’


‘You saw each other?’ 
Marcus cried.  ‘S’not fair!  I wanna go back in!’


Mistral rolled her eyes at the
onset of a Marcus tantrum, ‘You can have a look on the way back over Marcus.’


‘Promise?’  He sniffed.


‘I promise.’  Mistral said
and crossed her fingers behind her back.  


‘I sincerely hope that you are
not going to lie so blatantly to my next godson.’  Phantasm muttered as he
walked by.


‘If it means stopping him from
having screaming nightmares for the next month then I will lie through my
teeth, then lie and lie some more.’  Mistral muttered back and followed
him to join Fabian in studying the structure the fog had been concealing.


‘What is it?’  Amber asked,
gazing up at smooth white circular wall stretching away from them.


‘It’s a wall ‘Ber! 
Honestly, they’ll let anyone Qualify these days.’  Samson sighed.


Amber stuck her tongue out at her
brother and turned back to study sheer walls, ‘How do we get in?  Those
walls look like they’re made of ice!’


‘Marble actually.’  Fabian
said.  


‘Ah, of course it’s made of
marble.’  Phantom sighed.  ‘It is the building material choice of the
gods after all.  Well, sorry to wreck Onieroi’s perfect wall, but
Grendel?  Care to do the honours?’


‘Pleasure.’  Grendel stomped
towards the wall twirling his huge double-headed battle axe above his head.


‘Bye wall!’  Marcus grinned
as Grendel gave the axe one final turn and slammed it into the wall.


A dull clang resonated across the
frozen plateau followed by a low grunt of pain from Grendel.  He dropped
his axe and shook out his hand, scowling furiously while everyone stared in
disbelief at the undamaged wall.


‘It is enchanted.’  Fabian
said.  ‘We must seek another way to gain entrance.  We will search
the perimeter.’


‘Starting to really hate
spells.’  Samson grumbled and began to walk with the others, following the
smooth marble wall.


‘I can’t smell ozone, can
you?’  Mistral said to Fabian.


Fabian shook his head, ‘Onieroi
does not have the Craft.  He is a god.  The power he wields is also
what forms him.’


‘I see an entrance!’  Marcus
called excitedly and pointed to an archway in the marble wall.


‘And I see another patch of that
weird fog sitting just inside the entrance.’  Xerxes added.  ‘Let’s
find another gate to go through.’


‘That’ll waste time!’  


‘Let’s just go in together like
we did through the fog.’  Samson and Fabian immediately argued.


‘Patience brothers.’ 
Cassius chided softly and studied the white mist.  ‘I do not think we
should enter before we have completed a full examination of the
perimeter.’  


‘Can you See Golden?’ 
Fabian asked Mistral quietly when they walked on.


‘Yes ... but it’s just the same
as it’s been since she woke me the night before last.  I can feel that
she’s near ... in there somewhere.’  Mistral nodded towards the
marble-walled prison they were walking around.  ‘But she’s just not thinking
about anything other than the flowers in her garden.’


Fabian glanced up at the white
marble walls, ‘A walled garden.  Yes.  I think that is what this is.’


‘And Golden is in there?’


‘Somewhere –’ 


‘Another entrance!’  Brutus
called sharply.


‘And more fog!’  Xerxes quickly
added. 


‘Keep searching.’


They walked past the arched
entrance, gazing in curiously at the glistening white fog that obscured their
view of what lay inside the white walls.


‘This is starting to get
frustrating!’  Samson complained to his twin.  


‘Want to just get in there and
see what happens?’  Fabian muttered back.


‘Yeah ... why not –’


They both hung back, hands
resting on the hilts of their swords while they stared at the innocent white
mist that had revealed images they would never admit had terrified them.


‘Boys?’  Mistral called
back.  ‘Don’t even think about it, or I will kill you myself.’


‘Yes mother.’


‘Just coming.’


More relieved than anything,
Samson and Fabian hurried after the party.  


An hour later they had completed
the full circuit and were back where they had begun.


‘So, there’s four entrances, all
protected by the same lovely fog we just tackled.’  Cain summarised. 
‘Any suggestions?’


Fabian turned to stare at the
white walls rising up above them, ‘We go in together, same format.  We’re
close.  I can feel it.’


‘Right, blindfolds on –’


‘No!’  Fabian turned back to
face them, his expression hard.  ‘We must all be ready to fight more than
visions.  We are closing in on Onieroi’s most treasured possession. 
He will not have relied upon the power of our imaginations to deter us from
travelling any further.  What we will face now will have the power to
inflict physical wounds to match those invented by the fog.’


‘Now that I can cope with.’ 
Xerxes muttered and drew his sword.


‘We must all focus on what lies
in front of us and not the living person by our sides.  Do not look at
each other!  It is merely an illusion, but one so powerful that you will
surely be unable to resist the horror it induces.  Do not let curiosity
become your master.’  Fabian paused and looked at Marcus.  ‘Hear me,
my youngest son.  I named you for a warrior.  Are you ready to fulfil
that name?’


Marcus lifted his chin and gazed
steadfastly back, ‘I am.’


Fabian nodded, ‘Then we are ready
to face whatever Onieroi has left to protect his prize.’


He strode back along the marble
wall to the first entrance they had found and paused beneath the archway to
drop his cloak and saddlebag down.  


‘Leave what you don’t need
here.  We can collect them on our return.’


‘If we return.’  Phantom
muttered gloomily. 


Grendel unwound the thick
climbing rope from around his chest and dropped it onto the ground but kept his
battle axe.  Cain quickly rummaged through his saddlebag and shoved his
medical kit inside his jerkin along with a flask of Theriac.  He glanced
quickly at Mistral, ‘You taking your kit too?’  


She nodded and patted her jerkin
to indicate the bulge of her medical kit and realised that she had also
unthinkingly put Delphine De Winter’s diary there too.


‘Ready?’  Fabian asked when
everyone had placed their rolled up cloaks and saddlebags down beside his.


‘Ready.’  Mistral stepped up
to stand beside him.


‘Ready!’  The voices of the
twelve strong party rang out from behind them.


Fabian stepped forward into the
fog with Mistral by his side ` and suddenly the world tipped upside down. 
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Mistral felt herself tumbling
down through the whiteness.  Hands grabbed at her and suddenly the
spinning slowed, leaving her staring into a familiar pair of green eyes.


‘Phantasm?’


‘Yes.’  


‘But where’s Fabian?’ 
Mistral stared around wildly to see that they were out of the fog and standing
in a narrow marble passageway, open at the top to reveal the blue sky.


‘I don’t know Mistral.  We
all entered the fog together, but now it’s just my brother, you and I.’


‘Wait –’ Mistral gazed unseeingly
at the white wall over his shoulder.  ‘Ah ... I See Fabian.  He is
unharmed.  He is with Cassius, Marcus and the boys ... they are at the
southern entrance where we began.  Xerxes and Brutus have Amber, they are
at the western entrance and Grendel, Cain and Delphine are at the eastern
entrance.’  Her eyes focussed on his again, filled with urgency. 
‘Cassius can hear me, but please tell the others all is well!’


Phantasm nodded and looked away
to meet his brother’s gaze, summoning the power of the Gemini to simultaneously
inform the others that each were unharmed and positioned at one of the
entrances to the walled garden.


‘Only it’s not a garden is
it?’  Phantom said to his brother when they had completed their
task.  


‘Not really.’  Phantasm
agreed looking around at the walls curving away from them.  ‘I hate to say
it, but I think we’re in a maze.’


‘Oh no.’ Mistral groaned. 
‘I hate puzzles.’


‘Hmm.’ Phantom ran a hand lightly
down the walls.  ‘A marble maze created by a god.  You can guarantee
this one isn’t going to be solved simply by taking every second left
turning.’  


‘Is that the standard way to
reach the centre of a maze?’


Phantom shrugged, ‘It is for the
one at the Council.’ 


‘Let’s go and meet up with the
others.’  Mistral said and strode away, her boots making no sound on the
smooth marble floor.  


‘No, wait Mistral!’ 
Phantasm reached out to pull her back.  ‘I suspect that’s the trap!’


‘What do you mean?’  


‘To become lost in the maze by
trying to reunite.’  Seeing her blank look Phantasm went on to
explain.  ‘There was fog at every entrance, and I’m certain that no matter
which one we’d chosen the result would have been the same.  We’ve been
divided and our instinct is to seek each other out and regroup, but we’ll waste
valuable time by doing that.  I’m convinced the maze won’t permit us to
reunite while we’re within its walls.’


Mistral gave him an impatient
look, ‘Again.  What?’  


Phantasm sighed, ‘This maze is
Onieroi’s game Mistral.  He’s forcing us to play it, whether we wish to or
not.  His rules state that four parties must enter the maze and seek their
way to the centre.  We entered as one, yet we’ve been split in such a way
designed to cause anxiety and deter us from succeeding.’


‘You’re not making much sense
here brother!  You and Phantom haven’t been split!’


‘Because we are but one soul,
which I suspect is the nature of twins since Samson and Fabian haven’t been
split either.  We should note that Onieroi cannot see that we are really
two separate individuals.  It may be useful.’


‘Yes, yes, enough with the divine
maths!’  Mistral frowned.  ‘Explain the other bit!’  


‘Well, you are separated from
Mage De Winter, your Bonded partner.  That is definitely designed to cause
distress to both of you.  Mage De Winter has his sons with him, which will
ignite his innate protectiveness towards his family and lead him to forsake his
own safety for theirs.  Delphine and Cain are together for those same
reasons, but by providence they have Grendel, who I feel falls someway beneath
Onieroi’s sight because of his troll blood and, er, his rather simplistic view
on life.’


‘You mean that because he’s got
the brain power of brick dust he barely registers with Onieroi as a living
being?’


‘I suspect so.  But please
don’t quote me on that.  And finally Xerxes and Brutus have Amber with
them.’  


Mistral stiffened, ‘And how is
that bad?’  


‘Oh Mistral.  Do you really
need me to explain the dynamics of that grouping?’


‘I think I do actually!’ 
Mistral glared at him icily.


‘Oh well, you asked for it. 
Xerxes is riddled with guilt for the times his older brother has suffered
because of his selfish actions over the years, leaving the tribe because of his
nefarious behaviour was just the start ... and Brutus is hopelessly in love
with Amber and devoured by self-hatred for his actions with Rosalind, knowing
he has ruined any chance he had of a life with Amber –’


‘Alright!  I get it! 
You all know!’  Mistral said quickly and shook her head irritably at the
sudden deafening ringing of bells she knew only she could hear.  Now
wasn’t the time for that particular puzzle.  They had a larger one to deal
with. 


‘So here we are.  Four
dysfunctional hunting parties trapped in a magical maze.’  Phantom sighed
and drew his sword.  ‘Shall we?’


‘Love to.’  Mistral drew her
double swords and spun them experimentally by her sides while she looked at the
passage curving away in both directions.  ‘East or west?’


‘East.’  Phantasm said
promptly.  ‘It’ll be easier than heading into the sun when it starts to
drop to the west.’


Mistral nodded and turned to her
left, ‘Tell me something then brothers,’ she said quietly when the twins
stepped up on either side of her.  ‘How come Onieroi slipped up and put me
with you two?  We’ve worked together for years, and with our gifts we can
keep in contact with everyone else.’  


Phantasm drew his sword and
looked around cautiously while they began to walk three abreast along the
passage, ‘Yes.  Onieroi has committed a grave oversight with regard to our
gifts.  I can only guess that because he sees my brother and I as one
person he does not recognise the power of our Gemini gift.  I think he
placed you with what he sees as only one person to create the smallest party
and therefore give us the least chance of survival.’  


‘But why not just send me in on
my own?’  


‘Because you would probably be
stronger on your own.’  Phantom said.  ‘How many times have you
nearly killed yourself by trying to rescue one of us, and vice versa?’


‘Lost count.’  Mistral
shrugged and began to walk forwards with both swords held ready.


‘Exactly.’


Keeping their swords drawn they
walked along the outer ring of the maze.  The smooth marble walls curved
away in a never-ending bend so that they were always walking without being able
to see what lay around the corner, making them all nervous.


‘Here we go.’  Phantasm said
when the first opening appeared in the wall on their right.


‘Time to get lost.’  Phantom
muttered and gazed down a white-walled passageway identical to the one they
were standing in.


‘Wait.’  Mistral held up a
hand.


Cassius?


Yes mother?


We’ve been heading east and
now we’re about to take a turning to the west.  So far we’ve seen nothing
other than white walls.


We went west to start with and
have taken two turns, the first leading us in to the east, the second heading
north.  Like you, we have seen nothing so far.


‘And?’  Phantasm demanded
the moment her eyes lost their vagueness.


‘Fabian went west then took a
turning to the east and a second to the north, but so far they haven’t been
challenged either.’


‘Which is slightly odd, to say
the least.’  Phantasm muttered and narrowed his eyes at the innocent
looking passageway.


‘The suspense is killing
me.  Come on.’  Mistral snapped and strode on ahead.


The twins quickly caught up to
walk on either side of her once more, listening to the sound of absolute
silence.  


‘Why is there no snow in
here?’  Phantom suddenly asked, looking curiously up at the open sky
beyond the top of the walls.


‘Where is here?’  Phantasm
replied with a shrug.  


‘Er, the Southern Range in
December, which should equal ten foot snowfalls and being damned cold.’ 


‘No.  We’re in Onieroi’s
world now.  He makes the rules.’


‘I think we all know how I feel
about rules.’  Mistral muttered and turned to look at the sheer
wall.  ‘Give me a leg up Phantom.  I want to see if we can cheat.’


Phantom stood with his back
against the wall and cupped his hands for Mistral to use as a step up onto his
shoulders.


‘Can you see over?’  He
grunted as her boots dug painfully into him.


‘No!  Damn it!’
 Mistral cursed and jumped back down.  ‘I swear the wall just grew as
I climbed up!  I couldn’t even reach the top!’  


‘What was that noise?’ 
Phantasm asked sharply.


‘Me realigning my dislocated
shoulders,’ grumbled Phantom.


‘No!’  Mistral pointed to
the walls behind them.  ‘He meant that!  Run brother!’  


Phantom turned to catch a
fleeting glimpse of the white marble passageway narrowing behind them and
immediately let out a scream, ‘We’re going to be crushed!’  


‘Shut up and run!’  Mistral
yelled over the unearthly cracking sounds of the marble shifting behind them.


‘In here!’  Phantasm dived
into an opening on their left, hauling Mistral in with him.


They crashed down onto the hard
floor just as the entrance closed together with a grinding snap, blocking them
in. 


‘That was too close!’ 
Phantom exclaimed.


‘Are you hurt?’  Phantasm
immediately asked Mistral.


‘M’fine, jus’ feel a bit –’


‘Oh dear.’  Phantom sighed
while Mistral was violently sick.  ‘I really hate this part of her
pregnancies.’


‘I think Mistral shares that view
brother.’  Phantasm said quietly and waited for her to finish. 
‘Better now?’


She nodded weakly and accepted
the skin of water he passed her.  While she rinsed her mouth out Phantasm
examined the blocked entrance, ‘It looks like the outer two rings of the maze
have closed.  I wonder if it’s the same all the way round.’ 


‘It is.’  Mistral said
shortly.


‘Was anyone hurt?’  Phantom
asked quickly.


Mistral shook her head and took
another sip of water, ‘Everyone’s fine ... well, Grendel got his boot stuck in
the entrance as it sealed, but he’s just going on barefoot now.’


Phantom grimaced, ‘Poor Cain and
Delphine.’


‘We’re being forced in.’ Phantasm
turned around and stared at the white passageway before them.


‘I hate being told what to
do.’  Mistral scowled at the maze walls.  ‘Specially by something I
can’t even yell at!’ 


‘Well, you can yell at it. 
But I don’t think it would do much good.’  Phantasm said then bent to help
her up.  


With swords held ready they
continued on down the passage in eerie silence.  The marble walls seemed
to absorb every noise, even the sound of their booted footfalls.  They all
felt the uncomfortable prickling sensation of unseen eyes watching them. 
Phantom took to turning and looking over his shoulder so often he felt like he
was developing a twitch.  


‘I’m sure those damned walls are
moving,’ he muttered. 


‘I know.’  Phantasm
whispered back.  ‘I keep catching something out of the corner of my
eye.  It’s like they’re breathing!’


‘Don’t!’  Phantom
shuddered.  ‘You’re giving me the creeps!’


‘Mistral?  What’s happening
with the others?’


‘The same as us.  They
travel further in.  Fabian doesn’t trust the walls either.  He is kneeling
to pour water from his skin onto the ground.  It does not pool but soaks
in –’


‘Great.  I feel so much
better now I know Mage De Winter has given the maze a nice refreshing drink.’


‘Hush!  Do you hear that?’


‘Oh no!  What now?’


‘That!  It sounds like ...
like –’


‘The sea.’  Mistral said
quietly and pointed to a section of the ground in front of them where the white
marble appeared to shift and ripple, like water.


‘There’s not enough gold on the
Isle to make me get in that!’  Phantom said firmly.


Phantasm tightened his grip on
his sword and stared at the liquid marble, ‘I’m more worried about what’s going
to get out of it.’  


‘No, please ... no –’ Mistral
moaned quietly as a hand rose up through the marble and groped blindly for the
edge.


Phantom swore under his breath
and levelled his sword at the white-fingered hand, ‘Balbus.’


‘Not just any walking dead either
brother.’  Mistral said grimly as another hand wearing a distinctive gold
ring appeared and gripped the edge.  ‘I recognise that ring.’


‘Oh no, no, no –’ Phantom
shook his head in horror as the water-swollen features of Warrington appeared
above the edge of the marble.  His decayed skin was bleached white by the
saltwater and flayed away in places to reveal the bone beneath.  He
dragged himself out of the pool and rose clumsily to his feet.  


‘Onieroi’s using the warriors he
killed in the sea battle against us?  That’s – that’s –’


‘Very clever.’  Phantasm
finished quietly.  ‘He knows of the Ri’s loyalty.  To kill another
warrior is abhorrent to us.’


‘But how the hell do you kill the
dead?’  Phantom asked in a panicked voice as Warrington pulled his sword
from his belt he began to lumber towards them.


‘You can’t.  We need to
immobilise them.’  Mistral replied. 


‘Legs?’  Phantasm asked
calmly.


‘Legs and arms.  Forget the
head.  They’re not free-thinking, so it won’t stop them even we decapitate
them.’  


‘How lovely.’  Phantom
muttered faintly.  


‘Tell the others Onieroi has
raised our fallen brothers against us!  I’ll hold back the welcoming
committee –’ Mistral strode forward, turning both swords in rapid figure
of eights by her side.  ‘Hello Warrington, nice of you to visit.  I
must say you’re looking a bit off colour –’


Warrington’s cloudy eyes
swivelled to meet hers.  He staggered towards her, moving his sword in
jerky swipes.


‘You’ve lost a bit of skill since
you died.’  Mistral observed.  Easily side-stepping a heavy-handed
strike she turned and slashed down with both blades, severing his sword arm.


Warrington uttered no sound but
stared down at his detached arm.  Stooping awkwardly, he wrenched his
sword free with his other hand and lunged towards her again. 


Gritting her teeth, Mistral went
to work.  Dodging each clumsy blow and hacking away until Warrington could
no longer stand.  Turning away from his uselessly writhing body, Mistral
saw that the twins had finished using their gift to inform the others of
Onieroi’s trap and were encircled by a lumbering group of balbus.  As she
strode to help more clambered out from the marble pond, their bloated faces
distorted, but not enough to be unrecognisable.  


‘Oh no.’ Mistral groaned in
recognition of the apprentice she had trained the year before.  ‘Not
Eldon, please not Eldon –’  


‘That’s not Eldon any more
Mistral.’  Phantasm grunted and slashed down at the legs of another dead
warrior.  ‘It’s just a vessel of Onieroi’s power that needs to be
destroyed.  Eldon’s soul is in Elysium.’


‘In Elysium ... in Elysium –’
Mistral repeated the words numbly and began to work again.  Her eyes
seeing not the disfigured features of the warriors she had trained and fought
alongside, but targets to strike.  Aiming for the pallid skin visible
through their water rotted trousers, she felled each quickly and moved on to
the next until she felt a hand on her arm – warm – not the cold touch of the
dead.  She spun round with a wild look, her sword raised ready to strike.


‘It’s over.  Rest now
Mistral.’


Mistral stared into Phantasm’s
green eyes and felt herself begin to float in the ocean of calm that lay
there.  Lowering her swords, she gave in to the welcome feeling of peace
that stole over her, courtesy of the twins’ gift.  ‘You know I hate it
when you two do that,’ she sighed.  


‘I want my next godson to arrive
when he is due and not a moment before.’


‘Ah brother, Marcus was always
going to be early.  You’ve seen how impatient he is.  And
Amber?  Well, Amber is just ... different.’


‘Well this one isn’t going to
be.  He’s going to be a standard De Winter, if you please.’


Mistral smiled, ‘Is there such a
thing?’


‘Probably not.’  Phantom
said distractedly while he examined his bloodless sword.  ‘Odd. 
Nothing to clean.’


Phantasm sheaved his own unsoiled
sword, ‘We can console ourselves with the knowledge that we have not shed the
blood of our brothers today.’  


‘Just chopped off a few of their
limbs.’  Phantom muttered, looking around at the grisly mass of twitching
bodies.


‘Can we go now?’  Mistral
asked edgily.  Freed from the power of the twins’ gift she could feel the
relentless tug of Fabian’s thoughts, fuelling her aching desperation to be with
him.  He and their sons had fought with a group of balbus too, which had
also included a few of the drowned warlocks, fortunately devoid of the Craft in
death.  Cassius had taken a sword blow whilst shielding Marcus, but wasn’t
too seriously injured.  Marcus was unusually subdued.  Anxious for
her youngest son, Mistral listened to his thoughts and was relieved to hear
that his fight with the balbus had put an end to his desire to see what similar
horrors the fog revealed.  


‘Of course we can go
Mistral.’  Phantasm cut across her thoughts in a brisk voice.  He
stepped over the shuddering body at his feet and strode to the edge of the
marble pond.  ‘And how would you suggest we cross the water?’


Phantom and Mistral walked up to
stand beside him, both examining the white surface.  It looked deceptively
solid.  Mistral touched one of her swords to the edge and watched the
ripples spreading out from the tip.


‘I don’t particularly fancy
swimming in that.’


‘Me neither,’ agreed
Phantom.  ‘So how would you suggest we get across?’


Mistral lifted her gaze to study
the water stretching away, exactly the same colour as the marble.  It was
impossible to tell where it ended and the ground became firm again.  ‘How
wide do you think it is?’


‘No idea.  Got anything we
can chuck in to see?’


‘Nothing that I don’t want back.’


A flopping sound from behind them
made them all turn.


‘Oh no.’ Mistral groaned. 
‘I know what you’re thinking.’  


‘Well, it’s not like they need
them anymore, is it?’


Mistral’s face creased into a
grimace of distaste as she bent to grab a sword from the lifeless fingers of
one of the fallen warriors.  It fought back, refusing to relinquish its
grip on the metal hilt, forcing her to kneel down and use both hands to prise
the cold fingers away.  ‘This – is – vile – ’she hissed through clenched
teeth, every word punctuated by the sound of breaking fingers.


‘Right, I’ve got two.  How
many have you got brother?’  Phantasm asked.


‘Four.’


‘Four?’  Mistral choked in
disgust.  


‘Hmm, it’s all in the
technique.’  Phantom said conversationally and dropped the swords down at
the edge of the pool.  ‘If you stand on the wrist, the fingers open.’


‘Stand on the wrist,
right.’  Mistral nodded blankly and dropped the single sword she had retrieved
on the pile.  ‘Wish I’d know that before I just held hands with a corpse.’


‘Never mind, you’ll know for next
time.’  Phantasm murmured absently.  He knelt down at the edge of the
pool and reached out with one of the swords, tapping at the surface.  ‘So
it’s further than a sword’s length,’ he declared and stood upright again. 
Drawing his arm back he flung the sword he was holding like a javelin.  It
arced up into the air then tipped down to vanish into the marble-coloured water
with a splash.


‘Wrong technique.  Again.’
 Phantom gave his brother a superior look then bent to select one of the
swords, turning his body sideways he flung the sword like a discus.  It
skipped across the surface and landed with a clatter on the far side.


‘Could you make that?’ 
Mistral asked, trying to judge the distance with her eyes. 


‘Not sure.’


A silence fell while they all
stared at the stony surface of the water and the unknown dangers that lurked
beneath.  Fighting a balbus on dry land was one thing, but wrestling with
a creature that did not need air to survive in water was a fight none of them
particularly wanted to have.


Mother?


Cassius!


Would you care for some
assistance?


Mistral heaved a deep sigh, Yes
please.


‘Walk with me brothers.’
 Mistral smiled and held out her hands to Phantom and Phantasm.


Sharing a hesitant look, the
twins took her hands and stepped out onto the surface of the pool to find it
solid ice beneath the soles of their boots.


‘Ah, of course. 
Cassius.’  Phantasm breathed a sigh of relief and took another step with
more confidence.  ‘He can control the elements.’


They stepped quickly across the
ice, being careful not to look down lest they see the water-bleached eyes of a
dead warrior staring back from its frozen grave.  


‘How have the others fared
against the balbus?’  Phantom asked once they had safely reached the other
side.


‘Not too –’  


The rest of Mistral’s words were
drowned out by a long howl.


‘Werewolf!’  Phantasm hissed
and drew his sword, instinctively pushing Mistral behind him.


‘Since when do I need protecting
by you?’  Mistral snarled, elbowing her way in front of him again.  


‘Since always.’


‘Like hell!’


‘Shh!’


They froze, listening to the
ragged breathing and thudding paws of the large animal running towards them.


‘There!’  Phantom cried and
pointed to the huge shaggy creature that appeared around the bend in the
passage ahead of them.


Mistral immediately drew her
swords and dropped into a crouch, ready to spring for the werewolf plunging
towards them.  Its eyes were rolling wildly and foam had gathered at the
corners of its open mouth.  If anything, it looked as though it was
running for its life.


‘What the –?’  


Mistral’s unfinished question was
answered in a pounding of bare feet that shook the marble beneath their
boots.  Grendel appeared around the bend, his teeth bared in a savage
leer.  


‘Mine!’  He roared and
thundered towards them, twirling his battle axe above his head.  


Mistral caught a glimpse of
bloodshot eyes and a lolling tongue as the werewolf loped past, exhaustion showing
in every line of its body.  


‘Good hunting brother,’ she
called cordially.


‘Rug!’  Grendel grunted back
and ran across the frozen section of marble.


‘I assume he meant the werewolf
and not you.’  Phantom said, watching Grendel close on the werewolf, now
cowering helplessly against the blocked entrance.


But Mistral wasn’t interested in
Grendel’s efforts to refurbish his home.  She was looking at the two
figures that appeared in the passage ahead of them.


‘Delphine?  Cain?’


Their cries of reunion and swiftly
told tales of fighting with the balbus were brought to close by Grendel
returning with the werewolf slung around his shoulders like a fur mantle.


‘Done.’


‘Good work brother.’  Cain
grinned.  ‘Now, how’d you fancy doing the same with Golden when we find
her?’


Grendel emitted a low growl in
response and stomped on ahead.


Cassius!  Tell Fabian
Grendel’s slain the werewolf!


What?  But the boys have
just brought the werewolf down with their crossbows!


I don’t understand! 
Could there be more than one loose on the Isle? 


I – 


‘Grendel?  Where did your
werewolf go?’  Phantom’s confused voice made Mistral break off from her
silent conversation with Cassius to see Grendel turning in a slow circle,
groping stupidly at the air around his shoulders where the slain werewolf had
been draped only moments before.


Cain let out a curse that made
Delphine gasp with shock, ‘Sorry Delphine,’ he said quickly.  ‘But I’ll
bet everyone’s killed a werewolf.’ 


‘Mistral?  Have they?’ 
Phantasm asked sharply.


Mistral stared up at the blue sky
visible above the white walls of their prison, her eyes sliding out of focus to
See through Amber’s and feel her pride as Brutus knelt over the werewolf’s body
to pluck his arrow out, almost simultaneously she Saw her twin sons through
Cassius’ eyes, both staring in disappointment at the blood-stained marble where
their trophy had lain only moments before.  Before she drew back Cassius
turned and spoke to Fabian.  He looked at his son to reply, his dark eyes
troubled.  Clenching her hands into tight fists, Mistral yanked her mind
away before he could speak.  The sound of his voice would be all it would
take to tip her over the edge of reason and send her running headlong through
the cursed maze to find him.


‘Um –’ she began in a strangled
voice.  ‘The boys shot one, so did Brutus, and Grendel killed one too.’


Phantom blanched, ‘Onieroi’s
using Mortifera against us.’  


‘But, I thought they were just a
myth!’  Delphine gasped.


‘No more than centaurs and
dragons are Delphine.’  Cain smiled humourlessly.  ‘Powerful
sorcerers have the ability to conjure up duplicates, doppelgängers
if you will, to confuse their enemies.  And it would appear to be a power
that Onieroi also possesses.’


Delphine’s eyes
widened, ‘So there’s more than one werewolf loose in the maze?’  


‘Onieroi could make
a whole pack if he wanted.’ Cain nodded grimly.  ‘However each copy will
be weaker than the original, which is why the three werewolves were killed so
easily.’


‘Would they still
attack?’ 


‘Oh yes, they will
behave like a true werewolf.  Mortifera mimic exactly the original from
which they were spawned, but like a reflection, they are silent.  
The howl we heard must have been the real one, as was the panting and the sound
of paws.’


‘It was running
away.’  Phantasm said thoughtfully.  ‘But from what?’


‘Hopefully just the
smell of Grendel’s feet, because I don’t particularly want to meet something
that could scare a werewolf.’  Cain muttered, taking Delphine’s hand he
started to walk back the way they had come.  ‘We must stay close
together.’ 


Every turn they
took in the white-walled maze revealed only more of the same; an echoing
emptiness that was more unnerving than if it had been filled with slavering
werewolves and an entire army of stumbling balbus.  They moved in tense
silence, not daring to speak or even blink, but concentrating on the endless
white walls of their prison.  Mistral’s stretched nerves quickly began to
fray, and with every strand that snapped she felt her control over her
desperation slipping away.   


Cassius!


I’m here
mother.  Everyone is fine.  Stay calm. 


I can’t! 
I’m starting to lose it Cassius!


Stay calm
mother.  


Calm?  How
can I be calm when my family is trapped in a maze filled with hellish
creatures!  I’ve woken screaming from nightmares less disturbing than
this!  Get Fabian!  Let him See me!  


Ah, mother I
dare not.  He is like a taut rope.  I fear you will snap him.


I need him
Cassius!  But I can’t See him myself!  If I do then I won’t let
go!  Just show me him for a moment!  That’s all I need ... just a
moment.  Please Cassius!  Mistral clenched
her hands so tightly around the hilts of her swords that the metal filigree dug
into her palms hard enough to draw blood.  


Reacting
instinctively to the raw anguish that seared his mind, Cassius grasped his
father’s wrist, instantly connecting him to Mistral and ending the pain.


Mistral?


Fabian? 
Fabian!  Oh!   I – 


‘Why are you
crying?’  Phantasm suddenly demanded.


‘No!  Don’t
talk to me!  I’m talking to Fabian!  I need to talk to him brother! 
Damn!  Damn!  Cassius has let go!’


‘Good.  You
need to focus Mistral.  We must work together if we’re to get out of this
maze alive.’


Mistral dashed her
tears away and looked at him, her expression suddenly pleading, ‘Tell me it
will be alright brother.’


Phantasm shook his
head, ‘We’re not the ones in control here.  I cannot say how this will
end.’


‘I can.’ 
Mistral’s tears had dried, her brief vulnerability gone.  ‘It will end
with Golden’s head on the end of my sword and new rug for the other side of my
fire!’


‘Golden would make
a fairly gruesome rug.’  Cain observed mildly. 


‘Not Golden! 
The werewolf!’


‘Mine.’ 
Grendel growled.


‘Like hell
brother.’  Mistral growled back.  ‘You had your chance and got the
fake.  Tough.’


‘Hunter’s
privilege.’


‘What?  You
can’t evoke that right!  We’re not even on a hunt!’


‘Are.’


‘Well ... well –’
Mistral floundered then argued back.  ‘I refute your claim!’  


‘How?’


‘Because ...
because – oh!  You tell him how Phantasm!’


‘No Mistral. 
The golden rule of arguing with Grendel is never to argue with Grendel. 
He may be lacking in rhetoric and be more simple than a pebble, but he’ll
always drag you down to his level and defeat you with his logic.’


Mistral swore
foully and stalked on ahead, spinning both swords by her side.


‘Nice work
brother.’  Phantasm muttered gratefully to Grendel.  ‘She’s more use
angry.’


Grendel shrugged,
‘She’s stupid over that Mage.  Always has been.’


‘And probably
always will be.’  Phantasm sighed.


They moved deeper
into the maze, only speaking to decide on which turn to take when an opening
appeared in the walls.  Her anger didn’t last long and Mistral agreed
without argument to every decision, her permanently misty expression telling
the twins that she was not with them, but had given in and gone to her Mage. 


‘If this comes to a
fight she’s going to be useless in that state!’  Phantom muttered under
his breath.


‘Onieroi’s played
her like a puppet.’  Phantasm whispered back.  ‘I think we need to
create another argument to distract her.’


‘Can’t.  It’ll
only distract us too.  We need a real distraction.’


‘Er, you mean
something like that?’  Cain hissed urgently.


The twins looked up
to see what Cain was staring at and turned a shade of pale to rival the marble
walls. 


‘Real or
fake?’  Phantom asked quickly.


A deafening bellow
answered his question, snapping Mistral out of her trance.


‘Is that what I
think it is?’  She gasped in an awestruck voice.


‘Yes Mistral,’
Phantasm responded, not taking his eyes from the creature in front of
him.  ‘Say hello to the traditional guardian of the maze.’


‘And definitely
what the werewolf was fleeing from.’  Phantom added, staring in terror at
the massive minotaur blocking their way. 


Mistral levelled
her swords at the minotaur, her face hardening as she took stock of her
opponent.  It had the heavily muscled torso, legs and arms of a man but
with the grotesque addition of a horned bull’s head.   ‘Mine,’ she
said softly.


Grendel snorted,
sounding not unlike the half-man, half-bull creature before them. 
Hoisting his battle axe up onto his shoulder, he began to run towards the
minotaur.  Mistral snarled and shot past him, running flat-out for the
minotaur with both swords raised only to suddenly find herself overtaken by Grendel
again.  For a moment she was confounded then she realised that the twins
were holding back.


‘Let me go!’  


‘Much as I would
love to let you go, believe me –’ Phantom flinched away from her flailing
swords.  ‘I don’t rate your chances.  Sorry.’


‘Well I do!’ 
Twisting sharply Mistral stamped down on his foot and ground the heel of her
boot into his toes.  With a howl of pain Phantom immediately let go and
reached for his injured foot.  


‘Damn it
Mistral!  I think you’ve broken my toes!’


Phantasm redoubled
his hold while brother hopped away, ‘Cheap trick Mistral, but I won’t let go so
easily.’  


‘We’ll see about
that.’  Mistral growled, dropping her swords she drove her elbow into his
solar plexus.  Feeling his grip slackened she turned and slammed the heel
of her boot into his knee.  Phantasm buckled under the double onslaught of
pain.  Winded and temporarily crippled, he could only watch as Mistral
tore from his grasp and sprinted after Grendel. 


‘Cain!’ 
Phantom cried, still hopping up and down on one foot.


‘On it!’  Cain
was already running after her.


The minotaur locked
stares with Grendel.  Recognising a worthy adversary it let out a
thunderous bellow then lowered its head and began to run heavily towards
him.  Grendel roared in response and tossed aside his battle axe, meeting
the minotaur’s challenge unarmed.  The two giants pounded towards each
other and slammed chest to chest with a force that shook the marble walls and
made Mistral stumble.  


Quickly righting
herself, Mistral glanced around to see Cain gaining on her, ‘Oh, I don’t think
so brother!  This is my kill!’


Cain lunged for her
but Mistral was already on her feet and running again.  She drew her
dagger, preparing to launch into the mountainous battle taking place between
Grendel and the minotaur.  The two giants were slugging at each other with
bare fists, every thudding blow delivered with a loud grunt.  Grendel
staggered back, apparently stunned by the shuddering force of the minotaur’s
blows.  He swayed, weaving drunkenly into Mistral’s way, forcing her to
stop or risk being knocked over by his towering bulk.  She swore and made
to dodge around him when he suddenly whipped round with startling agility to
snatch the dagger from her hand.  Giving a savage roar he plunged it hilt-deep
into the minotaur’s neck.  The minotaur roared and reeled away, clawing at
the dagger with one massive hand it yanked the blade out, releasing a fountain
of blood.  Clutching a hand to the gaping wound in its neck, the minotaur
gave a snorting groan and dropped to its knees, breathing heavily with its
horned head held low.


Mistral made to
lunge forward but Grendel clamped a hand down on her shoulder.


‘Mine,’ he growled,
watching as the minotaur slowly keeled over in a pool of gore.  Giving a
grunt of satisfaction, Grendel passed Mistral back her dagger. 


‘Nice of you to
lend Grendel your dagger Mistral.’  Cain sidled up beside her and tilted
his head to study the slain minotaur.  ‘Very selfless ... generous even.’


Mistral gave him a
sour look, ‘Want to add your blood to that pool?’


‘Nope.’  Cain
nudged one of the minotaur’s slack hands with the toe of his boot.  ‘It
was good team work though, which is quite surprising for you.’


‘Remind me what
Delphine sees in you.’  Mistral muttered while she bent to wipe her dagger
clean on the minotaur’s leg.


‘Same as you see in
your Mage.  Love sees only the beholder, not rhyme or her much maligned
sister, reason.’


Mistral paused in
cleaning her dagger and turned to look at him, ‘I have no religion brother,
other than the Ri, but if I could pray then I would ask that you and Delphine
are not forced apart as often as Fabian and I.’


‘Ah, Mistral,’ Cain
knelt beside her, smiling softly, ‘you two are never apart.   Not
really.’


‘It feels pretty
real right now.’  


‘Nothing is real
here Mistral.’  Cain glanced around at the pristine white walls where
blood had spattered only moments before.  ‘Although I think the pain you just
inflicted on the twins might have been.’


Mistral stood up
and turned to offer Phantasm and Phantom an apologetic look as they limped
towards her with Delphine providing support between them, ‘Sorry
brothers. ‘ 


‘We’ve already
informed the others of your little adventure.’  Phantom said
stiffly.  


‘Thank you.’


‘Not really sure I
appreciate your particular brand of thanks.’  Phantasm muttered, pressing
a hand to his bruised ribs.  


‘Sorry.’ 
Mistral said again then looked at the passageway beyond the fallen body of the
minotaur.  ‘But I guess if we’ve met the guardian of the maze it means
we’re getting nearer to the centre.’


‘It would make
sense to assume that.’  Phantasm agreed, his frostiness thawing
slightly.  ‘I think it’s also safe to assume that whatever traps lie
between us and the centre are going to be extremely dangerous.’


‘More dangerous
than a minotaur?  Oh great.’  Phantom muttered.  ‘Well come on
then.  Let’s get on with it.’


The twins’
over-protectiveness towards Mistral quickly reestablished itself.  She
found herself being held back at every turn to allow the twins to examine the
uniformly white passageway before allowing her to enter. 


‘Oh.’ 


Weary of never
being allowed to see for her own eyes the reason for his exclamation, even if
it was only to declare the path before them empty, Mistral shoved impatiently
past him and stared at the reason for his utterance.  The white marble
wall on one side had changed to a strangely opaque material, permitting a
tantalising glimpse of the passageway beyond.


‘Is it made of
ice?’  Phantom murmured, pressing his hands against the smooth wall. 



‘No, I don’t think
so.’  Phantasm frowned and gazed up at the oddly see-through wall. 
‘Or it would melt beneath your touch.’


‘No, it’s more like
a form of glass.’


‘Glass can be
broken.’  Grendel growled, twirling his battle axe menacingly.


Phantasm sighed
prosaically, ‘You can try brother, but forgive me if I don’t hold my breath.’


True to his gloomy
prediction, Grendel’s battle axe made no impact on the wall, leaving them all
wondering as to its purpose ... a purpose that soon became abundantly clear
when Mistral gave a low cry and ran to press both hands up against it.


Figures appeared in
the passageway on the other side.  Although blurred by the thick glass
they were unmistakably those of Xerxes, Brutus, Amber, Fabian, Cassius, Marcus
and his twin brothers, one of which was dragging the distinctive bulk of a dead
werewolf behind him.


‘Fabian!’


Fabian seemed to
jerk as though something had pulled him and immediately strode over to the
wall.  Pressing both hands up against the glass to mirror her touch, he
stared silently at her.


‘Oh, Fabian,’ she
whispered while tears began to roll down her cheeks.  ‘I miss you.’


The twins, Cain and
Delphine watched silently while Fabian and Mistral continued to stare at each
other through the wall.


‘What do we
do?’  Phantom muttered when neither showed any sign of breaking the
contact.


‘I don’t
know.  But I suspect that this is the reason for the transparent wall.’


‘Then we are
close.’  Cain said and looked around carefully.  


‘Mistral?’ 
Phantasm walked up behind her and spoke quietly in her ear.  ‘Can you hear
me?’


She gave no sign
but stared frozenly into the eyes of her Mage.  


‘Mistral.  We
are very close now.  You must focus.  Mage De Winter is your final
test.  You must trust him.’


‘Trust him?’ 
Mistral said faintly.  ‘I trust him with my life.’


‘Yes.  But now
you must trust him with his own life.  Trust that he will be here when we
are finished.  See the doorway?’


‘Huh?’ 
Mistral’s eyes refocused on the wall in front of her to see the faint outline
of a doorway reflected in its glassy sheen.  ‘How did we miss that?’ 
She gasped and spun around to find that she couldn’t see it.


‘Things that are in
plain sight are the hardest to see, but the mirror cannot lie.  The glass
wall was a trap set to distract you by allowing you to see your Mage, yet it is
also the key to this maze.  The doorway can only be seen as a reflection.’


‘Too cryptic for me
brother.’  Mistral muttered and turned back to look at Fabian.


‘Well try this for
plain speaking then.  Golden is in there.’


Mistral spun round
with a snarl, ‘Let’s go.’   


‘Delphine? 
Cain?  Please would you stay here with Grendel and await our return?’


‘Why?’  Cain
frowned at Phantasm.


‘I think this is
something that Mistral must do.  This whole maze has been designed to
torture her; separating her from her family, presenting her with the task of
dismembering the bodies of apprentices she had taught and warriors she had
revered – and now this.  Golden.’


‘No.’ Cain
shook his head.  ‘I’m not buying it.  We’re coming with you. 
The minotaur was probably her dream challenge, so was the werewolf.’


‘Neither of which
we allowed her to fight.  Proving my point exactly.  They were both
situations devised to torment her and fuel a sense of helplessness.  The
glass wall was meant to break her, permitting sight of her Mage but not sound
or touch.   Hiding the doorway to the centre of the maze there was pure
genius.’


‘But why reveal the
doorway at all?  Onieroi could have just sealed Golden in and had us
running around like rats until we died of hunger!’


‘Those are the
rules of the game Cain.  There must be a goal at the end of the
challenge.  To have one without the other would upset the divine
balance.  Since the dawn of time gods have punished the wrongdoings of
mortals with tasks that had seemingly unachievable goals, but they had goals
nonetheless.  It is how the gods justified the cruelty of their actions.’


‘And who does
Onieroi justify his actions to?’


‘Us.’ 
Phantasm said quietly then gave him a questing look.  ‘Do you agree to
remain here?’


Cain frowned then
finally gave a single nod.


‘Do you think
she’ll be alright?’  Delphine whispered anxiously, watching her mother
walk through the hidden doorway, flanked by the twins.


Cain smiled, ‘She’s
got her guardian angels with her Delphine.’  


Mistral stepped
through the gateway and entered a lush paradise.  Everywhere she looked
flowers bloomed, colourful and bright.  Not a single flower was past its
prime or a leaf wilted.  It was perfect ... too perfect. 


Mistral gazed at
the faultless garden and frowned, ‘It’s all fake!’  


Phantasm turned to
pluck a flower from the rhododendron shrub near him.  It resisted his tug,
only giving way when he cut it away with his dagger.  ‘Silk covered
wire,’ he murmured, examining the severed stem.


‘Another illusion!’
 Mistral exclaimed angrily and strode further into the garden.  


‘Hello?’


Mistral froze at the sound of the
voice she had heard in her dreams – and nightmares – too many times, ‘Golden,’
she hissed under her breath and turned to face her enemy.  


An emaciated figure drifted out
from behind a flowering azalea, ‘Have you come to worship in my garden?’ 
She asked dreamily.  ‘I know all their names.  They are my friends.’


The twins shared a bewildered
look but Mistral suddenly realised why Golden’s thoughts had sounded so
odd.  Her enemy had lost her mind.


‘Yes Golden, we have.’  


‘There’s no-one called Golden
here.  My name is Glory.’  Golden smiled, making her look even more
like a grinning skull.  ‘Onieroi gave me my new name.  He said I
should have something to reflect the beauty of my soul.  He loves me. 
He says he’ll never let me go.  He made me this paradise –’ she swept her
hand around the artificial garden.  ‘Just to keep me amused while he is
away.’


‘Where is he Glory?’ 
Phantasm asked quietly.


‘He never said where he was
going.’  Golden shrugged and bent to sniff one of the fake blooms. 
‘Oh, but the scent is divine!  Can you smell them?’  She turned to
look at Phantasm, her eyes slightly deranged.


Without taking his eyes off
Golden, Phantom turned to whisper in Mistral’s ear, ‘Has she gone insane?’


‘Yes.’  Mistral murmured
back.  ‘I think she was kept under Morpheus for too long.  It’s
affected her mind.’


‘Then hurry up and do what we
came to do Mistral.’  Phantasm said sharply.  ‘She needs putting out
of her misery.’


Mistral nodded and reached around
to the back of her belt, her fingers gripping the hilt of the dagger she had
dreamed of pressing to Golden’s throat.


‘You’re pretty.’  Golden
said, looking at Mistral with her head tilted on one side.  ‘Would you
like to smell one of my flowers too?’


Mistral was abruptly reminded of
Delphine as a small girl, picking spring flowers in the paddock and running
over to give her them with a look of delight on her face.  She wrapped her
fingers more tightly around her dagger, waiting for the burst of savage satisfaction
that refused to come.  


‘I can’t do it!’  Mistral
suddenly whispered, staring at the pitiful creature before her.  ‘She’s
not Golden anymore!’


Phantasm stared at her, ‘Take
your revenge Mistral!’   


Mistral shook her head, silent
tears sliding down her face, ‘She’s broken inside.  All her hate has gone
... she’s like an innocent again.’


‘Damn it Mistral!  Just
remember what she tried to do to your family and kill the bitch!’


‘I – I ... can’t –’  


‘Well I can.’  Phantasm said
coldly.  


Golden watched Phantasm approach,
her blue eyes filled with child-like wonder, ‘You’re so beautiful!  Are
you an angel?’


‘Yes, I am,’ he smiled. 
‘And I’ve come to take you home.’


‘Home?’  Golden’s face
became confused.  ‘I can’t remember where home is –’


‘Don’t worry, I’ll show you,’ he
held his hand out to her.  ‘It’s not far from here.  Why don’t you
tell me the names of your flowers while we walk?’


‘Oh yes!’  


Mistral watched Golden take
Phantasm’s hand and walk away with him, reeling off the names of the silk
flowers they passed.  Her voice faded away to leave a long silence
abruptly broken by a single cry of surprise.


‘Come here Mistral.’ 
Phantom pulled her into his arms, holding her tightly while she wept for her
fallen enemy. 


Phantasm left Golden’s body lying
in a bed of silk roses, her glassy eyes reflecting the blue of the sky
above.  He stared emotionlessly down at her while he wiped the blade of
his dagger clean on the flowers.  


‘You will never trouble my family
again.’


Turning away, he strode back through
the fake garden to rejoin Phantom and Mistral.  Silently placing an arm
around her, they walked together out of the garden of death.


‘Mother!’  Delphine
immediately ran to Mistral, her red-rimmed eyes prompting an onslaught of
questions Mistral did her best to ignore.


‘What happened?’  Cain asked
quietly.


‘Golden is dead.’  Phantasm
replied flatly.


Cain gave a long drawn out sigh,
‘Good.  Now, how the hell do we get out of here?’


Phantasm looked up at the glass
wall and frowned, ‘I suspect that –’


‘Marcus?’  


They all turned in response to
Mistral’s gasp of surprise to see Marcus standing at the end of the passage,
staring silently at them.


‘How did you get here?  Oh
Marcus!  Show me how you got here!’  Mistral started to run towards
her youngest son, her arms open wide to sweep him into them.


Wordlessly Marcus lifted the bow
from his back, notched an arrow, and fired straight for his mother.


‘NO!’  


Delphine’s scream drowned out the
dull thud and Mistral’s grunt of pain as the arrow struck her chest.  She
sank to her knees, staring in disbelief at the angelic face of her son as it
began to waver and fade, then vanish completely.


With a cry of despair Phantasm
ran to catch her, beseeching her to hear him while Phantom issued frantic
instructions to Cain, the panic to save her life watched helplessly by Fabian
through the unbreakable glass wall.  He beat at it with his fists and
shouted her name, but neither she nor the wall responded.  


‘Mistral!  Mistral! 
Can you hear me?’


Mistral gasped and stared up into
Phantasm’s green eyes, ‘Y-yes –’


‘You’re going to be
alright!’  He glanced down at the arrow sticking out from her chest and
swallowed.  ‘I promise you’re going to be alright.  I won’t let you
die.  Cain’s here!  You’re going to be alright –’


‘I know,’ she said more
clearly.  ‘But I think Fabian’s mother’s diary is knackered.’


‘What?’


Cain had finished unbuttoning her
jerkin.  It fell open to reveal the diary impaled by the arrow the
Mortifera had shot.


‘Thank the stars that Marcus
still only has a child-sized bow!’  He exclaimed and pulled the short
arrow out.  ‘If that had been a full-sized longbow you’d have been
tomorrow’s pyre ash Mistral!’


‘Well I’m not, so enough of the
dramatics,’ she said, suddenly uncomfortable with the amount of people around
her.  She sat up and looked over at the wall to see Fabian’s blurred
outline.  ‘Tell him I’m alright Cassius,’ she whispered softly. 
‘Tell him I love him and it’ll take more than an arrow to make me leave this
life without him.  Oh, and tell Marcus to stop crying.  He’s not in
any trouble.’


Fabian’s fists slid down the
wall, leaving streaks of blood from his efforts to break through.  Faint
wisps of steam immediately began to rise from each long crimson stain.  


‘What’s happening?’  Phantom
stared at the clouds of steam rising up into the air above the glass wall, each
wisp accompanied by a definite hissing sound. 


Phantasm regarded the wall
thoughtfully, ‘I think Mage De Winter’s blood is corroding the barrier that
stands between him and Mistral.’    


Cain stared in bewilderment at
the wall, ‘Blood melts it?  But why didn’t the minotaur’s blood dissolve
it then?’   


‘Mage De Winter sheds his own
blood for love of another.  There is no greater sacrifice.  We have
conquered the maze.’  Smiling slightly, Phantasm stood and reached out a
hand to Mistral. 


Mistral held his gaze while she
took the hand he offered, ‘Thank you brother,’ she whispered.  ‘I would do
the same for you in a heartbeat.’  


Phantasm accepted the rare kiss
on the cheek she offered then watched her run to the melting wall, knowing that
her words and her affection had been gratitude for him shedding Golden’s blood
and not for helping her rise from the ground.


The wall slowly diminished, not reducing
in size to allow them to climb over and be reunited, but becoming steadily
thinner until the repeated blows from Grendel’s axe finally smashed it. 
With a rapturous cry Mistral flung herself into Fabian’s arms.  Burying
her face into his chest she inhaled the scent of his skin and wanted nothing
more than that single moment to stretch on into infinity.


‘I’m sorry mother.’


‘Oh Marcus!’  Mistral wiped
her tears away and turned to hug her youngest son.  ‘You have nothing to
be sorry for!’


‘I have.’  Marcus pulled out
of her embrace and looked down, digging the toe of his boot guiltily into the
marble.  ‘I saw this weird mirror in the wall and I looked in it.’ 
He blinked up at her, his blue eyes filled with tears.  ‘I didn’t know it
was how Mortifera were made!  I swear!  I’d never want to hurt you –’


‘Hush, Marcus.  I
know.  Now, do you think you can remember where this mirror is?’ 
Mistral asked gently.


‘Yes –’ he pointed down the
passage.  ‘Just there.  Why?’


‘Because this maze is all about
mirrors.’  Mistral stood upright.  ‘Show me Marcus.’


Hand in hand, Mistral and Fabian
followed their youngest son back along the passageway until the glass wall gave
way to marble again.  Marcus stopped and pointed to a shimmering section
of the wall.  


‘There it is.  But I’m not
looking in it again!’


Mistral smiled and ruffled her
son’s hair, ‘You don’t have to Marcus.  I don’t want you to be too vain
anyway.’


‘What do you have in mind
Mistral?’  Fabian asked quietly.


Mistral turned to him.  It
was the first time she had heard him speak since they had entered the maze and
she had almost forgotten how beautiful his voice sounded, ‘I love you Fabian.’


He smiled, not the subtle shine
that lit only his eyes, but a genuine smile that transformed his whole face and
turned him into her dark angel.  He raised her hand to his lips, ‘Never as
much as I love you.’


‘Then trust me now.  And
follow me through the mirror.’


Mistral slipped her hand from his
and walked towards the marble wall – then disappeared through it.


‘Where did she go?’ 
Phantasm ran forwards, his eyes wild.


Fabian didn’t respond but grabbed
Marcus’ hand and pulled him through after Mistral, vanishing into solid marble
before their eyes. 


‘Cassius?’  Delphine cried.
 ‘What’s happening?’


Cassius shook his head, ‘It is
not easily explained sister.  We must forgo our love of reason and accept
that some things in this world have no such boundaries.’  He turned to
meet the golden eyes of his youngest sister and held out his hand. 
‘Permit your brother the honour of your hand little sister, for I fear it will
soon be someone else’s to hold.’


Amber slipped her hand into his
and turned to grin at Brutus over her shoulder, ‘See you on the other
side!’  


‘Damn!  Trust Amber to get
in on the fun before us!’  Samson muttered.  ‘Give me a hand with
this mangy mutt –’


Hauling the carcass of the
werewolf between them, Samson and Fabian hurried through the solid marble after
their sister.


‘This is too weird!’  Xerxes
exclaimed under his breath. 


‘What could be weirder than
having dead warriors attacking us and shooting werewolves that die, only to be
resurrected again five minutes later?’  Brutus shrugged then followed
Amber and her brothers.  


‘Damn.  He irritates the
hell out of me, but the minute he’s not here I miss him.’  Xerxes frowned
at the blank stretch of wall that his brother had vanished into then ran after
him.


‘Shall we my love?’  Cain
offered Delphine his arm and a crooked smile.


‘I’d follow you anywhere, you
know that Cain.’  Delphine smiled back and linked her arm through
his.  ‘But right now I’d really like to go home.’


‘Hmm, the flat could probably do
with a clean by now.  It must be at least two whole days since you last
dusted it.’


Delphine’s laughter cut off
suddenly, leaving Grendel and the twins alone in the maze.


‘Well.  Fun as this has
been.’  Phantom said, glancing around at the white marble walls of the
maze.  ‘I rather feel that I would prefer to be looking at the stone walls
of The Cloak and Dagger.’


‘Ale.’  Grendel grunted and stomped
into the wall without a second glance. 


‘After you brother.’
 Phantom said, waving a hand solicitously at the wall.


‘Thank you brother. 
However, if there is one thing that this maze has shown me, it is that we are
one.’


‘Ah, then in the absence of a
pretty female to adorn my arm, you shall have to suffice.’


Linking arms with wry grins, the
twins strode through the wall together.











Divine Retribution





The twins strolled out of the
maze onto a plateau filled with blazing sunshine and joined the others
collecting their cloaks and saddlebags from beside the entrance.


‘How did you do that
mother?’  Marcus asked wonderingly.


Fabian grabbed his and Mistral’s
saddlebags and urged his youngest son onwards, ‘The time for explanations will
come Marcus.  Now we must flee before we are faced with Onieroi’s
wrath.’ 


‘Explanations I hope to hear over
several large tankards of ale.’  Xerxes added.


‘Sooner than you think
Xerxes.  We need to leave quicker than our horses can gallop.’
 Mistral said and looked at Fabian.


He nodded, ‘I agree.  But we
must make the climb down before I cast on us.  It is not safe to attempt
such a dangerous descent under Expediency.’


‘Oh!  The fog’s gone!’ 
Phantom exclaimed, noticing for the first time that he could see the edge of
the plateau a short distance away.  ‘That’s odd, I’m sure it felt further
when we were walking through it.’


‘And I am sure it was meant to
brother.’  Phantasm said.  ‘This has all been a deception.’


‘But Golden’s really dead, isn’t
she?’  Delphine asked anxiously. 


‘Yes Delphine.’  Phantasm’s
face hardened.  ‘Blood cannot lie.’  


‘Are we ready?’  Fabian
swung the two saddlebags over his shoulder and looked around questioningly.


‘Ready –’


Fabian set the pace across the
plateau at a steady run, keeping Marcus between him and Mistral to catch him if
he stumbled.  When they reached the edge Fabian halted and turned to
Grendel.  ‘Rope.’


Grendel unwound the heavy coil of
rope from around his chest and dropped one end over the cliff.  With
nothing on the barren plateau to secure it to, he gripped the other end and
nodded to Fabian.


‘Mistral?  I want you and
Marcus to go down first.  Do not wait for me at the bottom but go straight
to the horses and prepare them.  We must make haste.’  Without
waiting for her response, he turned back to Grendel.  ‘Ready?’


Grendel nodded and braced himself
to take the double weight of Mistral and Marcus climbing down the rope.


Fabian crouched at the edge to
watch Mistral and Marcus descend, waiting until they were safely at the bottom
and being greeted by Prospero before turning and gesturing for Amber to descend
next, followed by his twin sons, then Delphine and finally Cassius.  Once
his family were all safely gathered at the base of the cliff he dropped down
over the side and began to climb down after them, leaving Xerxes, Brutus and
the twins to choose how they made their descent.  


Xerxes promptly grabbed the rope
and offered Grendel an apologetic look, ‘S’been a long day brother. 
Sorry.’


Grendel merely grunted and leaned
back to counter Xerxes’ heavier weight while the twins and Brutus started to
climb.  They reached the base to be instantly submerged in a flurry of
activity.  There was no time to speak; only respond to Fabian’s snapped
commands.  Mounting their horses they quickly formed a close circle around
him while he prepared to cast.  With eyes closed and head bowed he grew
still, concentrating all his efforts on calling forth the mysterious power that
would hasten their escape. 


Mistral felt the familiar gust of
wind rustle past then Fabian lifted his head and opened his eyes once
more.  ‘It is cast.’  He turned Spirit to face west and the Valley of
the Ri.  ‘We will ride hard now.  Do not stop for any reason.’ 


Without another word he kicked
Spirit into a gallop.  The bright mare flew away across the snow, her
hooves barely seeming to break through the icy crust where she should have been
floundering knee-deep.


‘C’mon!  Race you!’ 
Marcus grinned and chased after his father.  


Mistral watched her son gallop
away.  The spell’s effect coupled with Zeus’ exaggerated strides made the
pony appear to be flying above the surface of the deep snow.  She smiled,
knowing Marcus would love to see how he looked and immediately shuddered at the
thought of more mirrors.  Glancing down briefly to see Prospero’s pale
eyes gazing alertly back, she urged Cirrus after them.  Prospero gave a
joyous bark and bounded after her, easily keeping pace with the powerful
horse.  


‘Ah, I love this part.’
 Xerxes grinned and kicked his horse on.  At once they were all
galloping across the snow together, the white mountainside rolling past at an
increasing pace until it was an undecipherable white blur.


‘Is it me, or is this faster than
usual?’  Phantom shouted to his twin over the roaring wind.


‘Yes brother.’  Phantasm
wiped his streaming eyes and turned to his twin.  ‘I feel that Mage De
Winter’s need of the Craft has strengthened the spell he has cast.  It is
a fortunate side-effect for us.’


They reached the Valley shortly
after nightfall.  The spell lost power when they entered the North Gate
and the horses slowed to jog wearily down the winding path to the Valley,
affording their riders the welcoming sight of lights twinkling in the village
below.  Following Fabian’s silent lead they all handed their horses over
to Clovis then walked together out of the stableyard and across the square to
The Cloak and Dagger.


Far from exhausted by his
adventure, Marcus seemed to have been reenergised by the ride under Expediency
and was reliving the events of the day with his twin brothers.  Mistral
walked by Fabian’s side, listening to Marcus describing his fight with a
balbus, noting with relief that he didn’t seem adversely affected by his
experiences in the maze.  Her boys were grumbling about being forced to
leave the werewolf carcass behind and began a muttered debate about going back
to retrieve it, which Mistral swiftly put an end to with a warning glare.


Fabian pushed open the door to
reveal a tavern heaving with noisy warriors.  After the horrors of the maze
Mistral felt oddly detached from the normality of The Cloak and Dagger. 
It seemed the others felt the same too.  None of them spoke as they
followed Fabian over to the bar.  He leaned across and muttered a few
words to Floris who nodded and flipped up the hatch in the bar, allowing them
through to the back room. 


They filled the tiny firelit
room.  Even with Cain pulling Delphine onto his lap to supposedly make
more space, every seat on the two battered sofas was taken.  Samson and
Fabian perched on the arms of the sofa where their mother, father, and older
brother sat while Marcus and Amber balanced on the arms of the other. 
Amber drew her knees up and leant back against the wall behind her,
unconsciously dropping a hand down to clasp Brutus’ when he sat down on the
sofa beside her.  Xerxes collapsed between his brother and Cain with a
long drawn out sigh, leaving Phantom and Phantasm to argue it out over the
single armchair by the fire.  Finally agreeing to take an arm each they
perched uncomfortably and eyed Prospero’s recumbent position on the rug. 
Finally Grendel appeared in the doorway, shuffling in sideways and bending his
domed head to avoid the low ceiling.


‘Need me?’


‘No Grendel.  But I thank
you for your enduring loyalty to this family.  You will be an excellent
godfather to our next son.’  Fabian responded gravely.


Grendel’s ugly face split into a
huge grin.  Giving a single guffaw of laughter he backed out of the room
to join the rowdy drinkers at the bar. 


‘Are you going to finally explain
about that little magic trick you performed?’  Phantom asked Mistral.


‘Not yet.’  Fabian held up a
hand as the door opened and Floris appeared bearing a tray of tankards and a
goblet of wine for Delphine.  He set them down on the low table and left
without speaking, closing the door quietly behind him. 


‘Not that I don’t love The
Cloak.’  Xerxes said cheerfully after he had taken a long swallow from his
tankard.  ‘But why are we huddled in the back room and not at your house?’


‘Because any messengers that arrive
with news of what revenge Onieroi has taken will come here to refresh
themselves after they have delivered their missive to Leo.  I have asked
Floris to inform me immediately of any such arrivals.’


‘That’s good enough reason for me
to be in a tavern where I can drink and not have to worry about the customers.’


‘You do that at our tavern too
brother.’  Brutus reminded him.


Xerxes smiled, ‘Ah, yes so I do
–’


‘Can we have an explanation now
please?’  Phantom cut in impatiently.


Mistral took a sip from her
tankard.  The ale tasted good.  She took a longer swallow then set it
aside for later, knowing that now her secret was out, she wouldn’t be allowed
another.  Taking a deep breath, she clasped both hands between her knees
and looked around at her family, ‘I’m not sure I can explain it fully,’ she
began with a frown.  ‘But it was the minotaur that reminded me of
something from my childhood and gave me the idea.’


The twins sat up a little
straighter, listening intently.  Mistral never talked about her past. 



She sighed and glanced at her
children, ‘I was born to the centaur tribe, but I was raised in Nevelte. 
It’s a small Mage community on the north eastern side of The Velvet
Forests.  No-one there had the Craft with any great strength.  They
were mostly just farmers with enough ability to weave a few simple spells, but
many of them didn’t even bother.  So I grew up not really understanding
how powerful the Craft could be.  


‘Every summer travelling
wonderworkers would come through and put on a show in return for a meal and a
bed for the night.  I doubt anyone here would ever have seen them, they
certainly wouldn’t dare perform their tricks in any of the Mage cities for fear
of ridicule, and they would never be permitted entrance to an Arcane settlement. 
Looking back I can see that they were rather pathetic beings; Mage-born, but
with little or no sorcering ability.  They chose a life of vagrancy rather
than remain in their communities and become an object of derision.  I
suppose you could liken them to the half-breed outcasts who come to the Valley,
but I think the rejection they’d suffered was possibly even crueller.’ 
Mistral paused and shrugged.  ‘But to a bored child stuck in a flea-pit
like Nevelte, they offered a welcome distraction.


‘There was this one wonderworker
who stuck in my memory.  He would come every October after the harvests
had been brought in.  I think he knew he’d be guaranteed a good meal then
... anyway, he had this trick, always the same damned trick, but we all loved
it.  He would have the bull brought out from its field and make it vanish
before our eyes.  There was no sorcery involved.  I don’t think he
had enough Craft to cast a fishing line, never mind a spell.  He was just
a good, old-fashioned trickster.  Brothertoft, er, that’s my adoptive
father Samson, whose name you have as your middle name ... well he got him
talking after a few tankards of cider and persuaded him to reveal how he
performed the trick.  It was all an illusion with mirrors.  Just like
Onieroi’s maze.’  


‘But Mistral, using mirrors to
make a bull appear to vanish is one thing, but us all walking through a solid
marble wall is quite another!’  Phantom exclaimed.   


‘I said I couldn’t explain it
fully, brother.’  Mistral smiled.  ‘But I think it was because we
conquered the maze.  Winner’s privilege states that the rules become ours
to make.  I wanted the mirror to take us out, so it did.’


‘So, by killing his prize
worshipper, you won?’  Samson asked with a puzzled look.  ‘That’s a pretty
self-defeating goal to have set, isn’t it?’


Mistral shrugged, ‘The rules of
the divine game have to be obeyed.  A valuable prize must be offered in
return for surviving the challenges set.  But I didn’t kill Golden. 
That was the trick.  If I had, I think that more horrors would have been
unleashed upon us.  Golden’s life was taken not as an act of vengeance,
but to ensure the protection of others.  The riddle of the maze was in
reflections, you see.  Reflections are opposites, the same yet reversed,
and so an act of hatred became one born of love.’


‘Wait.’  Samson shook his
head, frowning heavily.  ‘You’re losing me here.  So who killed
Golden then?’


‘I did.’  Phantasm said
quietly.  


‘Hang on, wasn’t it father’s
blood that melted the wall, not Phantasm’s?’  Marcus asked.  


Mistral turned to gaze eloquently
at Fabian, ‘Yes –’   


It was Delphine’s turn to look
perplexed, ‘But, if Golden was the goal and Phantasm killed her, then why
didn’t the walls just crumble once she was dead?’    


‘Because the riddle had been
solved but the maze remained unconquered.’  Fabian replied without taking
his eyes from Mistral’s.  ‘Golden was only the jewel placed there for
safekeeping.  Even robbed of its prize, it would not desist in its efforts
to break us.  It was the purpose for which Onieroi created it.’


‘Mistral was attacked by a
Mortifera after Golden had been killed.’  Cain observed.  ‘The maze
wasn’t going to give up, even though its prize had been taken.’


‘It was only when father was
willing to offer his own life in place of another’s, proven in the blood he
shed, that the maze was conquered.’  Cassius explained to his confused
looking brothers.   


‘You’re going to say something
revolting like ‘love conquers all’, aren’t you?’  Samson groaned.


Cassius laughed and shook his
head, ‘Actually no.  I was going to say that the maze thrived on discord
and death, but the harmony that exists between mother and father is
unassailable.  It defeated the maze.’


‘Still sound like love to me.’
 Samson muttered.


Cassius offered his brother an
amused look, ‘What do you know of love?’


‘Nothing ... and ugh! 
Looking at that I don’t want to!’  He shook his head disgustedly and
turned away from the sight of his father and mother kissing.  


The door slammed open and
startled them all.  Samson’s tall figure appeared in the doorway, his
devilish grin shining in the firelight.  ‘Aha!  I heard there was a
private party in the back room!’  He loped in and threw himself into the
armchair between Phantom and Phantasm.  ‘Now.  Who wants to tell their
Uncle Samson the story of where the hell they’ve been for the last two days?’


At once the room erupted into
noise with Marcus, the boys and Xerxes all relating their heroic deeds at the
same time.


Letting go of Brutus’ hand, Amber
jumped down from the arm of the sofa, ‘I’ll get us some food,’ she announced
and headed for the door.  


‘Oh!  I’ll help!’ 
Delphine hurried after her, the look on her face suggesting that she was more
interested in questioning Amber on why she’d been holding hands with Brutus
than helping with the food.


Brutus watched Amber leave and
realised that he hadn’t even asked Floris whether Rosalind was still here or if
she had returned to The Fallen Warrior.


‘Brutus?’


A voice spoke softly in his
ear.  He turned to see that Cassius had assumed Amber’s place on the arm
of the sofa beside him.


‘Yes?’


‘May we speak privately?’


‘Oh.  Right. 
Yes.’  Brutus answered uncertainly. 


Resting his hand lightly over the
exposed skin of Brutus’ wrist, Cassius continued their conversation, I want
to talk to you about Amber.


Brutus experienced a moment of
shock while he adjusted to the disconcerting sensation of a disembodied voice
speaking inside his mind, Um ... can you hear me too then?


Yes Brutus.


Oh.  Right. 
Well.  I suppose as her older brother you have every right to ask me to
explain myself – 


No Brutus.  I want to
talk to you about Amber, not listen to you talk about Amber.  I’ve already
heard everything I need to.


Oh.  Sorry.


Never apologise for falling in
love.  Everything fades over time ... beauty, memories – even hate fades,
eventually ... but never love.  Love endures eternally.  Now listen
while I tell you something.


Mistral smiled as the irritating
pealing of bells she had been hearing suddenly stopped.


‘What is it?’  Fabian asked,
seeing her expression.


She sighed, ‘The bells have
stopped.’


‘Then maybe it was all to do with
Golden.’


‘Maybe,’ she said and nestled
closer to him.  ‘But I don’t care right now.’  


He smiled and turned his head so
that only she could see his face, ‘Listen to me now.  I want to tell you a
story.’


‘Oh?’  She murmured and
gazed into his dark eyes.  ‘Does it have a happy ending?’


‘Very,’ he smiled then fell
silent, letting his thoughts whisper seductively in her ear.


‘Ha!  So Lady De Winter! 
Is it true that you’re having another son to fight for my daughter’s hand in
marriage?’


‘Huh?’  Mistral blinked at
Samson, the lingering promise of Fabian’s thoughts making her feel distinctly
unladylike.  ‘Oh, yes.’


‘By the stars Mistral!  Soon
you’ll just have to give up on naming your children and resort to numbering
them!’


‘Too confusing.  The boys
can’t count that far since they gave up on their education early.’ 
Delphine gave her twin brothers trying looks as she walked back into the room
followed by Amber, both carrying platters piled high with meat, bread, and
cheese.


‘Oh not this again Del!’
 Samson groaned.  ‘We have continued our education.’


‘Just in the skills we feel would
be actually beneficial to our future.’  Fabian finished. 


‘I know boys.’  Delphine
smiled and set down the platters on the table then raised her goblet of
wine.  ‘Here’s to a Golden-free future and three De Winters Qualifying
next week!’


‘Next week!’


‘Damn, is it really so soon?’


At once Amber and her twin
brothers began to talk excitedly about what their Qualification week would
involve.


‘Enough trouble-making. 
Come here, my favourite wife.’  Cain pulled Delphine onto his lap, making
her giggle with the words he whispered in her ear while the room buzzed with
talk around them.  


‘So what are you going to do with
the Contract fee then?’  Phantom asked his brother across the back of the
armchair.


‘What?’


‘You fulfilled the Contract on
Golden’s life.  One thousand gold coins await your collection.’


Phantasm frowned, ‘I didn’t do it
for the money brother.’


‘I know that.  But it’s
still a tidy sum.’


Phantasm thought for a moment,
‘Give it to my godchildren.  A hundred apiece and hold the remainder for
the next ones.’


Phantom glanced over at Mistral,
raising an eyebrow when he saw her and Fabian gazing silently at each other,
wrapped in their private world.  


‘A hundred a godchild?  You
might always be poor then brother!’


‘Ah, but I will be rich in other
ways.’  Phantasm followed his brother’s gaze and smiled. 


‘Hullo.’


Brutus looked up to see Amber
smiling and offering him a plate of food.


‘Hungry?’


‘Yes.’  Brutus frowned and
took the plate from her.  ‘But ... can we talk Amber?’


‘Of course we can.’


Cassius tactfully vacated the arm
of the sofa to allow Amber to resume her seat there.


‘Um, today.  In the
maze.  Well before the maze really –’


The door slammed open again and a
figure strode in.  He paused in the doorway, his imposing figure outlined
in the firelight, tall, square-shouldered, and blonde-haired.  The Divinus
of the Ri.  


‘A messenger has just arrived
with news.  Onieroi has attacked Council.’


‘When?’  Fabian cried in a
shocked voice.


‘Within the last three hours, the
messenger was sent by Eximius with his last breath.’


‘Last breath?’  Delphine
leapt from Cain’s knee, her face distraught.  ‘Is Eximius?  Is – is
he –?’


‘Yes.  Eximius is
dead.’  


A gasp ran round the room and
Delphine burst into tears. 


‘What happened?’  Fabian
asked sharply.


‘The messenger is of little
use.  He is in shock.  Until he recovers I only have the few words
Eximius pressed upon him.’


‘Which are?’


‘“Do not fail me, my son”.’


Fabian locked gazes with Leo,
‘Where is the messenger now?’


‘In the Infirmary.’


Fabian rose to his feet, ‘Then we
must question him.’  


‘In a moment.’  Leo raised a
hand to halt him then turned to Phantom and Phantasm, his expression stiffly
formal.  ‘I regret to inform you that your mother became a widow tonight.’


Phantasm blinked, ‘Vilius is
dead?’


Leo nodded, ‘Onieroi attacked the
chambers when a full Council meeting was being held.  There were no
Arcanes present due to the heavy snows, but all of the Mage representatives
were there.  Onieroi left no survivors.’


‘He was exacting revenge for the
taking of his prize!’  Cain exclaimed.  ‘But why did he attack the
Council instead of coming after us?’


‘I feel that we do not rank high
enough in Onieroi’s estimations to present a threat.’  Cassius rubbed a
finger across his frowning brow.  ‘Aside from my mother and father, our
party were a collection of half-breeds only worthy to struggle through the
challenges he set in the maze.  He would have sensed the signature of the
spell father cast and exacted his revenge accordingly.  It was a strong
spell, only a powerful Mage could have cast it – 


‘– and all powerful Mages reside
at the Council.’  Fabian finished grimly.  He sank back down onto the
sofa, his expression bleak.  ‘Because of my actions the Council has been
destroyed.’  


‘It was undoubtedly always
Onieroi’s intention to attack the Council.’  Leo waved a hand dismissively
and began to pace, his head bowed in thought.  ‘It is the seat of power in
a kingdom he seeks to rule.  Your actions merely gave him justification to
begin the war that has been brewing since he first stepped foot on our shores
–’ he abruptly halted, asking in a quieter voice.  ‘Am I to assume
that you were ... successful?’


Fabian lifted his head to stare
at Leo, the firelight turning his eyes to flat black stones, ‘Yes.  She is
dead.’  


Leo inclined his head briefly but
betrayed no emotion at the news that his ex-lover had been killed, ‘And the
other followers?’  


‘There was no sign of them. 
I admit that I did not wish to remain and search once we had taken away his
prize.  I feared for our lives.’


‘Understandably.’  Leo turned
away and resumed his pacing, his head bowed and hands clasped behind his
back.  ‘There is much we need to discuss tonight.  I intend for us to
leave for the Council at first light.  There will be a full state funeral,
Delphine?’  He paused in his pacing to look at her.  ‘Do you feel
strong enough to attend?’


Delphine lifted her chin, the
eyes that met Leo’s tearful but resolute, ‘Eximius was my godfather and a great
man.  I will pay him the respect he deserves.’


Leo nodded then looked at Amber
and her twin brothers, ‘I have to request that you do not attend.  You
must all be ready to Qualify next week.  The Ri has great need of skilled
warriors now.  And that goes for you too Marcus.  You must
concentrate on your schooling and training to fulfil the name you were given.’


Their initial chagrin at being
excluded was quickly salved by Leo’s tersely spoken words of praise, but his
mention of their training also served to remind Mistral of the growing lateness
of the hour.  She turned to speak quietly to Fabian, ‘I’ll take them home
now and leave you to talk.’


Fabian reached for her hands to
prevent her from rising from the sofa, ‘You must remain.  This concerns
you.’  He turned to Brutus.  ‘Could I ask that you and your brother
see them safely home?  I know you have a tavern to return to, but it is
too late for you to travel this evening.  Stay and be our guests tonight.’


‘Do you need me and Cain
too?’  Delphine asked quietly, her eyes downcast. 


‘No Delphine, go home and
rest.’  Leo said with unusual gentleness.  ‘You and Cain will need to
be ready to travel with us at first light.’


Cain looked surprised to be
included.  He caught Phantom’s eye and read the meaning in his sharp
look.  The Divinus was not asking for representatives of the Ri to attend
a state funeral.  He was taking a highly skilled and gifted entourage to
assist his claim to rule the Council.  


‘Come on Delphine, I’ll mix you
up a camomile and valerian brew.  It’ll help you sleep.’  Cain lifted
Delphine to her feet and led her from the room, followed by the rest of the
dismissed group.  


Leo stepped aside to let them
pass; only taking the empty sofa once the door had closed behind them.  He
watched silently while Fabian rose to his feet and began to pace the small
space in front of the fire where Prospero lay, oblivious to the crisis
unfolding while he slept.


Fabian paused in his pacing and
turned to Leo, his expression tense, ‘Before we question the messenger, tell me
what news you have of Onieroi’s activities before the attack on the
Council.’  


‘The reports I have received
indicate that Onieroi has been working his way north through the Arcane
tribes.  It would appear that he’s forsaken the subtle approach of
appealing to the disenchanted female elders and resorted to physically
abducting large numbers of tribal women.  None have returned and no bodies
have been discovered, which can only lead me to conclude that they have
accepted him as their new chieftain and are now enslaved in his power.’


‘It’s hardly surprising. 
Most tribal women have little spirit.  Onieroi would appear no better or
worse to them than the chieftain of their home tribe.’  Phantom
said.  It was the first time he had spoken since being told that his
mother had lost another husband and his voice was subdued. 


‘What will you do if any of the
chieftains purchase a Contract for their return?’  Phantasm asked.


Leo’s face hardened, ‘I shall
refuse.  It would be impossible to fulfil one guaranteeing their safe
return when we are already Contracted to kill them.  They are Onieroi’s
followers now; traitors to the Isle.’


‘The Arcanes might not see it
like that.’  Phantasm warned.  ‘Your refusal may make the Ri appear
to favour the Council.’  


Leo shrugged, ‘Conjecture. 
We can only deal in facts.  The Council Contract was offered and accepted
first.  The terms are binding.’


‘Perhaps not now the Head of the
Mage Council is dead.’  Phantom remarked quietly.


‘Indeed he is.’  Leo
murmured and turned to Cassius, his face veiled by flickering shadows. 
‘Are you ready to accept the responsibility of leading the Ri?’


Cassius met his gaze evenly, ‘I
am.’  


Leo nodded and addressed them all
in a clear voice, ‘I hereby abdicate my role of Divinus of the Ri.  It is
the right of the living incumbent to appoint a successor without need of an
election and with the Ri’s Training Captain, Lieutenants, and two members of
the Magnate as witnesses, I evoke that right.  Do you, Cassius Saul De
Winter, accept my wishes?’


‘I do.’  Cassius responded
gravely.


Leo turned to look at each of the
others in turn, ‘Do you bear witness to his acceptance?’


They replied in one voice. 
‘We do.’


‘Cassius Saul De Winter, I offer
you my humble salutations as the Divinus of the Ri and wish you an auspicious
reign.’


‘And I you, Mage Sphinx.’


Leo smiled briefly, ‘I have yet to
attain that title.  And I am sure it will not come easily.’


‘You intend to assume control
tomorrow?’  Phantasm asked quickly.


‘I must.  The Council has
been decimated.  It is too dangerous a time for there to be an absence of
rule on the Isle.  Onieroi would have us leaderless and weak, easy for the
taking.’


Phantasm nodded, ‘We will prepare
your speech.’


The twins immediately began a
murmured conversation across the back of the armchair where Samson was still
seated. 


‘Divinus?’


‘Yes?’  Leo and Cassius both
responded before Leo turned away to allow Cassius to answer the question Samson
was asking.


‘Qualification begins on
Monday.  In view of the current crisis we are facing, how do you wish to
proceed?’


‘With the plans you have already
made Samson.  What the Ri needs now is stability.  I will be there to
personally oversee the first Qualification hunt of my reign.’


‘It will be an honour. 
However I suspect you will be biased towards three of the apprentices.’


Cassius smiled, ‘Only one. 
But she has no need of my favour.’


‘Yes, yes but we need to hit the
right balance!  Don’t forget that the kind of high language that impresses
Mages is precisely the same flowery waffle that Arcane chieftains distrust!’


‘Fine, so no talk of forging into
a bright dawn filled with new prospects then!’


‘No.  But talk of prospects
should stay –’


The twins continued to debate
Leo’s speech behind Samson’s back.  He leaned forwards, giving them more
room and allowing him to speak privately with Cassius, ‘Were my eyes deceiving
me, or was Brutus holding hands with my niece when I walked in?’


Cassius smiled at the
possessiveness in Samson’s voice.  Everyone loved Amber.  ‘Perhaps
she had need of his support.  It was a precarious seat on the arm of the
sofa,’ he murmured evasively then stood up and spoke in a louder voice. 
‘The messenger is ready to be questioned now.  I have Seen through
Serenity’s eyes that he is awake and lucid.’


Everyone rose to their feet and
prepared to leave the room.  Prospero woke with a start and sat up, yawning
hugely.  


‘Before we leave I must impress
upon you the importance of keeping in confidence what we have discussed.’ 
Leo ordered in a hard voice.  ‘The other members of the Magnate are aware
of my decision and are in agreement with my choice of replacement. 
However, in view of the uncertain times, I feel it would be wise to wait until
we return from the Council before we announce a change of leadership to the
warriors.’


Huh, he means that he wants to
know he can still cling on to some sort of power if the Council reject his
claim to succeed Mage Grapple.


No mother.  Leo has
already passed his mantle on to me.  You bore witness, or has that new
child you are growing already robbed you of your ability to think straight?


‘Does Imperato think there is a
risk Onieroi will attack the Valley?’  Cassius asked Leo to avoid the
daggers Mistral was glaring at him.


‘Imperato feels as you do, that
the mixed blood of the Valley’s occupants reduces their importance in his
eyes.  It is an error for which we have his arrogance to thank.’


They did not speak again until
they had made their way through the crowded tavern and were out in the quiet
village square.  


‘Samson?’  Mistral asked
quickly after he had bade them goodnight and turned to head back to the
village. 


Samson turned and raised a
scarred eyebrow, reminding Mistral of Mage Grapple.  She swallowed down a
sudden lump in her throat.  ‘Is Gemma still in the Valley?’


He sighed a little wearily, ‘She
wanted to wait until you were all safely back before she returned to
Brintor.  Damned flat’s never been so clean ... can’t find anything
–’  


‘Good.’  Mistral let out a
sigh of relief.  ‘Could you help us out and move into our house to look
after Marcus until we get back?  We shouldn’t be more than a couple of
days.  I know Gemma will keep him in order.’  


Samson grinned, ‘Gemma could keep
the whole Valley in order.  It would be a pleasure Mistral.  In fact,
you might be the one helping me out.  I’ve been trying to persuade Gemma
to move to the Valley permanently but she hates my flat and there’s nothing up
for sale at the moment, everything’s been rented out to accommodate all the
extra warriors, so I haven’t been able to tempt her by showing her round
anything half decent.  If she stays in your house it might get her thinking
differently.’


‘Well I know of one house that’ll
be coming up for sale very soon.’  Mistral said quietly, thinking sadly of
the house Mage Grapple had bought to spend his retirement in, surrounded by his
grandchildren.


‘See you in the morning –’


‘Night Samson.’  Mistral
hurried to catch up with Fabian where he was walking across the square with Leo
and Cassius.  She waited until Fabian had finished replying to the
question Leo had asked then turned to whisper in his ear, ‘I’ve asked Gemma and
Samson to stay and look after Marcus while we’re away.’


Fabian’s eyebrow twitched briefly
in response, You mean Gemma.  Samson would surely only encourage Marcus
to misbehave!  I take it you are including the boys and Amber in her
responsibilities?


‘Of course I am!  The boys
would run rings round Samson!  And he can never say anything but “of
course you can” to whatever Amber asks!  At least I know Gemma won’t stand
for any nonsense.’


No.  I often wonder how
it is that Onieroi preys on weak tribal women when I only ever seem to meet
ones more fearsome than a werewolf with toothache.


Mistral gave him an arch look,
‘Well I guess you’re just lucky.’  


Ah, you know I don’t believe
in luck. 


Mistral smiled and leaned in
beneath the arm he placed around her.  Dropping back to walk together,
they listened to the twins walking behind them, talking of their mother’s newly
widowed status.  


‘I can’t believe he’s dead! 
I didn’t think Vilius’d dare do anything without asking mother first!’ 
Phantom said in amazement.  ‘Damn.  She’s such a dramatic
widow.  I hope she won’t want us to stay over and chaperone her everywhere
until she finds a new husband!’


‘No brother.  She’ll have
the Rochforte boys trooping around after her to bring in the sympathy
vote.  Anyway, she has no need of a husband now.  She’ll have made
sure that Vilius left her well provided for.’


‘Without a doubt.’  Phantom
agreed emphatically.  ‘But mother doesn’t suit being single.  It’s
ingrained in her nature to have an ornamental male dangling from her wrist like
a bracelet.’


‘Oh, she won’t be short of
suitors.’  Phantasm sighed.  ‘Sadly.’


‘I wonder who we’ll get as a
step-father next.’  Phantom mused.


‘Hopefully not Xerxes ... though
I’m sure he’d like to try.’


Phantom stifled a snort of
laughter and ducked his head, pretending to be suffering a coughing fit brought
on by the cold night air.  


At the head of their small party,
Leo and Cassius had moved on to discussing how to handle the interview with the
Council messenger.


‘If you have no objections, I
should like to continue with my guise of Divinus to avoid the news leaking out
before we’re ready for it to be revealed.’


‘I have no objections.’
 Cassius demurred softly.  ‘I should like to concentrate on reading
him anyway.  And I shall ask mother to do the same.  She often Sees
things differently to me.’


Leo looked at him curiously, ‘Are
thoughts not conclusive?’


‘Yes.’  Cassius said then
shrugged lightly.  ‘But emotions can be open to interpretation.  I
value her view.’


Leo nodded thoughtfully, ‘I have
had my differences with your mother over the years, but I have always valued
her opinion, even when it has caused me great consternation.’


Cassius laughed softly, ‘It is a
view I am certain many others share.  She is outspoken and ruled by her
emotions; which is both her strength and her failing, I think.’


They had reached the Entrance
Hall and Leo paused to glance up at the archway, studying the ornate stonework
that formed the doorway, ‘How many times have I walked through this door and
not once stopped to look at it?’


‘Our minds are too often drawn
inwards to appreciate the objects before our eyes.’


Leo glanced at Cassius as they
walked up the steps, ‘I shall miss your counsel Cassius.  And your
mother’s.’


‘You shall always have it. 
The Ri and the Council will no longer be divided.  The continued future of
the Isle lies within our union.’


Leo nodded, ‘It is a belief I
have long held but been unable to express.  Too many would oppose it.’


‘Not now.’  Cassius
murmured.  ‘At this moment in time the Mage Council boasts no Mage
councillors.  You will have free rein to appoint those of your choosing.’


‘Ah, and there I am both blessed
and cursed.’  Leo smiled bitterly.  ‘Who can I rely upon to assist me
in such important judgements?’


‘Mage De Winter, the Ri’s Seer and
the Divinus of the Ri.’


Leo paused with his hand on the
double doors to the Infirmary and nodded, ‘I trust in my family then.’ 


Leaving Prospero sat outside the
doors, they filed through to enter Serenity’s clinical white domain.  The
messenger was sat up in one of the beds.  His face was pale and drawn, but
his eyes were clear.  Leo strode over to stand at his side while the
others gathered at the foot of his bed, their faces impassive.


‘What is your name?’  Leo
began briskly.


‘Mage Twelvetrees,’ he responded
meekly. 


‘Yes.  We know you are a
Mage.  However I rather feel that we can dispense with the formalities for
the duration of this conversation.  What is your first name?’


‘Faulke ... Divinus,’ he added
after a moment’s pause.


‘Then Faulke, tell me.  Were
you present when Onieroi attacked the Council?’


‘I was Divinus.’  Faulke
wrung his hands wretchedly.  ‘I’m a scribe.  I was taking
notes.  It was the regular monthly finance meeting ... budget reports and
such like –’ his voice tailed off and he stared blankly into space.


‘What happened Faulke?’  Leo
prompted sharply.


‘He – Onieroi ...  the glass
dome!  It just shattered ... and then he was standing there!’


‘Did you see his face?’  


Faulke shook his head quickly,
‘No ... he had some kind of helmet on ... but –’ his expression suddenly
changed to become terrified, ‘I could see his eyes ... and it ... it was like
looking into an eclipse!  Just blackness ... no sun, no moon ... just ...
nothing –’ he drew in a shuddering breath and gathered himself again. 
‘Mage Grapple challenged him.  Onieroi replied in another language ...
Greek, I think ... then Mage Grapple cast, but it was like nothing to
Onieroi!  He just stood there and took every spell Mage Grapple threw at
him and then he lifted his arms and ... and –’


‘How is it that you lived to tell
the tale?’  Fabian asked softly.


Faulke’s terrified eyes swivelled
round to meet Fabian’s black stare, ‘Mage De Winter!  I do not know how it
is that I lived!  The god ... Onieroi ... he spoke some words to me as I
lay stunned on the floor, but I confess that my Greek is poor, I do not know
what he said ... and then he was gone.’


‘What did he say?’  Leo
asked the question not of Faulke, but of Mistral and Cassius.


Mother and son responded in one
voice, repeating the vengeful threats of the god in a flat, toneless voice,
‘You alone shall live to tell of my greatness.  Fear my power.  All
will bow before the might of Onieroi.’


‘And Mage Grapple?’  Leo
turned back to Faulke.


‘He was my first concern when I
realised the god was gone!’  Faulke’s eyes widened, desperate to convey
his honesty.  ‘I ran to his side, but I knew there was no use ... he said
the words that I told you and then he – he passed.’


‘Who has assumed control?’  


‘I – I know not Divinus!’ 
Faulke look confused.  ‘I left for here at once under the power of
Expediency.’


Leo nodded then fixed him with a
cold eye, ‘Do you understand the message with which you were charged?’ 


Faulke dropped his gaze from
Leo’s, ‘There have long been rumours at the Council that Mage Grapple had a
love affair with Lord De Winter’s wife –’ he paused and  risked a fearful
glance at Fabian.


‘Rumours that have the rarity of
being founded in fact.’  Fabian confirmed icily.  ‘Please continue
Faulke.’


‘Well, it was rumoured by some
that a child was born of the affair.  A child Lord De Winter claimed died
at birth, but was in truth smuggled to the Valley of the Ri and raised to be a
thief and an assassin.’


‘No.  He was taught to be a
Ri warrior.  The child you speak of learned to value the lives he took,
honour the brothers that shed their blood by his side and earned their respect
by shedding his own in turn!’  


‘Y-yes of course!’  Faulke
stammered, quailing beneath Fabian’s glowering stare. 


‘What did the warlocks do when
Onieroi attacked?’  Leo demanded tersely.


Faulke kept his eyes fixed on the
white bedsheet rather than meet Leo’s cold eyes, ‘They are not permitted to
remain in the chamber during meetings since their presence can often be
intimidating.  Warlocks are posted on all the gates and doors leading into
the Council building and two were outside the chamber doors ... but – but
Onieroi came through the roof!  Mage Grapple didn’t have time to summon
them –’


‘So, the warlocks did nothing and
stood by while the Mage they were charged to protect was killed.’


Faulke nodded dumbly.


‘And who commands them
now?’  


‘Why, no-one Divinus.  Until
another Mage is sworn in as Head of the Council they are dormant vessels,
awaiting the instructions of their new master.’


‘So, the Council is
defenceless.’  Leo concluded quietly. 


Faulke’s lips moved, as though he
were about to refute Leo’s words, but he said nothing and nodded again.


Mistral looked at the trembling
Mage in the bed and felt pity.  She knew from his thoughts how horrified
he was that the Craft had been useless against Onieroi.  The power he
believed ultimate, the defeater of all things, had failed – and as a result,
the most powerful Mage the Isle had ever known was dead.


‘I know it’s hard to make sense of
Faulke,’ she said gently.  ‘I think you should rest now, stay here for the
night.  We will all leave together for the Council at first light and help
with the preparations.  You have done well in bringing this message to
us.’


‘I have?’  Faulke looked at
her forlornly.  ‘So ... I didn’t let him down?’


Mistral shook her head, ‘Far from
it.  You fulfilled Mage Grapple’s dying wishes.  You should be
proud.’


Faulke sank back against the
pillow, his eyes slowly closing, ‘He always said you saw more than you let
on.  He was fond of you, Lady De Winter.  He said you reminded him of
someone he once knew –’


Mistral watched Faulke’s
breathing slow and assume the regular pattern of sleep, ‘What have you given
him?’  She asked Serenity in a sharp whisper.


‘Only valerian to calm him. 
He is exhausted and overwrought.  Sleep will be the cure.’


Leo stared impassively at the
sleeping Mage then turned to the twins, ‘I want a guard placed on the
door.  He is to have no visitors.’  


‘Yes Divinus.’


 ‘We will meet now to finish
preparing my speech.  Cassius?  I should be grateful if you could
join us too.’  Leo strode towards the doors then paused and looked over
his shoulder at Mistral.  ‘Need I remind you that the funeral will be a
formal occasion?’


Mistral glared back, ‘Meaning?’ 


‘Meaning,’ he paused and ran an
eye over her torn jerkin and blood-spattered clothes.  ‘You should be
appropriately attired.’


The twins scurried through the
doors with Cassius hot on their heels as the shouting started.


‘Magnate meetings are going to
become a lot quieter now Mage Sphinx won’t be around for Mistral to shout
at!’  Phantom exclaimed quietly to his twin. 


‘Hmm, I rather think it’s more a
case of Council meetings becoming a lot noisier when Mistral is in
attendance.’  Phantasm countered drily.  


Cassius listened to the sound of
Serenity joining in the shouting, evicting them all from her Infirmary with a
few choice words to rival the ones his mother was using.  He sighed and
shook his head, ‘Leo does seem to possess the ability to annoy mother to epic
proportions.  It is an exceptional gift.’


‘And sadly one he has never
learned to control.’  Phantom muttered then smothered a laugh when he
heard Mistral loudly calling the self-proposed Head of the Mage Council a
“want-wit moron with less charisma than manure”.  


Phantasm frowned, ‘But why does
he do it if the end result is always her calling him every name from a pig to a
dog and then some?’  


Cassius smiled, ‘Would you
believe me if I told you that he admires the fact that she is unafraid of him?’


‘Masochist.’  Phantom
muttered and hurried up the stairs to the tower room that would soon be
Cassius’.











Circling Vultures





The Council city loomed grey and
foreboding out of the early morning mist.  Mistral stared down from the
escarpment at the edge of the moors and watched a stray ray of sunshine strike
the city.  The white marble of the Council glistened in the brief glow,
but the huge dome in the centre remained dark, the glass broken.   


Leo led their party down from the
moors at a controlled canter, the spell he and Fabian had cast spent. 
Faulke rode alone at the back.  He had said nothing at all during their
journey.  Mistral knew he was still in shock and more than a little
daunted by the presence of the centaurs.  Imperato, Dravite and Faras had
been informed by separate messenger of the Council’s demise but had declined
the messenger’s request for them to return with him under Expediency,
preferring to travel with the Ri under the spell cast by Leo and Fabian.


The stone gateway to the city was
unguarded, the usually busy market street beyond empty; the city’s occupants
too frightened to leave their homes.  A few flakes of snow swirled through
the still air.  It was bitterly cold and eerily silent.


It felt strange to ride through
the gate devoid of its brooding warlocks, making Mistral wonder where they went
when they were not on duty.  She imagined them all lined up in a darkened
room like clay soldiers, inanimate, awaiting the instructions of their new
leader.  Mistral glanced at Leo.  He had dressed again in the fur
trimmed cloak and expensive leather boots.  His demeanour was less that of
a son in mourning and more of a conquering victor.


They rode unchallenged through
the open gates at the end of the market street and onto the wide avenue of
Council mansions.  The silence disturbed only by the ring of iron shod
hooves and the duller thud of the centaurs’ unshod hooves.  To Mistral’s
surprise, Fabian halted outside the De Winter mansion and dismounted.  A
pattering of feet announced the arrival of the stableboys to take their
horses.  


Fabian turned to address Imperato
formally, ‘We extend our hospitality to you and your tribe members.’


Mistral listened to Imperato
accepting and realised that Fabian intended to use the mansion for the duration
of their stay.  She swiftly calculated that their other house would be too
small to accommodate Cain, Delphine, Cassius, Bryden, Serenity, the twins, the
centaurs, and – no doubt – Leo.  Mistral sighed.  She would rather be
at their house overlooking the stables, but guessed it would probably be
improper to ask the proposed Head of the Mage Council to bunk up with the
Divinus of the Ri.  She glanced at Serenity and watched Bryden help her
dismount.  She wasn’t sure if Serenity was openly sharing a room with him
yet either, which would definitely have caused some embarrassment
too.    


‘Ready to explore your fourth
home boy?’  She asked Prospero as Fabian unlocked the iron gate.  He
let out a deep woof and bounded into the courtyard then ran around with his nose
down, sniffing interestedly at the fountain and the snow-capped plants before
finally lifting his leg against a marble statue of Venus.  ‘Consider this
courtyard christened.’  Mistral declared with a smile.


Laughing softly, Fabian unlocked
the door to the mansion and passed her the key, ‘Leo, Cassius, and I must go to
the Council now to see what arrangements have been made.  We will return
shortly.’


She nodded and watched him leave,
walking away through the ornamental courtyard with purposeful strides.  It
should be him, she thought.  He should lead the Council.  Then she
smiled.  He would hate it, and that made her love him all the more. 
His dislike of authority reflected the wildness in his soul, so akin to
hers.  She turned back to the mansion and stepped into the grand hallway
with a sigh.  It wasn’t a patch on their tiny mountain house.  


Delphine was immediately
enraptured by the mansion, claiming it reminded her of the doll’s house Clovis
had made for her as a child.  She and Cain moved through the various
rooms, lighting fires, and candles, filling the cold house with warmth and
light.  Leaving the centaurs talking together in the downstairs drawing
room, Mistral wandered upstairs.  She dumped her saddlebag in one of the
ten imposing bedrooms that Fabian had previously described as “yet another
guest room that was never used” and smiled when Prospero immediately jumped on
the satin coverlet and spread out with a contented groan. 


‘So now it’s home.’


By the time the twins had
returned from visiting their newly widowed mother, Mistral and Delphine had
coaxed the stove in the huge kitchen into life and were preparing a meal. 


‘So how is the widow
De’ath?’  Mistral asked over a steaming pan of stew.


‘Actually, she’s surprising
stoic.’  Phantom replied and bent over to sniff the contents of the
pan.  ‘Hmm, good.  Beef.’


‘Yes, and you can get out of it
too!  You’re worse than Prospero for begging!’


‘Vilius left her the house and an
income of eight hundred gold coins a year.’  Phantasm said.  ‘So
she’ll not want for anything.’


‘Only attention.’  Phantom
added darkly.  


‘Oh dear.  Clingy was
she?’  Mistral sympathised.


‘There were tears in her
eyes.  However I rather feel that they were a practise act for the
funeral, rather than genuine grief for Vilius.  It was always a marriage
of convenience.  He wanted a beautiful wife on his arm at functions and
she wanted status.  They had an understanding ... and separate bedrooms.’


Mistral nodded, embarrassed to be
hearing about the private life of Melsina and Vilius, ‘Right, I think this is
ready.  Shall we eat in here or the dining room?’  She looked up,
frowning at the huge kitchen that was nearly the same size as the refectory in
the Valley.


‘Formal is going to be the order
of the day once we leave these doors.  Let’s eat in here.’  Phantasm
said and took the pan from her and carried it over to the long kitchen
table.    


‘I must admit I’m not looking
forward to this afternoon.’  Mistral followed him over with a platter of
bread.  ‘It’s going to be all suspicious stares and false tears.’


‘Hmm, until Mage Sphinx is
officially appointed, the void of power Mage Grapple has left will create a lot
of uncertainty.’


‘And attract a lot of pretenders
to the throne.’  Mistral paused in carving the bread and glanced up at the
twins.  ‘Oh, tell Fabian lunch is ready will you?’ 


‘Our gift is not to be used
telling your husband when his meals are ready!’  Phantasm tutted.  


Mistral gave him a look that
brooked no argument then turned to Delphine, ‘Can you ask Imperato, Dravite,
and Faras to come through?  Oh, and Bryden and Serenity too, if you can
find them.  They vanished upstairs about an hour ago to find
bedrooms.  They’re either lost, or they found a bedroom and fell into the
bed.  Either way I’m sure they’re both hungry by now.’


‘Mistral!’  Phantom
admonished her in a shocked voice.  ‘You must curb you tongue today. 
It is Mage Grapple’s funeral!’


‘Yes brother, and I will mourn
him in the only way I know how.  By living.’


Phantom frowned and looked about
to say something else but the sudden brightness in Mistral’s eyes told him that
her sharp talk was only to cover her genuine sadness.


Fabian, Cassius and Leo returned
as lunch was being served.  Mistral could see the twins desperately trying
to contain their insatiable curiosity and was almost proud of them when they
managed to eat a mouthful of stew before asking the inevitable question.


‘So, what news at the Council?’


Leo took a swallow of wine and
placed his goblet down before replying, ‘It is as we expected.  The
lawyers have assumed control in the interim and are handling the day to day
running of the Council.’


‘What is the mood in the
city?’  Phantom continued.


‘Shocked.  No, that would be
an understatement.  Appalled?  Terrified?  Who can quantify in
words how it feels to know that the one person you believed indomitable was
murdered in the very heart of his Council, surrounded by powerful Mages and
warlocks, yet rendered utterly helpless.’


Delphine started crying
again.  Cain held her hand and made soothing noises while he shot Leo a
reproving look. 


‘I apologise Delphine.  I
did not mean to upset you.’  Leo said quietly.  ‘I was merely trying
to convey the depth of fear in the city.  Onieroi has shaken their faith
in the Craft to the core.  It has left them feeling vulnerable, which is
an emotion sorcerers are unused to experiencing.’


‘What plans have been made for
the funeral?’  Imperato enquired, his sombre question making Delphine cry
harder. 


‘It begins at sunset.  There
will be a procession through the city ending at the Council where a pyre has
been built in the gardens.’


‘A single pyre for Mage Grapple
plus fifty fallen councillors?’  Phantom frowned.  ‘That’ll be an
inferno!’


Leo shook his head, ‘No. 
Only Mage Grapple is being commemorated today.  The others will be private
ceremonies with their families.’


Phantom nodded.  Funerals
were usually held beyond the city walls in the open spaces of moorland where
there was less risk of the pyres setting light to any of the other buildings or
polluting the air of the city with their stench. 


‘Who will preside over the
funeral?’  Phantasm enquired.


‘The lawyers.’


Something in the sharpness of
Leo’s tone made Mistral look up.  She watched her brother-in-law take
another mouthful of wine, the hard set of his face hiding nothing from her –
his bitterness glistened bright in the deep purple of his aura.  She
listened to his thoughts, echoing his anger at the lawyers’ obstinate refusal
to accept his claim of being Mage Grapple’s son without being presented with any
evidence.  They had gone on to deny him the right to speak at the funeral
and had even accused him of wanting to use the event as a platform from which
to proclaim his right to lead the Council.  Leo was understandably
furious.


‘Will you be speaking at the
funeral Mage Sphinx?’  Phantom asked, diplomatically using Leo’s
unconfirmed title.


‘No.  The Divinus of the Ri
has been invited to offer a few words,’ he replied shortly.


Phantasm raised an eyebrow, ‘If
they are aware of Cassius’ new status, then you have already presented your
claim?’


Leo gave a terse nod, ‘However,
they refute it utterly until they have substantiating evidence.  They have
granted me a formal hearing after the funeral.  I have until then to
secure proof of my bloodline and verify my claim.’


Phantom made a dismissive
gesture, ‘Mage De Winter is living proof.  He will testify as to your
parentage.’


‘Unfortunately, my word is not
good enough.’  Fabian said flatly.  ‘As the lawyers pointed out, my
mother never actually admitted to Eximius being Leo’s father and the
resemblance between Leo and myself is hardly strong enough to make a case in
itself.’


‘Wait!’  Mistral said
quickly.  ‘I have evidence!  Your mother’s diary!’


‘What’s this?’  Leo looked
at her sharply.


‘Delphine De Winter kept a diary
right up to the point where she fell pregnant with Mage Grapple’s child.’


‘You have it with you?’


‘Yes.  But ... it’s had a
bit of an accident.’


Leo’s expression tightened, ‘Oh?’


‘Um, yes.  It got shot by an
arrow –’


Leo closed his eyes briefly,
‘Yes, I heard the story.  However I did not know it was the diary that
took the arrow.  Is the content still legible?’


‘I think so, hang on –’


Mistral hurried from the kitchen
and returned a few moments later with the diary she had kept in her jerkin
pocket.  The soft leather front was pierced and every page right to the
back torn by the arrow’s impact.  The back cover was also ruptured where
the arrow head had been finally halted.  She turned the pages carefully,
not wanting to damage it any further, until she came to the back and read again
the few words Mage Grapple had written on the last page.  


‘Well, obviously there’s a hole
right through it, but it’s still just about readable.’  


‘Good.  Then we have our
case.’  Leo said in a satisfied voice.  ‘Can I trust you not to use
it in place of armour for the rest of the afternoon?’


Mistral nodded distractedly,
letting Leo’s jibe wash over her.  She traced the sharp tear where the
arrow had split the back cover.  Without a doubt, Delphine De Winter’s
diary had saved her life, and now it would secure her son’s future as the
rightful successor at the Council.  She sighed and made to close it when
something caught her eye.  A fragment of parchment was sticking out from
the hole in the front.  Mistral looked up guiltily; checking Leo wasn’t
watching and be justified in his accusation of her not being able to look after
it.  Seeing him engaged in conversation with Fabian, she gripped the
fragment between her finger and thumb and gave it a gentle tug.  A tiny
folded square of parchment came away.  Whatever words it contained, the
writer had seen fit to conceal them between the leather cover and its satin
inner, so they probably shouldn’t be revealed over lunch.  She quickly
slipped the folded piece of parchment into her pocket to read later.  


Talk fell to discussing the
possible replacements for the fifty spaces on the Council, allowing the twins
to display their considerable knowledge of gossip on almost every name that was
suggested.  Leaving them in debate over the trustworthiness of Mage
Sharpe, a legal secretary suspected of forging documents for clients if the
price was right, Mistral, Delphine, and Serenity cleared the table and began
the mammoth task of washing up.


‘You need a housekeeper for this
place.’  Delphine said while she dried another plate and placed it on the
pile of ones Serenity was carefully stacking back on the long dresser.


‘What for?  We’re hardly
ever in the city, and usually it’s just me and Fabian, so we can use the other
house.’


‘You will be here more once Leo
is Head of the Council; Cassius and the twins too, since this is a far more
fitting residence for the Divinus of the Ri to stay at.’


‘I don’t give a –’


‘And the other house only has
four spare rooms after yours and father’s.’  Delphine cut in swiftly then
glanced down at Mistral’s waist.  ‘Which just isn’t going to be big enough
for however many more children you two are going to have!’


Mistral’s irritation faded at the
mention of the son she would have before the next summer was out, ‘Yes,’ she
admitted with a sigh.  ‘It might get a bit small soon.  Heaven only
knows how we’re going to fit in the mountain house.’


‘That’s different.’
 Delphine said practically.  ‘When we stay there it’s more like
camping indoors.’


‘Are you ready?’  Phantasm
cut across their conversation in a brisk tone.


‘For what?’  Mistral looked
over her shoulder at him.  The steam from the hot water had brought a
flush to her cheeks and turned her dark hair to ringlets.


‘To prepare for the funeral of
course!  And looking at the state of you it might take a while!’


‘If it involves being bossed
around by you then I’m not ever going to be ready!’


Phantasm gave her a Melsina-type
look, ‘Now listen to me –’


‘Thank you Phantasm, but I shall
provide Mistral with whatever assistance she requires in order to prepare for
today’s ceremony.’


 ‘Of course Mage De
Winter.’  Phantasm murmured politely and backed away.


Mistral took the hand Fabian held
out to her, twining her soapy fingers through his to be led from the
kitchen.  The sweeping marble stairs passed unseen beneath her feet, the
hand that held hers less forceful than the eyes whose black depths she was
imprisoned within.


‘And which room are we in Lady De
Winter?’


‘Oh.  I can’t remember, it
was blue ... I think,’ she ventured uncertainly.


‘Ah.  The Blue Room.  A
fine choice.  It affords a magnificent view of the moors at sunset.’


‘Oh?’  Mistral didn’t give a
damn about the view out of the window, or the colour of the décor, only the way
Fabian was looking at her.


The vast bathroom adjoining their
bedroom was fitted out in coral marble, the golden taps and bath feet cast in
the shape of leaping dolphins.  Mistral glanced up at the ceiling. 
More leaping golden dolphins encircled a crystal chandelier lit with a dozen
white candles.  Mistral smiled.  Delphine must have been up here
already on her tour of the house, lighting every candle in sight.  She
returned her gaze to the bath and noted happily that it was more than big
enough for two.  


They gathered in the downstairs
drawing room as the sun began to set.  The mood sombre, reflected in their
dress.  The centaurs were bare-chested but wore bands of black silk around
their muscled arms.  Delphine and Serenity both wore dresses of black velvet,
which suited neither of them, the shade too stark for their gentle
colouring.  Mistral was so used to seeing the black uniform of the Ri that
the black shirts and trousers of the men were commonplace.


Phantasm ran a critical eye over
her before offering his opinion, ‘Not bad,’ he moved closer to adjust the
jewelled comb she had used to pin up her hair and murmured in her ear. 
‘Try to tone down the smug look though.  It’s not quite appropriate for a
state funeral.’  Mistral reddened while he fussed over her hair and
continued to whisper to her.  ‘So what was on that piece of paper you
pulled out of the diary then?’


She started, ‘You saw
that?’  


Phantasm offered her a
tight-lipped smile then pretended to adjust the diamond necklace she was
wearing, ‘Of course I did Mistral.  And?’


Mistral blushed again, ‘And I
forgot about it.’  


‘Where is it now?’ 


‘In the pocket of the trousers I
was wearing.  Why?’


‘It could be important
Mistral.  We are going to need every piece of evidence we can claw
together to put Mage Sphinx on his rightful throne.’


‘Anything to get him out of the
Valley!’  Mistral muttered back.


‘Quite.  Shall I go get it
then?’


Mistral cringed at the thought of
Phantasm witnessing Prospero asleep across the rumpled bed and the clothes
strewn across the bathroom floor.  She shook her head quickly, ‘No, I’ll
get it –’


They left the house shortly after
sunset and stood at the edge of the wide avenue just outside the courtyard
gate.  The long street was lined with people all dressed in black. 
There was no conversation, only a dreadful pressing silence and a palpable
sense of grief.  Another emotion pricked at Mistral’s psyche, fear. 
Mage Grapple had held the Isle steady for nearly two hundred years.  Many
of the mourners present had known no other ruler and the thought of change
obviously unsettled them.


The sound of the funeral cortege
reached their ears before it appeared, a low rumbling, like distant
thunder.  An open gold carriage drawn by six vast black warhorses turned
onto the avenue.  The browband of each horse’s gold velvet bridle was
adorned by a long plumed black feather, nodding jauntily above their tossing
heads.  Behind the carriage came a sea of black that resolved itself in a
crowd of cloaked and cowled mourners, following Mage Grapple’s body to its
final destination.  


The hoofbeats slowed and died
away as the carriage was pulled to a halt.  A silence fell then a single
trumpet blast sounded, high and strident.  It filled the misty night air
and faded away to be replaced by a whole fanfare of trumpet blasts.  It
should have been a sound to ignite respect for the life and sacrifice of the
most powerful Mage the Isle had ever known, but the noise was too brash and
loud, grating on the ears of the gathered crowd and making Mistral fight the
urge to screw her face up in displeasure.  The fanfare ended and a choir
began to sing.  Mistral quickly grew weary of long lament and offered a
silent thought she knew her son would hear.


Damn!  This makes me
actually long to hear Leo trot out his usual speech then ask us all to have a
drink with him!


That’s my speech now
mother.  And I hope to deliver it with sincerity, not “trot” it out.


Sorry Cassius.  Mistral
was silent for a moment.  Cassius?


Yes mother.


You know I’m so proud of you
that I can’t even begin to find the words to describe it, don’t you?  


There was no response. 
Mistral glanced at her son to see him gazing back at her with the dark eyes of
her Mage.  She smiled.  Sometimes even thoughts couldn’t encapsulate
emotions.


The choir finished singing. 
A creaking noise drew Mistral’s attention back to the funeral cortege. 
Mage Grapple’s coffin was being carefully lifted from the carriage and hoisted
onto the shoulders of six strong looking Mages.  The coffin was of ebony,
the handles gold.  A plaque was set in the top – it too gleamed with the
shine of gold, but Mistral couldn’t make out the lettering engraved into
it.  A different sound rose above the soft footfalls of the pallbearers –
a quiet sobbing.  Mistral glanced at the crowd of mourners to see a group
of women huddled together, crying.  The widows of the councillors who had
died in Onieroi’s attack.


The trumpets sounded another long
note in unison.  The pallbearers began to walk with measured paces towards
the open Council gates.  Once they had passed by Leo led their party out
to follow on and form the harbingers of mourners.  A group of Arcane
chieftains fell in behind them, the rich colours of their cloaks creating a
welcome relief in the tide of black that came in their stead.   



The procession moved slowly
across the Council courtyard and up the marble steps, devoid of its warlock
guards, then led the way across the echoing atrium through the banqueting hall
and out into the torchlit gardens where a vast pyre had been built.  The
pallbearers slowly lowered Mage Grapple’s coffin onto a wooden platform in the
centre then stepped back, their duty done.  The garden slowly filled with
mourners until ring upon ring surrounded the unlit pyre, waiting in silence for
the ceremony to begin. 


Three figures stepped forwards,
dressed in unrelenting black but moving with an ease that suggested it was
their normal attire.  


‘The lawyers.’  Fabian
muttered to Mistral.


Mistral watched them with fresh
interest.  It would be them who would decide whether or not Leo had a
claim to rule the Isle.  She studied them closely as each raised a torch
and pressed it to the base of the pyre, instantly setting the huge wooden
structure ablaze.  In the sudden light that flared she could see their
features.  Age had eroded deep lines into their papery-white faces, but
their eyes held a sharpness that spoke of great intellect.  


‘They look like hard work.’
 Mistral whispered back.


Fabian nodded, ‘I hope we have
enough proof to convince them.  Without their approval Leo has little hope
of assuming control.’


‘I hate to say it, but the
Council really needs someone like Leo at the moment.’  Mistral glanced
meaningfully at the gathered mourners.  ‘None of that lot look like they
could organise a drinking competition in The Cloak!’


‘Hmm, he fancies his chances
though –’


Mistral followed Fabian’s gaze to
see the pinched features of the young Mage who had challenged her in the
chambers during the Council of War. 


‘Belsingham?  How come he’s
still alive?’


‘Apparently he was unwell the
morning of Onieroi’s attack and was not in chambers.’


‘Shame,’ she muttered.


As though sensing their scrutiny
Belsingham looked across and offered a cold sneer.  Mistral smiled sweetly
back.


One of the lawyers had begun
speaking in a reedy voice, praising Mage Grapple’s selfless dedication to the
Isle and detailing his many achievements.  The list was exhaustive and
although the events it related were impressive, Mistral found her attention
sliding away to stare at the burning pyre.  How many pyres had she stood
beside now?  Too many to count, and no doubt there would be far more to
come.  The ebony coffin was no longer visible, concealed by a crackling
wall of flames.  The intense heat was almost unbearable and several of the
mourners shuffled back to avoid the worst of its sting.  Used to the burn
of both the heat and the loss of another life, Mistral remained by Fabian’s
side.  The lawyer’s rattling voice finally ceased and Mistral gripped
Fabian’s hand a little tighter when Cassius stepped forwards.  


His face was composed and his
voice calm when he spoke his few simple words of respect.  Mistral smiled,
remembering the affection Mage Grapple had shown each of her children. 
She glanced across at Delphine and saw unshed tears shining in her eyes. 
Her usually smiling mouth was set in a hard line, betraying the effort she was
making not to cry and shame the Ri with a display of weakness.  Mistral
watched her daughter struggling to suppress her grief and was struck by the
sudden thought that Mage Grapple would have preferred a pyre in the village
square, where ale was drunk, stories told and emotions freely expressed without
fear of shame or mockery.  


‘When I die I don’t want a great
fuss like this,’ she whispered impulsively to Fabian.  ‘I want a burning
in the village square and then a glorious, disgraceful display of drunken
behaviour to shock the timid apprentices and outrage the Magnate!’


He turned to her, his dark eyes
filled with something close to anger, ‘Never talk to me of your death!  It
is something I cannot contemplate, let alone hear you speak of with such
blitheness!’


‘Oh don’t worry Fabian.’
 Mistral reassured him with a smile.  ‘It won’t be for ages. 
We’ve got an army to make yet.  Which reminds me, I’ve had an idea for our
next son’s name –’


Fabian bent his head closer and
smiled when she whispered in his ear.


More trumpet blasts sounded,
calling the mourners back to the banqueting hall where a formal celebration of
the life of Mage Grapple was beginning.  Leo, Fabian, Mistral, Cassius,
and the twins peeled away from the stream of mourners moving into the candlelit
room and headed out into the quiet of the marble atrium, following the three
black-robed lawyers through another door.


Mistral gazed around at the room they
had entered.  The floor was of white marble like all the other rooms at
the Council, but the walls were hung with huge richly embroidered tapestries
depicting the achievements of Mage Grapple’s reign.  The unification of
the Rochfortes and Nobles was portrayed in a scene of the two tribes kneeling
before a towering figure, no doubt meant to be Mage Grapple, but the
unblemished face looked nothing like him.  Mistral raised an eyebrow,
thinking that the scars he’d gained during the wars of the Rochfortes and
Nobles paid more tribute to his achievements than any romantic tapestry ever
could.  She looked at the next to see a depiction of Mage Grapple
welcoming a tribe of cyclops to the Isle with open arms and had to force back a
laugh.  No doubt the tapestry was meant to represent Mage Grapple’s desire
for the Isle to be a haven for all breeds of Arcanes and not just sorcerers,
but no-one in their right mind, Arcane or Mage, would open their arms to
embrace a horde of cyclops.


‘I thank you for your time.’


Leo’s clipped tones drew Mistral
back to the matter in hand.  She looked away from the tapestries and
focussed her attention on the three lawyers.  They were seated behind a
long ebony desk, their dark robes, lined faces and sharp eyes making them
appear like hunched crows.  On the wall behind them hung a huge silk flag
bearing the symbol of the Isle, a golden dragon on a white background.  


‘You have proof of your
claim?’  The first black crow demanded briskly.


Who’s that? 


Mage Ashe.


And who are the other two
carrion eaters?


Mage Malverte and Mage
Wartner.


Lovely.  What’ve you got
so far?  I’ve got suspicion and a burning desire to see a trio of lawyers
rule the Council.


Same here.  


Ah, Cassius.  Read them
well.  They are a fine example of the type of devious, self-serving insect
you will be forced to deal with at the Council now you are Divinus of the Ri.


Hmm, perhaps you are too hasty
in your judgement.  They are having a brief taste of power in the absence
of a ruling Mage.  Leo will correct that.  


Correct?  Squash would be
better.


‘Yes.  I have proof.’ 
Leo turned to Mistral, his cold gaze expectant.


Mistral reached into the pocket
of her velvet cloak and pulled out the arrow-damaged diary of Delphine De
Winter and placed it on the polished surface of the desk.


The three lawyers looked at it
with studied indifference.


‘What is that?’  Mage Ashe
asked after a long pause.


‘It is the private journal of
Lady De Winter and provides evidence of her bearing a child to Mage Grapple.’


Mage Ashe laid a long-fingered
hand over the diary, ‘Is it conclusive?’


Mistral frowned, ‘In what way?’


‘Does Lady De Winter state
clearly that the child she bore was fathered by Mage Grapple and not Lord De
Winter?’


Mistral’s expression became
slightly fixed as she realised that Delphine De Winter had only ever referred
to Mage Grapple in the diary as “him”, no doubt to protect them both should the
diary ever be discovered, but definitely not helping her son’s cause right now.


‘Why don’t you read it and decide
for yourself,’ she shrugged to disguise her sudden doubt.


The lawyer inclined his head then
reached inside his robe and pulled out a small pair of spectacles. 
Balancing them on the end of his beak-like nose he opened the first page and
began to read.  If they were curious to know what was in the diary, the
other two lawyers gave no sign but sat in silence, their faces
expressionless.  


Mistral watched the hard-faced
lawyer reading the personal diary of Delphine De Winter and felt guilty for
exposing her secrets to such an uncaring pair of eyes.  He scanned each
page and moved on to the next without comment, coldly absorbing the outpourings
of Delphine De Winter’s soul without a flicker of emotion.  


How can he read those words
and feel nothing?  


He can because it is all he
knows.  You can’t hate a bestra for being hairy and smelly.  It’s
just how they are.


Mistral offered him a sardonic
look, Do you listen to all my thoughts?


Most.  Cassius
shrugged unrepentantly.  I value your particular brand of insight. 
It is refreshingly unbiased.


You mean I call a spade a
spade?


Something like that.  Cassius
fell silent and Mistral joined him in listening to the thoughts of the aged
lawyer.


Damn ... damn!  If only
Delphine had actually written Mage Grapple’s name!


I know.  It could have
been anyone from the entries she made.


Wait!  Wait!  The
house!  She talks of opening the curtains in the upstairs drawing room and
seeing him!  Mage Grapple’s mansion faces the De Winter mansion!  It
could only have been him!


Not conclusive.  It could
have been a scribe in his employ she saw, or even another councillor.


Cassius’ conclusion was obviously
shared by Mage Ashe who closed the diary and slid it back across the desk to
Mistral.  


‘Well?’  Leo asked. 
The briskness of his tone betraying the tension they were all feeling.


Mage Ashe peered at Leo over the
top of his spectacles, ‘There is nothing in those pages to confirm your claim.’


‘What?’


‘Lady De Winter fails to name her
lover.  There is no proof that the child she speaks of was fathered by
Mage Grapple.’


Mistral picked up the
dairy.  Her fingers closed over the scar the arrow had left and she felt a
spark of hope, ‘What if I had other evidence?’ 


Mage Ashe looked at her
impatiently, ‘Then we would welcome the opportunity to review it.’


Sharing a look with Phantasm,
Mistral reached into the pocket of her velvet cloak and drew out the tightly
folded square of parchment she had pulled from the diary, ‘I found this inside
the diary this morning,’ she said quietly to Fabian.  ‘I haven’t looked at
it yet, but if it was important enough to be hidden, then it might just help us
today.’


Fabian looked at the square of
parchment in her fingers then nodded. 


Drawing in a deep breath, Mistral
opened the folded square of parchment.  It was no bigger than one of the
pages in the dairy and held a few lines written in the same handwriting as the
words at the end of Delphine’s diary.  ‘It’s in Mage Grapple’s
handwriting,’ she frowned and read the words.  ‘It’s a poem.’


‘Read it please.’  Mage Ashe
commanded sharply.


Mistral began to recite the words
in a hesitant voice, 


‘Days of
absence slowly pass


Each in
length defy the last


Linger on,
cold as glass


Pleased your
voice to hear


Hear you
whisper near


In shadows
close for fear


Never knowing
the light


Eternal love
hides at night


 


Dark, our
secrets to keep


Ever hidden,
buried deep


 


Winter’s
warmth has this day


In summer’s
glow I lay


November
skies dull and grey


To me are
golden bright


Ever
lingering in my sight


Rose-tinted by
you, winter’s light.’


A silence fell when she
finished.  Mistral looked up, her expression triumphant, ‘That’s it! 
That’s proof of their love affair!’


‘And how do you deduce that Lady
De Winter?’  The bleak-faced lawyer on the far right asked.  Mage
Wartner. 


‘Look!  The first letter of
each line has been written in a heavier hand.  It spells out Delphine De
Winter!  It’s a love poem dedicated to her in Mage Grapple’s
handwriting!  You three must have seen enough of that in your lifetime to
recognise it!’


Mage Wartner bent his wizened
face over the piece of parchment and squinted at the faded ink, ‘I admit it
bears a likeness to Mage Grapple’s writing.  However, it does not
constitute any proof other than Mage Grapple had a fondness for the late Lady
De Winter.’


Mage Ashe leaned back in his
chair and addressed Leo briskly, ‘Your claim is unsubstantiated.  We shall
have a full campaign and an election.’


Leo’s face grew stony. 
Without proof of his bloodline he stood little chance of being accepted. 
He would be viewed as a Mage of questionable, perhaps even sordid birth and
definitely not Mage Grapple’s rightful heir.  Mistral stared at the three
lawyers, so rigid and unbending.  She could hear their gloating thoughts
relishing holding back the ambitious upstart they saw before them.  She
ground her teeth in frustration.  Not one of them would dare challenge Leo
with a sword or even a raised fist, but would happily use the law as a weapon
to defeat him.  Mage Wartner shifted slightly in his seat, his black robes
rustling and reminding Mistral again of her initial impression of three black
crows.  She glowered at him and he gazed coldly back.  Not crows, she
decided, but the three black-robed Fates of Greek mythology, holding in their
hands the power to decide a man’s destiny.  


‘Mage Ashe.’  Phantasm
leaned both hands onto the desk and addressed the lawyer in a cool voice. 
‘In order for there to be legitimate cause for an election to be held every
line of enquiry to either prove or refute Mage Sphinx’s claim must have been
examined to exhaustion.  Are you convinced of your efforts?’


Mage Ashe stiffened, his beady
eyes narrowing slightly behind the opaque lens of his glasses, ‘Are you
suggesting that we have not fulfilled our obligation to ensure the correct
procedures have been followed?’


Phantasm stood up again and
smiled his angel’s smile, ‘Yes.  I rather think I am.’


‘You forget yourself!’  Mage
Malverte warned in a low hiss.


‘No.  My memory is
excellent.’  Phantasm said.  ‘However I suspect that your advancing years
may have eroded your faculties.  Shall we review the facts?  Just to
be certain that all avenues have been explored and save any embarrassment
should a full inquiry be ordered … such inquiries can be most wearisome, and
terribly thorough,’ he sighed and ran a finger along the edge of the
desk.  ‘Who knows what might be unearthed?’  He looked up to meet
Mage Malverte’s suddenly watchful gaze.  ‘Tell me, does Mage Sharpe still
work for you?’  


‘Yes.  What of it?’ 
Mage Malverte snapped back.  


‘Oh, only that I have heard he
possesses the most excellent penmanship.’  Phantasm smiled
disarmingly.  ‘And keeps a rather fine home on the lower side of the
city.  Goodness only knows how he manages that on a secretary’s
salary.’  He shook his head and looked at his brother.


‘It is an intriguing
puzzle.’  Phantom agreed.  ‘And one that would surely attract the
attention of the Council Inquisitors.’


‘Should it come to that.’ 
Phantasm murmured softly then turned to address Mage Malverte in a suddenly
business-like voice.  ‘Now, tell me Mage Malverte, has the housekeeper
been interviewed?’


‘Mage Grapple’s
housekeeper?’  


‘I see no reason to interview any
other, unless you are seeking new help in your household?’  


Mage Malverte’s eyes flashed
angrily but Mage Ashe intervened before he could retaliate, ‘Yes, we
interviewed Mage Grapple’s housekeeper this morning.  She knew
nothing.  If Mage Grapple was having an affair with Lady De Winter then he
was careful to schedule their trysts for when she was not present.  She was
most adamant that her employer had been a man of exemplary morals.’


Phantom gave the Mage a shrewd
look , ‘And I bet you asked her questions to make her think his morals were
being questioned, not looking for evidence to support his only son’s right to rule
in his stead!’


Mage Ashe raised a straggly grey
eyebrow and regarded Phantom coldly, ‘You question our integrity?’


Phantasm stepped in, swiftly
spreading his hands out in an apologetic gesture, ‘No.  Of course my
brother does not question the integrity of the Council lawyers!  Your
commitment to truth and honesty is indubitable.’  


Mage Ashe nodded slowly and
lifted a hand to stroke his chin, ‘Yet I see more questions in your eyes. 
You think there is something we have overlooked?’


Phantasm shrugged, ‘There is
always the final words of Mage Grapple to consider as evidence.  You have
interviewed Mage Twelvetrees, of course?’   


‘Of course.’  Mage Ashe
echoed crisply.  ‘His words prove nothing.’


‘Oh?’  Phantasm feigned
surprise.  ‘With his dying breath Mage Grapple instructed a messenger to
take the words “Do not fail me, my son” to the Divinus of the Ri.  How can
that not be conclusive evidence that Mage Grapple is Mage Sphinx’s father?’


‘They were, as you say, the words
of a dying man.  He was enamoured of the Valley in his later years. 
It could be viewed that his use of the words “son” were either the ramblings of
a mind unhinged by the onset of death, or simply the over-emotional expressions
of a man at his last.’


‘Or the proclamation of a dying
father to his only son,’ argued Phantom.


Mage Ashe eyed him coldly,
‘Romantic notions.  Nothing is proved.’


‘Did Eximius leave a will?’ 
Fabian suddenly asked.


All three lawyers turned to
regard him with a suddenly wary air.


‘Yes.’  Mage Ashe confirmed
shortly.  


‘And?’


‘And the will shall be read in
full to the beneficiaries –’


‘Who are present right
now.’  Cassius interrupted.


Mage Ashe frowned, obviously
displeased to have had his thoughts read, ‘No.  They are not.’


‘Mage law states that
beneficiaries younger than their sixteenth year shall have any goods or monies
bequeathed to them bestowed upon their parents for safe-keeping until they come
of age.’


For the first time Mage Ashe
displayed a touch of irritation, ‘Calculating maturity in years hardly applies
in this case!’


‘Mage law states that it takes
sixteen years for a child to reach maturity.  Are we to abide by the law,
or make our own up as we go along?’  Cassius enquired mildly.


Mistral hid a smile. 
Cassius had neatly ensnared the lawyer in his own net.  He must abide by
the rules he was cleverly using to refute Leo’s claim.  It was obvious
that Mage Grapple had left something to her children who were all fully mature
by three years of age, but in the eyes of Mage law would not be seen as adult
for a further thirteen years, meaning that she and Fabian would be the
recipients of whatever Mage Grapple had bequeathed them in his will until they
came of age. 


Mage Ashe glared at Cassius,
‘Very well,’ he snapped and reached down to jerk open a drawer in the desk and
pulled out a rolled scroll.  ‘Mage Grapple made a will when he assumed
control of the Council.  It remained unchanged until fairly recently when
saw fit to make almost annual amendments.’  He paused to throw Mistral an
accusatory look to which she returned with open animosity.  Mage Ashe
returned his gaze to the parchment in his hand and began to recite the contents
in an officious voice.


‘I, Mage Eximius Hieronymus
Grapple, being of sound mind and body, hereby instruct that my estate
comprising of one property at the Council and one in the Ri Valley and another
in the city of Erador, twenty five warhorses kept at livery across the Isle as
detailed by my secretary, and a sum of five hundred thousand gold coins stored
in the Council vaults, be divided equally between Cassius Saul De Winter,
Delphine Alyssa De Winter, Fabian Imperato De Winter, Samson Brothertoft De
Winter, Marcus Leo De Winter and Amber Mistral De Winter.  All my weapons
are to be given to the Lady De Winter with my gratitude for the service and the
light she has shown me.’


A silence fell when Mage Ashe
finished speaking.


‘That’s it?’  Mistral asked
with a frown.


‘There are some other smaller
bequests that bear no relevance to our meeting, to his housekeeper and such
like.  But that is the main gist of it, yes.’


‘No mention of a son?’


‘No Mistral.  Mage Grapple
did not expect to die before Mage Sphinx assumed his rightful position.’ 
Phantasm said quietly.  


‘So.’  Leo said icily. 
‘You discount the final words of the Isle’s most prestigious Head, the private
recordings of the late Lady De Winter and finally, the will that leaves his
entire estate to a family you would have us believe Mage Grapple had no
connection to?’


‘We are not suggesting that Mage
Grapple did not have a fond attachment to the De Winter family.’  Mage
Wartner responded silkily.  ‘Or discount any of his words, or those
written by the late Lady De Winter.  We merely state that they do not
present enough solid evidence to substantiate your claim to assume the right to
rule the Isle as the son of Mage Grapple.’


‘And what would I wonder?’ 
Leo demanded in a venomous voice.  


Mage Ashe shrugged, his
expression mockingly contrite, ‘The word of the man himself would have
sufficed.’


‘And so it shall.’  Mistral
quickly grabbed both Mage Ashe’s and Cassius’ hands before either could
react.  ‘Bring Leo too!’  She snapped to Cassius then dragged them
down into the swirling darkness.


A pearly grey fog smothered all
sight and sound.  They were blind and deaf, stumbling through the mist after
a slender figure dressed in black silk.


‘Slow down mother.  Mage
Ashe is confused.’  Cassius chided her gently.


Mistral threw the Mage a scornful
look over her shoulder and strode on, the long black skirts of her dress making
a soft swishing sound.


‘How?  Where?  Where
are we?’  Mage Ashe gasped, staring around in bewilderment.


‘Your office in the
Council.’  Leo responded curtly and kept his eyes fixed on Mistral. 


‘What?  But this fog –’


‘Tell him to shut up.  The
sound of his whinging is giving me a headache.’  Mistral muttered without
turning round. 


Mage Ashe’s eyes bulged at the
insolent tone of her voice but whether in response to her request or out of
pure shock, he made no reply and they moved on through the fog in silence.


‘Ah.’  Mistral’s satisfied
sigh drifted back to them.  ‘Here they are.’  


She stopped to allow the other
three to group around her.  Cassius and Leo gazed impassively at the fog
while Mage Ashe stared around fearfully.  Two figures slowly
appeared.  A man and a woman, walking towards them with unhurried paces,
their hands linked.  


Mistral smiled, ‘Hello
Delphine.  Hello Mage Grapple.’  


Mage Ashe gaped at the male
figure strolling unconcernedly through the strange fog.  It was undeniably
Mage Grapple, but the battle-ravaged features were somehow rejuvenated, the
cropped hair darker, the scars diminished.  


‘Lady De Winter.’  Mage
Grapple dipped his head to Mistral.  ‘Cassius honoured me with his words.’


‘You heard them?’  Mistral’s
smile deepened to become one of pride. 


‘Of course.  It was my
funeral.  I was the guest of honour,’ he smiled then turned to fix the
quaking lawyer with a steely look.  ‘You seek to refute my son’s rightful
claim in order to satiate your own selfish desires for power?’


Mage Ashe seemed to choke on an
unseen obstruction then finally managed a strangled, ‘N-no Mage Grapple!’


Mage Grapple’s gaze grew stonier,
‘Indeed?’  


‘I – that is to say, we only seek
to protect against any false claims!’


‘But of course you do. 
Now.  The truth,’ he turned to Delphine De Winter, his gaze suddenly
tender.  She smiled warmly back at him.  ‘Let us assure you that
Leopold Sphinx is our son and the rightful Head of the Council.’  Mage
Grapple abruptly turned back to Mage Ashe, nothing tender in the hard coldness
of his look.  ‘Are you satisfied with my word, or would you prefer that I
paid you nightly visits for the rest of your life to remind you?’


‘N-no Mage Grapple!  I mean
y-yes Mage Grapple!  Your word is more than satisfactory!’


‘Good.’  Mage Grapple
returned his gaze to Delphine.  ‘Because I intend to spend immortality in
more pleasing ways than haunting you.’


They retreated into the heavy
mist, gradually dimming until they completely vanished.  The fog began to
thin and the tapestry lined walls of the office came back into view. 
Mistral let go of Mage Ashe’s hand and released him fully from the
vision.  Visibly shaken by his experience, he immediately clutched at the
edge of his desk, looking to anchor himself to something solid while he stared
around with wide eyes at the familiar trappings of power in his little
domain.  


‘Are you now fully convinced of
Mage Sphinx’s claim?’  Phantasm asked a little smugly, knowing full well
what Mistral had just done.


‘Oh there was never any doubt
over the validity of Mage Sphinx’s claim.’  Cassius murmured, regarding
the trembling lawyer with a bland expression.  ‘They’ve known of his
parentage for years but saw an opportunity to assume control for themselves by
refuting his claim on a legal technicality.’


Mage Malverte and Mage Wartner
gave scandalised gasps but Mage Ashe blinked nervously from Mistral to Cassius,
as though expecting them to inflict more visitations from the deceased upon
him.  When no ghosts appeared, he quickly gathered himself and adjusted
his spectacles.  Giving a dry cough he addressed Leo directly, ‘There will
be an open assembly in the chambers tomorrow morning.  Present your case
then.  If it is unchallenged you may legally take up your father’s place
with immediate effect.’


‘I am assured of your support?’


There was another short pause
then Mage Ashe gave a tiny nod, ‘We will support your claim.’


‘We will?’  Mage Malverte
turned to frown at him.  ‘What did they show you to frighten you so? 
This is nothing short of intimidation of Council lawyers!’


‘There was no intimidation
Malverte.’  Mage Ashe said quickly.  


Mage Malverte scowled and began
to shake his head, ‘I cannot accept this!  It is blatant foul play!’


‘Perhaps you would like to See
too?’  Mistral smiled pleasantly.  ‘I’m sure Mage Ashe would come
with you.’


Mage Ashe blanched.


‘No.  Thank you.’  Mage
Malverte said quickly then narrowed his eyes at the twins suspiciously. 
‘Is it you two?  Have you deployed your gift of persuasion on a Council
lawyer?’


‘Why would we only influence one
of you?’  Phantom said with the patient expression of one explaining
something to a slow-witted child.  ‘Surely if we were to use our gift, we
would have done it at the start of this tiresome little interview – although
that would have meant foregoing the amusement of watching Mage Ashe receive a
disciplining from his previous employer.’


Mage Malverte’s face registered a
moment of shock, ‘Mage Grapple?’


Phantom sighed, ‘What is it with
you and asking rhetorical questions?  First about the housekeeper, and now
this.  How many previous employers does Mage Ashe have?’


Mage Malverte’s sallow face
flooded with anger and his mouth twitched furiously, seeking words to frame his
outrage.  


Mage Ashe quickly laid a
restraining hand across his wrist and spoke in a low voice, ‘We will support
your claim.  Go now.  You should consider who you will appoint to
fill the fifty places left empty by the tragedy this Council has been forced to
endure.’


Phantom composed his face into a
moue of regret, ‘Much as I hate to correct my elders, I think you’ll find there
are actually fifty three positions left wanting.’ 


They exited the office, leaving
the three lawyers sitting in shocked silence.  


‘We need to prepare a list of
replacements tonight.’  Leo immediately began.  ‘I fear that
Phantom’s parting jibe has some foundation – those three cannot be trusted to
remain loyal.’


‘Well Mage Sharpe certainly
can’t.’  Phantasm murmured and nodded across the atrium to where a
foxy-faced Mage was muttering to a tall Mage dressed in a high-collared robe
that partially obscured his face.  


‘Fifty four.’  Phantom said
like he was announcing a score. 


‘Who’s that with him?’  Leo
asked sharply.


‘Belsingham.’  Fabian
muttered as the Mage turned to offer them a rictus smile.


Leo nodded and returned the
Mage’s stare evenly, ‘Belsingham.  I shall no doubt be seeing more of
you.’


Fabian took Mistral’s arm as they
entered the banqueting hall where the tribute ball was underway, drawing her
away from their group. 


‘No, please – not dancing.’
 Mistral groaned when she glimpsed the dark clothed figures whirling
across the candlelit wooden floor ahead of them.


Fabian smiled and lifted her hand
to his lips, holding her captive with his dark gaze, ‘Dance with me Lady De
Winter.  There are words we need to share in private.’


Mistral sighed helplessly and
allowed herself to be led towards the floor.


Phantom lifted two glasses of
champagne from the tray of a passing waiter and passed one to his brother, ‘To
Mage Grapple,’ he raised his glass in a solemn toast.


‘To Mage Sphinx.’  Phantasm
returned quietly.


They both drank and were silent
for a moment, observing Mages who had been unexpectedly presented with
startling career opportunities shooting sidelong glances around the room before
engaging in furtive conversations.   


‘It’s like watching one of those
awful conspiracy plays our father was so fond of!’  Phantom muttered after
a few minutes of watching Mages forging tentative alliances in shadowed
corners. 


 ‘Uh-oh.  The vultures
are circling.’  Phantasm nodded towards where Leo had made the mistake of
approaching the buffet table alone.  At once, five newly widowed Council
wives clustered around him, vying for his hand in the next dance.


‘It’s like they’ve got this
inbuilt ability to detect the most powerful Mage in the room!  I swear
half of them have latent gifts but don’t know it!’


Phantom shuddered, ‘Is there
anything more fearful than a Council widow on the prowl for a new husband?’


‘Yes.’  Phantasm said with a
meaningful nod across the room.  ‘Our mother.  The veteran widow.’


Phantom watched Melsina moving
towards Leo with the determined grace of a lioness stalking its prey.  He
shook his head slowly, ‘Pity Mage Sphinx.’  


‘Pity us all brother!’ 
Phantasm nudged him as another group of recently bereaved Council wives began
eyeing them from the far side of the room.


Like steel through butter,
Melsina sliced effortlessly through the group of women around Leo.  She
wore a black satin gown softened by a subtle sheen of green to compliment her eyes
and fair colouring.  Her wrists and throat were unadorned by jewellery,
the slender fingers of the white hand that reached out touch Leo’s arm also
free of rings.


‘Mage Sphinx.  Please may I
offer to you my sincere condolences as the loss of your father.  He was a
great man and will be sorely missed.’


‘How the hell did she know about
that?’  Phantom hissed to his brother.


Phantasm shrugged, ‘Gossip. 
Mother’s life-blood.’


Leo inclined his head briefly,
‘And may I offer the same sympathy to you, Mistress De’ath.  Your loss is
the Council’s loss.’


Melsina wiped away a single tear,
‘Thank you for your kind words.  They afford me much needed comfort.’


Leo took hold of the hand she had
placed on his arm and raised it in a formal gesture, ‘If you consider it appropriate,
Mistress De’ath, I would be honoured if you would take the next dance with me.’


‘I should be proud to.’


‘Oh I bet you would.’ 
Phantasm muttered into his champagne while he watched his mother and Leo take
the floor together. 


‘That’s one vulture I wouldn’t
want circling over me!’  Phantom agreed with feeling.


‘Hmm, not sure Mage Sphinx feels
that way –’  


‘Damn.  Here they
come!’  Phantom caught sight of a group of widows moving stealthily
towards them.  ‘Where’s Mistral when you need her?’


‘Dancing.  Or rather, I
should say that Mage De Winter is steering her around the floor while she has a
sneaky read of the entire room.’


Phantom immediately peered over
at the dance floor, ‘Ah, so that’s why she agreed so easily!’


‘Hmm, that dance floor is
probably the only place in this room where you can hold a private conversation
and not be observed.’


‘Or observe private conversations
unobserved.’  


‘Precisely.’


The widows were closing in on
them, near enough for the twins to see the heavy make-up and hear the creaking
of straining corsets.  


‘There’s not enough time to use
our gift!’  Phantom whispered desperately.  ‘Any suggestions brother?


The women began to subtly jostle
one another, competing to be the first to arrive and claim one of the twins for
a dance.


‘Yes.  Do our duty and dance
with them, offer our sympathy and bow politely at the end of the dance.’ 
Phantasm replied grimly.


‘Then run like the wind.’  


‘Like a hurricane brother.’
 Phantasm muttered then smiled at the widow that elbowed past her
companions to reach him first, a little flushed from her efforts. 
‘Mistress Rosenberg.  May I extend my sympathies to you on the tragic loss
of your husband.’


‘So kind, so kind.  Do call
me Prudence, please,’ she simpered breathlessly then looked around with
staged curiosity.  ‘Is your wife here tonight?  I don’t think we’ve
ever been introduced –’  


Phantasm sighed regretfully ‘I
have no wife Mistress Rosenberg.  I find that I am married to the Ri, body
and soul.’


‘Prudence,’ she corrected sharply
then smiled again.  ‘Not married yet?  Such a shame.  No wonder
you seem a little sad.  Perhaps a dance would help lift your spirits?’


‘What a delightful suggestion.’
 Phantasm murmured and took her arm.


While the twins struggled to keep
a polite distance between themselves and their dance partners, Fabian held
Mistral close and listened to the words she breathed in his ear, nodding and
asking the occasional question.


‘And what of Mage Dekes?’


‘The one in black?’


Fabian smiled, it was a joke they
had shared all evening, ‘Yes.  But he has a beard.’


‘Favours Belsingham.’


‘Hmm, it seems that he has
accumulated quite a following already.’


‘It’s because he’s the only
surviving member of the last Council.  They cling to him like a floating
log.’


‘He is more of a twig than a
log.’  Fabian muttered drily.


‘Couldn’t agree more.  But
everyone here is terrified.  Onieroi killed Mage Grapple in his own
Council.  They all thought he was invincible.’


‘Foolish notions.  We all
die.’


They danced in silence for a few
moments then Mistral pressed her lips closer to whisper softly in his ear,
‘Fabian?’


‘Yes?’


‘Your mother was with Mage
Grapple when I Saw them tonight.’


Fabian didn’t respond but the
hand at her waist tightened fractionally and he became tense, like a drawn
bowstring.


‘She looked so happy.’ 
Mistral smiled.  ‘Just like our Delphine when she’s telling Cain to do
something.’


Fabian laughed and the tension
left him.  He whirled her in a circle and brought her close to him again,
‘Let us pay our final respects before we leave.’‘


Hand in hand, they left the dance
floor and exited through the open doors into the gardens.  The pyre had
burned down to a reddish glow, the heat less intense.  They stood together
in silence before the embers of Mage Grapple’s pyre, both lost to their own
thoughts. 


‘Is this how we all end?  As
ash?’  Mistral asked quietly. 


‘If we are lucky.’


She turned to smile at him, ‘You
don’t believe in luck.’


He shook his head, smiling softly
in return, ‘No.  I believe in love.’


Mistral nodded, her expression
suddenly serious, ‘Love.  Yes.  I believe in love too.’  She
reached into the pocket of her velvet cloak and drew out the battered diary and
the poem Mage Grapple had written for Delphine De winter.  Folding the
parchment up again, she slid it back into its hiding place between the leather
cover and the satin inner and passed it to Fabian.


He looked at the diary of his
mother held in his hands, turning it over to study the arrow marks before
opening it to read a few lines.  He suddenly laughed and pointed to the
entry, ‘I remember that.  I was six.  I took a scimitar from my
father’s armoury and chopped down a pear tree in the courtyard to test the
sharpness of the blade.  My mother wasn’t too pleased with me, she liked
the fruit, but my father was amused.  I think it was the only time I can
recall him laughing.’  


Closing the diary with a smile,
Fabian tossed it into the flames.   


 











An Alliance of Power





Mistral woke in the darkness and lay
still, confused by her unfamiliar surroundings.  The bed was not one she
recognised and the sheets felt strange.  After a moment she realised it
was because they were silk.  She heard a rumbling snore on her right and
smiled.  Prospero was there too.  But where was there?  She sat
up and looked around.  A candle burned on a marble-topped table, casting a
gentle light over the sumptuous bedroom.  She sighed with recognition and
slumped back against the feather pillows.  She was in the blue bedroom at
the De Winter mansion.  Reaching out for Fabian’s thoughts she immediately
heard him, still deep in talks with the twins, Leo, Cassius and Imperato in the
downstairs drawing room.  The Ri had all returned together from the
tribute banquet the night before.  Delphine had looked exhausted,
prompting Cain to take her straight to bed.  Bryden and Serenity had
offered their excuses shortly afterwards, tactfully leaving the room five
minutes apart but fooling no-one.  At Imperato’s request Dravite and Faras
had remained in the courtyard to deter any late night visitors eavesdropping at
the windows while Mistral related everything she had Seen, then sat and
listened to the endless debating over how to manage the forthcoming
meeting.  Mistral had no memory of going to bed and guessed that she must
have fallen asleep in the drawing room and Fabian had carried her up.  She
glanced at the window and saw the black fading to grey at the edges of the long
velvet curtains.  The sun would soon be rising on Leo’s long awaited day
of reckoning.  Leaving Prospero snoring on the silken bedsheets, Mistral
wandered yawning into the huge marble bathroom to enjoy a little peace before
beginning what would surely be a trying day.


She walked into the kitchen a
short while later to find Delphine and Serenity serving breakfast.  Fabian
looked up as she entered, his face was paler than usual, with hard lines of
tension drawn on either side of his mouth, but he smiled when he saw her,
briefly softening his expression.  He stood up and pulled out the chair
beside him.


‘Good morning.  Sleep well?’


She took the chair he offered and
sat down, ‘Better than you.  You look exhausted.’  


He shrugged dismissively, ‘There
was much to be decided.’


‘Talk is the most wearing form of
action there is,’ she agreed with a rueful sigh.  ‘I’m always fit to drop
by the end of Council meetings.  Mind you, that’s often from boredom.’


‘I don’t think that will be the
case today Mistral.’  Phantom said, strolling into the kitchen with wet
hair and a bright smile.  ‘Today is going to be –’


‘Challenging,’ his twin finished,
walking in softly behind him with a similarly freshly washed look about
him.  He took a seat at the long table, smiling gratefully at Delphine
when she placed a plate of food down in front of him.  


‘What time will you and Mage
Sphinx be leaving to see the lawyers?’  Phantom asked Fabian while
Delphine fetched the same for him.  


‘After breakfast.’  


Mistral looked up from feeding
Prospero some of her bacon and frowned, ‘Why are you meeting the three shrivelled
figs again?’


‘Ashe, Wartner and Malverte have
requested a private interview to confirm that Leo has the Craft.’


‘Is that really necessary?’ 



‘Yes.  It is a very valid
concern.  Having a Craftless Mage at the Head of the Council would be
extremely dangerous, similar to having an untrained warrior lead the Ri.’


‘Or Mycroft Casterton.’  


The twins laughed between
themselves making Mistral look up sharply.  She could tell they were
actually looking forward to the day.  A niggling suspicion crept into her
mind.  Taking a bite of bread she chewed thoughtfully and focused on the
two figures sat across the table until their thoughts bubbled up like a spring
in her mind.  


Mistral swallowed her bread and
took a sip of water before asking in a deliberately light tone, ‘So, its
victory by any means necessary today, is it brothers?’ 


The twins shrugged, a picture of
studied nonchalance.  Their green eyes slid from hers to look at
Leo.  Mistral turned her head to meet his determined gaze, ringed with
tiredness but unashamed by her knowing what he had asked the twins to do. 



‘The Council needs a strong
leader or the Isle will become divided and fall into Onieroi’s power.  I
am that person.  Belsingham is not.’


Mistral was surprised to find
herself nodding, ‘For once I actually agree with you.  In fact, if the
twins get a move on, we might all be home in time for lunch at The Cloak –’


‘I will only resort to the
Gemini’s gift if Belsingham has sought to use underhand tactics against me.’ 
Leo cut in sharply.  ‘I have no desire to take my father’s place falsely –
however, if Belsingham has been promising positions to would-be councillors in
return for their favour today, then I shall fight fire with fire.’


‘And I hate to say it, but it would
look highly suspicious if all the Mages in the chamber suddenly leapt to their
feet singing the praises of Mage Sphinx when five minutes before they had
favoured Belsingham.’  Cain interjected thoughtfully.  


Mistral looked at Cain.  She
had barely seen him since leaving the house for the funeral.  He had not
left Delphine’s side for the entire evening, not because he had been
overwhelmed by the occasion, but out of a gentle protectiveness she had thought
him incapable of.  Delphine sat beside him now, staring listlessly at her
untouched breakfast with eyes red from crying.  Mistral sighed.  It
would be better if Delphine stayed at the mansion and rested, but she had
inherited enough obstinacy from both her parents to refuse any such request
made of her.  Deciding to try anyway, Mistral threw Fabian a meaningful
look.  He nodded and addressed his daughter in a quiet voice.


‘It is not necessary for you to
attend today Delphine.’ 


She looked up, her expression
stiff, ‘Leo is my godfather.  I want to see him take his rightful place.’


‘It’s not that usual for women to
attend Council meetings –’ Fabian tried again only to be cut short by a
haughty look from Delphine.


‘Oh?  And what are mother
and Serenity then?  And isn’t today an open meeting?  Or does the Council’s
definition of “open” mean something different?’  


Fabian sighed and took a drink
from his cup before speaking again, ‘Attend if you must, but please be prepared
to ignore the lies and insults that will be thrown at Leo today in an effort to
discredit him and this family.’


‘Good point.’  Phantom said
and looked at Cain.  ‘Don’t let her take a dagger in.’


‘No Phantom.’  Fabian said
sharply.  ‘We must all go in armed today.’  He turned to address the
centaurs quietly eating at the end of the table.  ‘I hope this does not
offend you Imperato.’  


Imperato shook his head and
gestured to the three longbows stacked by the kitchen door, ‘We had already
agreed amongst ourselves that we would not let our tribal daughters enter the
chamber undefended.’


Mistral fought the urge to roll
her eyes at the proprietorial note in Imperato’s voice.  She hated being
referred to as tribe, like she was owned by them.  She glanced at
Delphine, but she was smiling tenderly at her grandfather.  Mistral didn’t
need to look at Imperato to know he was smiling in return.  Everyone
smiled back at Delphine; it was impossible not to.  A sudden thought
struck Mistral.  She regarded her daughter more closely while she wondered
if it was too blatant – and more importantly – if Delphine was up to it. 
Delphine looked emotionally wrung out, but she was a De Winter after all and
made of fairly strong stuff, despite her wan appearance.


‘Delphine?’  Mistral asked
quickly.  ‘Do you think you can you hold it together for the
meeting?  No matter what accusations are thrown at your godfather?’


Delphine frowned, a miniscule
pucker of skin in her smooth brow, ‘I would not shame you all by losing my
temper if that’s what you mean!’ 


‘No.  That’s your mother’s
job.’  Phantom muttered under his breath.


‘Of course that’s not what I
meant Delphine.’  Mistral said soothingly then threw Phantom a foul
look.  ‘And you can keep your snotty comments to yourself brother, or –’


‘Time is short.  What do you
have in mind Mistral?’  Leo interrupted impatiently.  


Mistral drew in a breath and
looked at Fabian, ‘Delphine looks just like your mother.’


Fabian frowned, ‘Yes, the
resemblance is striking,’ 


‘And Leo.’  Mistral added
quietly.


Fabian’s tired eyes widened with
a flash of understanding, ‘Ah, I see.  Yes.  The likeness they share
to my mother is undeniable.’


Ever quick on the uptake, the
twins shared a triumphant look.


‘With Delphine seated beside Mage
Sphinx in the chambers today the family connection is beyond question.’ 
Phantasm said confidently.  


Phantom rubbed his hands together
gleefully, ‘You know, I think I’m rather looking forward to today. 
Underhand tactics, hidden agendas, bribery, corruption and a good row.  It
can’t get any better!’


Mistral didn’t share in her brother’s
anticipation for the entertainment the meeting promised but felt a stab of
anxiety at her impulsive decision to play Delphine like a pawn.  Phantasm
was right; Delphine resembled her uncle far more than she did her
parents.  Both she and Leo had Delphine De Winter’s fair skin, blonde hair
and blue eyes.  With all the talk that would be going on today of Leo
being born to a father that wasn’t his mother’s husband, the last thing Mistral
wanted to invite any snide suggestions that Delphine wasn’t the daughter of the
dark-haired Fabian.  She glanced at Fabian, the hard set of his mouth and
blackness of his assassin’s eyes making her smile.  No-one would dare say
a word.


‘Cain?’  Delphine turned to
her husband.  ‘I can’t do this unless you are there too.’


Cain squeezed her hand
reassuringly, ‘I promised not to leave your side until you told me to
Delphine.’


‘Yes.  I wouldn’t recommend
it.  The Council widows are getting a bit predatory.’


‘I’m married Phantom.  I
think I’m safe from them.’  


The twins shook their heads in
unison, ‘Sorry brother.  I don’t think they care.  The dance floor
was like a battlefield by the time we managed to escape last night.’


Phantom shuddered at the memory,
‘Anything vaguely male was being waltzed to death by that lot.’


‘Are none of them in mourning for
the husbands they’ve lost?’  Delphine asked in a shocked voice.


‘Not really.  Not in the way
that you think they should be anyway.’  Phantasm said.  ‘They will
mourn the loss of status and no doubt be looking to regain it at the earliest
opportunity.  ’


‘So now we have a pack of rich
widows on the prowl for another councillor to wed.  They will be very
interested to know who is appointed to which positions today.’  Phantom
warned grimly.  


‘We are wasting time with talk of
widows!’  Leo abruptly rose to his feet and reached for his cloak slung
over the back of the chair.  ‘It is time we left to meet the
lawyers.  Fabian?’


Fabian nodded then turned to
Mistral, ‘Wait for me here, I will return before the meeting begins to collect you.’


Mistral sighed.  She was
carrying another of his children and the over-protective streak in him had been
reignited.  Not trusting herself to make a polite response, she kissed him
instead. 


After they had helped clear away,
Delphine and Serenity disappeared to dress for the meeting.  The centaurs
were once again out in the courtyard, supposedly on guard duty but Mistral knew
they preferred being in the open air, no matter how cold it was.  Bryden
had left to visit the Council’s hospitality house where his eldest son was
staying.  As head of the tribe Bryden had once ruled, Ares Wolfsnare would
be present at today’s meeting along with the other Arcane chieftains from
across the Isle.  Bryden was visiting his son less out of paternal duty
and more to gain an insight on who the chieftains favoured to lead the
Council.  


Mistral, Cassius, Cain and the
twins left the kitchen and settled themselves on the sofas in the drawing room
to wait for Leo and Fabian to return.  Mistral drummed her fingers
restlessly against her knees and wondered if anyone had brought a pack of cards
with them.  


‘Shall we go over the plan
again?’  Phantasm immediately said, cruelly shattering her imaginings of a
card game to while away the time before the meeting.


‘Oh, yes lets,’ she sighed
wearily.  


‘Mistral, sarcasm is not
appropriate today.  Please remember that every word you utter in that
chamber could affect the outcome!’


‘Don’t go giving me your
“discretion is the better part of valour” lecture today brother!’  Mistral
snapped.  ‘You’ve already admitted that you’re both willing to use your
gift to fix the outcome in Leo’s favour!’


‘We can’t if we’re dead.’


Cain’s eyes sharpened, ‘You think
there will be violence today?’


Phantasm shrugged, ‘I couldn’t
say for sure.  But let’s consider the facts.  Mage Grapple is dead
and the warlocks are useless with no-one to command them.  The complete
decimation of the Mage faction at the Council has left a vacancy not just for a
new Head, but fifty other places that guarantee wealth and status.  A fact
not unnoticed by the eager bunch of shadow-councillors and assistants desperate
to secure one of the still warm Council seats by any means necessary. 
There will be no Mage Grapple to scare them all into behaving and no warlocks
to call in if things do get out of hand.  We are not entering a meeting
chamber today, but an arena.’


‘It’s going to be a riot!’ 
Cain agreed with a sudden grin.  ‘So, daggers in boots?’  


‘Oh, there’s no need to be subtle
today.’  Phantom said unconcernedly.  ‘The centaurs are taking their
longbows in, which are pretty hard to conceal anyway, but impossible for them
since they don’t even wear clothes.’


‘I’ve never really thought of the
centaurs like that before brother.’  Cain frowned and glanced
uncomfortably out of the window.  ‘That’s my wife’s grandfather stood
naked in the courtyard –’


Mistral laughed but quickly
stopped when Phantasm leaned forward and fixed her with a sharp look, ‘Back to
business if you please.  Have you and the Divinus decided who you are
going to read today?’


For a second Mistral was confused
then she realised that Phantasm was referring to Cassius as the Divinus of the
Ri and not Leo, ‘Oh, yes.  Divinus?’  She couldn’t resist a small
smile when she addressed her son by his new title.  ‘Care to tell me what
my duties are today?’  


Cassius raised a mocking eyebrow,
the dark shadows beneath his eyes only adding to his brooding good looks. 
Mistral’s smile became a grimace.  He was going to be beating back the
Council widows with a broomstick before the day was out. 


Cassius looked away from her to
address Phantasm, ‘I shall be concentrating on Belsingham and be seated beside
Leo in order to warn him of anything untoward I See.  Mother will read
everyone else and be sat beside me for the same reason.  Through me Leo
will be able to share in both our visions if needed.’ 


Phantom sighed, ‘I almost feel
sorry for those Mages.  All they can do is conjure spells whilst we can
read the whole room and control the thoughts of every single person there.’


‘Brother, do not become
complacent!’  Phantasm warned sharply.  ‘It will not help Mage
Sphinx’s case if it is too obvious that the Divinus and Mistral are in
trances!  We must conceal what they are doing and subtly deflect anyone
from asking a direct question of them.’  He turned to look at
Mistral.  ‘Are you intending to go dressed like that?’


‘Er?’  Mistral glanced
guiltily down at her trousers and shirt and took solace from the fact that they
were clean.  ‘Yes?’  She said hopefully.


Phantasm nodded, ‘Good.  You
will attract less attention.  In fact, keep your cloak on with the hood up
–’


‘I think all eyes are going to be
on Delphine today brother.’  Phantom murmured as Delphine walked back into
the drawing room.  


Everyone turned to look at
Delphine and for a horrible moment Mistral feared she had somehow been pulled
into a Death Trance by the late Delphine De Winter.  The likeness between
the two was utterly astounding.  Her daughter wore a cream silk gown with
broad gold panels on either side of the fitted bodice.  The hem and neck
line were embroidered with tiny silver flowers that caught the light when she
moved.  Save for a few ringlets framing her heart-shaped face, her blonde
hair was swept up to expose her pale neck, its slenderness emphasised by a pearl
choker.  


Cain immediately leapt to his
feet then grinned foolishly when Delphine smiled at his reaction, ‘Where did
you get that dress?’  He asked while his eyes ran admiringly over her in a
way that made Mistral’s fingers itch for the hilt of her dagger.


 ‘It was hanging in the
wardrobe of the pink bedroom with a load of others, all wrapped up in linen
covers.’  Delphine looked down at the gown and smoothed out the full
skirt.  ‘I think it must have been my grandmother’s.’


‘It was.’  Mistral said quietly. 
It was the dress Delphine De Winter described in her diary as being her
favourite because it always made “him” smile when she wore it.  Mistral
felt again her misgivings at allowing Delphine to attend the meeting. 
With her flawless white skin and sparkling blue eyes she looked less like a
real creature and more like a beautiful china doll, and just as fragile. 


‘Are you armed Delphine?’ 
Mistral asked tersely to cover her sudden misapprehension.


‘Yes.  I’ve got Cain’s facón in one boot,’ she lifted the hem of her dress to reveal the
dagger’s hilt tucked down the side of her boot.  ‘And just for peace of
mind I’ve got two stiletto daggers doubling up as hair pins.’


‘Fine.  Cain?’


‘Oh you know me
Mistral.’  Cain offered her a lop-sided grin.  ‘Dagger in each boot,
throwing knives concealed in my belt, daggers up my sleeves, short sword down
one trouser leg –’


‘First aid
kit?’  Mistral interrupted sharply.


Cain patted his
jerkin pocket and nodded, ‘All present and correct.’


‘Did anyone bring
armour?’  Phantom asked suddenly.


‘No.  Damn
it!’ Mistral exclaimed angrily.  ‘How could we have overlooked that? 
We’re about to enter a chamber full of over-ambitious Mages with no damned
protection against the Craft!’


‘We will not be
unprotected mother.’  Cassius said softly, his eyes slowly coming back
into focus to meet her worried gaze.


‘What have you Seen
Cassius?’ 


Before he could
reply a sound at the door made them all look round to see Fabian and Leo
walking back into the room, bringing with them the faint aroma of ozone.  


Mistral smiled at
her husband, hearing in his thoughts the answer to her fears, ‘Good choice of
spell to display your abilities.  I bet they were slightly surprised by
the force!’


‘They were. 
Mage Malverte was knocked off his chair.’  Cassius volunteered when Fabian
merely shrugged.


‘What did you
cast?’  Phantom asked interestedly.


‘A protective spell
over us all.’  Mistral replied.  ‘Better than gorgon skin armour
against the Craft.’


‘How?’ 
Phantom frowned.  ‘I understood that line of sight was essential when
casting.’


‘It is, usually.’
 Fabian agreed.  ‘However, in Mages where the Craft is strong, it is
possible to cast when the recipients are well known.’


‘It works like
Sight then?  You can see them in your mind’s eye and cast?’


‘It would appear
so.’


‘Eximius could do
that too, couldn’t he?’  Delphine said. 


‘Yes Delphine, he c
–’ 


The rest of
Fabian’s words froze on his lips as he turned to his daughter.  Mistral
tensed, unsure of how Fabian would react to seeing Delphine looking like a
reincarnation of his mother.


‘You look ...
beautiful.’


Fabian smiled at
his daughter and a silent sigh of relief left Mistral’s lips.  He had
never read his mother’s diary and had no memory of her wearing that gown. 
To him, his daughter just looked as he had described her.  Beautiful.


‘We need to
go.  Now.’  


In response to
Leo’s curt summons they all swiftly finished their preparations, pulling on
cloaks and boots and concealing last minute additions to the already
considerable armoury they had hidden about themselves.


‘What’re you taking
Serenity?’  Mistral asked curiously.  


Serenity turned to
give Mistral her gentle smile and opened her cloak, ‘Poison.  The briefest
contact with skin is all it requires to be fatal.’


Mistral eyed the
delicate vials of poison Serenity had stored in the lining of her cloak and
nodded.  She hoped Bryden never upset her. 


Leaving Prospero to
take his pick of the ten bedrooms, Mistral stepped out into the crisp December
morning and waited for Fabian while he locked the door behind them.  It
had snowed again during the night and the sun glistened on the white courtyard,
forcing Mistral to shield her eyes from the glare.  The others were
gathered in the courtyard with the centaurs, stamping their feet against the cold
while they listened to Bryden relating news from the Arcane chieftains.


‘Fabian?’ 
Mistral seized the only chance she would have to speak privately with him
before the meeting.


‘Yes?’


‘Delphine –’


His expression
tightened.  He looked over at his daughter, one hand was held by Cain, the
other resting on Phantom’s arm; her devoted godfather.  ‘She will be well
protected today Mistral, more so than if we left her here.’


Puzzled, Mistral
waited for Fabian to explain.  


He turned to face
her, concealing his words from the others, ‘Belsingham seeks to rule the
Council.  He would use whatever methods at his disposal to bring this
family under his control.’


‘You think
Belsingham is desperate enough to try and kidnap Delphine?’  


Fabian nodded
slowly, ‘Without a doubt.  Delphine has strength, but she is not a
warrior.  She would be the easiest target, and I think it is obvious from
her husband’s devoted presence by her side all evening how much she is
treasured.’


Mistral eyes
narrowed, ‘Wait ... you said family, not just Leo.  What are you not
telling me Fabian?’  


He frowned, ‘Did
you listen in when Leo and I met with the lawyers this morning?’


Mistral shook her
head.  She had been too distracted by talk of the looming meeting and then
by Delphine’s startling appearance in her grandmother’s dress.  ‘Cassius
did.  Why?  What have I missed?’


‘If Leo’s claim is
rejected today then I am next in line to succeed Mage Grapple and have a valid
right to challenge Belsingham.’


‘What?  But
you wouldn’t want that!’


‘Never.’  Fabian’s
sardonic smile quickly faded, leaving his expression tense again. 
‘However Belsingham does not know that.  He thinks that to be assured of
victory he must not only defeat Leo but also me, and I am sure he would not
think twice about hurting my family to accomplish his aims.’


Mistral’s
expression hardened, ‘Just let him try.’ 


‘Sadly, I think he
is about to.’  


Fabian took her
hand, leading her down the steps to join the others making their way out of the
courtyard and along the snow-covered avenue to the Council building. 


The Council chamber
was full to capacity when they entered, the multitude of excited voices
deafening.  The Arcane chieftains had taken their allocated seats but
every other space on the marble benches and around the walls had been taken by
hopeful Mages looking to fill one of the fifty coveted places, and more
worryingly, the Council widows.


‘Is that your
mother?’  Mistral whispered to Phantasm from beneath the edge of her cowl.


He glanced over at
the elegant figure in green and sighed, ‘Yes.’  


‘Why is she here?’


Phantasm turned to
offer her a sly look, ‘You tell me, Seer.’ 


‘I’d rather not
thanks.’  Mistral quickly looked away. 


The noise level
fell away to a deathly hush as Leo descended the steps.  He moved
confidently, straight-backed and head held high.  Behind him came Fabian
and Mistral, then Cassius and the twins.  Cain and Delphine followed with
Bryden and Serenity at their back.  The centaurs walked in a short
distance behind, forming a regal pageant of their own with Imperato at the head
of his two fierce tribesmen.  There were a few discontented mutterings
from the Mages about the bows they had slung over their shoulders, but nobody
dared voice a complaint out loud.


Leo continued to
the bottom of the steps and walked out onto the marble floor.  They would
not be taking their usual seats today but be sat at the lowest level, on full
view.  An audible gasp ran through the chamber when Delphine drew back her
hood and removed her long cloak.  Passing it to Cain, she took her seat,
carrying out her role perfectly.  She gave no sign that she had heard the
chamber’s reaction but sat down and gazed around with polite indifference. 


The others waited
until Leo had taken his place beside Delphine before taking theirs, being
careful not to give away their personal armouries with the tell-tale clink of
metal on marble.  Cassius took a seat next to Leo with Mistral on his
right with Fabian taking the last seat on the row.  The centaurs walked
over to stand at the end of their tier beside Fabian, twitching their tails
calmly while they joined the other occupants of the chamber in looking at the
single empty chair set in the centre of the chamber.   Mage Grapple’s
empty throne; the coveted seat of power.  


A few murmured
conversations sprang up again, lessening the tension of their arrival. 
Mistral shivered and pulled her cloak closer.  Delphine had removed hers
for effect, but there was no way Mistral was giving hers up.  It was cold
in the chamber, and the drawn hood would help to conceal her blank expression
while she read the other occupants.  A few flakes of snow drifted down
through the air.  Surprised, Mistral glanced up at the huge cupola to see
that there were no glass panes to offer protection from the winter chill. 


‘Why hasn’t that
been fixed?’  She whispered to Fabian.  


‘It’s
symbolic.’  Fabian muttered back.  ‘The glass was broken during the
reign of the last Council Head.  It will be repaired by the next leader to
show a new beginning.’


‘Symbolic?’ 
Mistral shivered again and moved closer to Fabian.  ‘Sadistic more
like.  I bet the lawyers made that up just to make sure we’re all too cold
to keep today’s meeting going on too long!’


Fabian didn’t reply
but placed an arm around her, pulling her under the warmth of his cloak. 
She leaned against him, feeling the hard edge of his sword hilt dig into her
side and knew that she was protected by more than the spell he and Leo had
cast. 


Ready to work
mother?


Yes
Cassius.  I can’t wait.


Mistral didn’t move
from her half-hidden position beneath Fabian’s cloak to look at her son but
focused on the three lawyers starting their steady descent down the marble
steps.  Total silence fell across the chamber.  Every pair of eyes
watched the three stooped figures walk slowly across the floor to stand behind
the empty chair.  For a moment none of them moved, then Mage Ashe shook
back the sleeves of his black robe and gripped the chair back with age mottled
hands.  He took his time before speaking, surveying the chamber with sharp
eyes, stretching out the silence until the atmosphere had grown so taut there
was barely anyone left drawing breath.  Finally he spoke in a voice dry as
the rustling of autumn leaves.


‘We gather today to
perform the solemnest of duties.  We must decide who shall lead this Isle
forwards and bring us out of the dark times that threaten to overwhelm
us.  Our new leader must be chosen by you all.  There can be no doubt
in your minds.  Your decision must be unequivocal.


‘Two candidates
have made their cases to us.  Both have a valid claim.’  Mage Ashe
paused, deliberately heightening the tension in the room while his eyes
flickered over Leo and then Belsingham.  


Mistral followed
his gaze to see Belsingham staring at Leo with arrogant disdain, Yours! 
She offered silently to Cassius. 


I know. 
Mind you.  Rather have him than that lot.


Prompted by
Cassius’ thought, Mistral skimmed the chamber with her eyes.  The Mages
were easy enough to read without the gift of Sight.  They gazed earnestly
at Leo and Belsingham as though trying to silently impress upon them both their
worthiness for any available positions.  The widows were a different
matter.  Their shrewd eyes roved over the full chamber, assessing every
Mage present and calmly formulating a plan to entrap one.  Nothing was out
of bounds in the realms of their imaginations.  Blatant offers of money
and the use of love potions were being considered.  Mistral was astonished
to hear that some were even planning to purchase supplies to brew the banned
Master Potion to enslave the Mage of their choice. 


Mistral winced, Now
that’s raw ambition!


Hmm.  And
it’s all yours to enjoy.  


Thanks.  I
owe you – 


Mage Ashe continued
speaking in his brittle voice, ending their silent exchange, ‘Mage Ashley
Belsingham, the last surviving member of Mage Grapple’s Council, and Mage
Leopold Sphinx, the son of Mage Grapple.’


A theatrical gasp
ran around the chamber.  It was so contrived Mistral felt like she was
watching a group of travelling actors perform.   


‘Which of the two
candidates will state their case first?’  Mage Ashe cast an enquiring look
first at Leo, then Belsingham.


‘I shall.’ 
Belsingham abruptly stood up and strode to stand in the middle of the floor,
feet spread in a confident stance.  He gazed around the full chamber,
nodding his head slowly.  ‘I am Mage Ashley Belsingham.  I served in
Mage Grapple’s Council.  When I accepted the place offered to me I swore
to uphold the values and principles by which he ruled, and I shall continue to
do so now.  Mage Grapple has passed.  His ashes float on the winds
that blow across the moors, but his beliefs live on through me.  I alone
can –’


‘I’m sorry.’
 Phantom held up a hand, his angelic face a picture of puzzlement. 
‘Are you saying that you are channeling Mage Grapple’s spirit?’


A ripple of
laughter ran through the Arcanes but the aspiring Mage councillors made
disapproving noises. 


‘Are you mocking
me?’  Mage Belsingham demanded. 


‘No.  I am
asking if you can hear Mage Grapple’s fallen mind.’


Belsingham’s eyes
flashed with anger, ‘I knew his living mind and the wishes it contained with
regard to running the Isle!’


‘Oh?’ 
Phantasm took over the attack from his brother and looked at Belsingham in
surprise.  ‘Really?  I was present at your inaugural meeting, which
was shortly before the summer solstice.  You have been a councillor for
less than half a year, and if my memory serves me correctly, at a recent
Council of War Mage Grapple took the time to publically remind you that your
life meant less to him than his evening meal.  However, if we are to
believe your words, then it would appear that Mage Grapple was taken with
confiding his plans for the future of the Isle in councillors that ranked lower
in his estimations than a plate of beef stew.’


More laughter came
from the Arcanes but the Mages were silent, waiting to see how Belsingham would
respond to such an open insult.  Mistral permitted herself a small smile
while she listened to the twins.  This was a strategy agreed the night before;
the twins were to goad Belsingham and deflect his effects at retaliation,
allowing Leo to appear above resorting to such unsavory tactics. 


‘Lower?’ 
Belsingham’s mouth twisted into a sneer.  ‘An excellent word.  Thank
you.  What could be lower than a child born to such murky beginnings as
Mage Sphinx?’  He turned to glare at Leo, trying to draw him into an
argument.  ‘He would have us believe the rumour that he is the
illegitimate child of Mage Grapple … and has the crassness to be proud of this
sordid fantasy!’


‘I do not deny that I am proud of
my father, and I would have you believe the truth, not a fantasy.’  Leo
responded evenly.  


‘The truth?’  Belsingham
jeered.  ‘You can surely barely recognise your own face in the mirror, let
alone the truth!  You didn’t even know your own mother and father!’


Phantom laughed lightly, ‘Which
is something your parents must have longed for!’


Another burst of laughter from
the Arcanes met Phantom’s jibe, provoking an angry outburst from Belsingham.


‘You would have your minions taunt
me?  You, Mage Sphinx –’ he spat Leo’s title contemptuously. 
‘Are nothing more than the shameful secret Mage Grapple sent to the Valley of
the Ri to be hidden away!  He sentenced you to live the life of an
assassin rather than acknowledge you as his son!’


‘You know nothing of the
circumstances surrounding my upbringing Mage Belsingham.’  Leo said
quietly then paused and looked around the chamber with a steady gaze. 
Delphine reached out to lay a hand on his arm.  He turned to smile at her,
briefly resting his hand over hers in acknowledgement of her support. 
Whether it was staged or not, the effect was instant.  A wistful sigh rose
from the Council widows, each yearning to be the recipient of his touch.  


‘I never knew my mother.’ 
Leo continued in a clear voice.  ‘She died giving birth to me.  For a
long time the Ri were my only family.  Now I am blessed to have a brother
… nieces –’ he paused to glance at Delphine again, making the widows sigh
longingly once more, ‘and nephews to show me the value of family.  Mage
Grapple was ignorant of my existence for many years, however when he finally
knew the truth I was permitted the honour of coming to know him.  Whether
or not he was married to my mother does not refute the fact that he was my father. 
I am a full-blooded Mage born to Lady De Winter and Mage Grapple.  Not
only is it my right to rule this Council but I consider it my solemn duty to
fulfil my father’s dying wishes.  With his last breath he sent for
me.  He knew that I alone possess the skills and experience desperately
needed to guide this Isle to a safer future.’


‘Skills?  Experience?’ 
Belsingham snorted derisively.  ‘You are the Divinus of the Ri!  You
rule over a valley of half-breeds paid to thieve and murder!  What skills
do you possess that we may possibly need in a Mage Council?  I think that
you – argh!’  Belsingham emitted a girlish squeal of surprise as a
dagger sliced through the high collar of his robe, nicking the soft skin of his
neck before it clattered down onto the marble floor.


‘Quite a few skills, actually.’
 Leo murmured and calmly adjusted his cloak to cover the sword and further
three daggers in his belt.  


Belsingham’s shock quickly turned
to outrage.  He pointed a shaking finger at Leo, ‘You’ve proved my point
perfectly with that childish display!  You are a savage!  Not fit to
rule the Council!’  His voice rose to a shout.  Flecks of spittle
flew from his mouth as he stabbed an accusing finger at each of the Ri in turn.
 ‘Have all you heathens brought weapons into a place of debate and defiled
the sanctity of the Council chambers?’


‘Did you bring the Craft?’ 
Phantasm responded mildly.


‘Of course!  Such
ignorance!  It is not a cloak I can take off and lay down when I do not
wish to have it about my person!’


‘Ah, then you understand that it
is good to feel safe in these turbulent times.  You are armed with the
Craft, and we heathens choose to trust steel.’  


Belsingham’s eyes sharpened at
Phantasm’s words, seeing a new line of argument, ‘Trust?’  He
hissed.  ‘How can we place our trust in a Mage who has never trained in
the Craft?  He cannot protect us!  Must we be expected to wait while
he attends school?’   


‘I have trained the Craft.’ 
Leo said icily, silencing the few stifled sniggers.


Belsingham laughed scornfully,
‘How?  You were raised in the Valley of the Ri!  There are no Mages
there!’


‘Are there not?’  Phantasm
looked perplexed.  ‘Only I rather thought that Mage De Winter’s name was a
something of a large clue to his bloodline.’


Belsingham was momentarily
stumped.  He was too young to have known that Fabian had been taught in
the Council school and studied the Craft before training with the Ri. 
Council gossip changed with the rising of the sun and Lord De Winter’s only son
running away to the Valley of the Ri was more than old news; it was ancient
history.  


Growing desperate, Belsingham
jerked round to face the lawyers, ‘Have you proof of this outlandish claim?’


Mage Ashe nodded curtly, ‘Mage De
Winter has attested to the fact that he provided instruction to Mage Sphinx in
mastering the Craft.’


‘Yes, well of course he would say
that!  He’s his brother!  Have you seen him use it though?’


‘We have witnessed Mage Sphinx
evoke and control the Craft he is bequeathed with.’  Mage Ashe replied
then paused and raised an eyebrow coldly.  ‘Perhaps you could do the same
with your temper?  This is, as you say, a place of debate.  Not a
forum for you to exorcise your apparent dislike for Mage Sphinx and the Ri –’


Taking advantage of Belsingham
being chastened by the lawyer, Cassius touched his mother’s wrist and drew her
back from her deep trance.  


What do you See mother?


The chamber is divided ... Leo
has the favour of the Arcanes, some of the Mages too, oh, and all of the widows
– for quite the wrong reasons – but many of the Mages find the taint of his
illegitimate birth distasteful.  Only they could be worried about wedding
vows when the Isle is about to be trampled by a rampaging god!  Moralistic
morons!


‘My dislike is not personal. 
I merely wish for the Isle to have a worthy leader.  Would you have the
Divinus of the Ri command the Mage Council?’  Belsingham asked the lawyers
in a hard voice.  ‘Perhaps even unify us?’


‘Is a stronger alliance with the
Ri a concept that offends you?’  Mage Ashe enquired coldly.


Belsingham forced a laugh, as
though the lawyer were joking with him, ‘No!  Of course not!  I swore
to uphold the values Mage Grapple believed in.  The Isle exists to be a
haven for both Mage and Arcane alike!  But the Divinus of the Ri would
surely find his loyalties compromised by some of the decisions he would have to
make if he were also Head of the Mage Council –’


‘Perhaps if you were fully
apprised of the facts before you spoke, you would save yourself considerable embarrassment,
Mage Belsingham.’  Phantom interrupted wearily then turned to mutter in a
clearly audible aside to his brother.  ‘Honestly!  For someone that
wants to rule the Council, he has absolutely no idea what’s going on!’ 
Then continued in a louder voice.  ‘Mage Sphinx stepped down as the
Divinus of the Ri and passed the responsibility on to our new Divinus, Master
Cassius De Winter.’  Phantom paused and inclined his head respectfully
towards his godson.  ‘Forgive me taking your name lightly Divinus.  I
only wished to avoid confusion.’


‘Think nothing of it.’
 Cassius murmured, his dark eyes not leaving Belsingham’s gloating face.


‘You were so certain of your
succession that you abdicated your role as Divinus before you travelled
here?’  Belsingham gave a short bark of laughter.  ‘I don’t think
I’ve ever born witness to such arrogance!’


Leo held his gaze firmly, ‘Not
arrogance.  Certainty.  I am Mage Grapple’s son.  It is my
destiny to lead the Isle.’


‘Destiny?  Oh, yes. 
The Ri place such store by fate!  But what you so dogmatically believe is
your fate could be fatal for the Isle!  For what purpose do you seek to
rule the Council?  To fulfil some mystical destiny?  Surely that is
just self-gratification for your conceited ambition!’


‘Forgive my interruption, but I
am confused.  Are you asking Mage Sphinx for his motives, or just
informing him of your own?’  Phantasm enquired politely.


Belsingham’s face flushed with
anger, ‘I am accusing Mage Sphinx of being a base-born opportunist with designs
on using his father’s unfortunate dalliance to seek power and align us with a
valley of filthy half-breeds!’


Phantasm leaned back with a
satisfied look on his face, ‘Thank you for being so succinct, Mage Belsingham.’


A heavy silence fell.  Even
Belsingham realised that he had gone too far.  Breathing heavily he turned
away and took his seat on the marble tier.


‘Mage Sphinx?’  Mage Ashe
gestured to the open floor with a wave of his bony hand.  ‘Would you care
to speak now?’


Leo inclined his head in polite
refusal, ‘I feel that enough words have been spoken already.  Please
continue.’


Mage Ashe turned away and swept
the chamber with his sharp gaze, ‘Are there any here who feel the need to ask a
question of either candidate before making a final decision?’


There was a long pause. 
Several of the Mages fidgeted uncomfortably, adjusting their robes and
pretending to examine their fingernails rather than let their eyes betray their
thoughts.  Mistral smiled.  She had no need of eye-contact to hear
the questions they would like to ask but were too fearful of the sharp-tongued
twins to voice them. 


A heavily ringed hand rose up in
the air, jangling musically as the many gold bracelets adorning the owner’s
plump wrist slid back, ‘I have a question I should like to address to Mage
Sphinx,’ one of the Council widows said breathlessly.


Mage Ashe sighed, ‘You may ask
your question so long as it is pertinent, Mistress Harper.’  


‘Oh it is, I assure you,’ she
giggled.  ‘I should like to know whether Mage Sphinx would like me to help
introduce his wife to Council society.’


Leo offered her a small smile, ‘I
regret that I have no wife ... yet.’


‘Oh!’  Mistress Harper
pressed a hand to her full bosom in a gesture of compassion.  ‘How
terribly tragic!  You must seek to remedy your situation at the earliest
opportunity!  Behind every successful man is a strong woman.  I
myself provided support to my dear, late husband on many official matters –’


‘Yes.  Thank you.’ 
Mage Ashe cut in swiftly and looked around the chamber with a sharp expression,
making his aquiline features appear even more bird-like.  ‘Does anyone
have a question of relevance to ask?’


A silence met his words. 
The Council widows looked expectantly at him, now positively brimming with
impatience for him to conclude the proceedings.  


‘Then, if there are no further
questions, ladies and gentlemen of the chamber, the time has come for you to
decide.’  


Outwardly Leo was ice, but the
hand that rested over Delphine’s tightened fractionally as Mage Ashe
continued.      


‘Those of you who favour Mage
Belsingham to assume the role as Head of the Council please raise a
hand.’  


A stoic few lifted hands but most
arms remained resolutely folded, their eyes carefully averted.
 Belsingham’s final words may have echoed the true sentiment in many Mage
hearts, but it would never do to reveal them.  Belsingham’s talk of
“half-breeds” smacked too much of the Rochfortes’ hard-line view for many of
the young Mages present, and Onieroi’s brazen attack on the Council, the very
seat of Mage power, had shown how much they needed the Ri in order to defeat
him.  


Mage Ashe’s head nodded while he
counted then murmured to Mage Malverte who recorded the result on a piece of
parchment.


‘And those of you that favour
Mage Sphinx to assume his father’s seat?’  Mage Ashe looked up again.


At once the chamber was a sea of
arms.  Some of the widows waggled the fingers of their raised hands in a
provocative gesture, making silent promises with their eyes to their chosen
champion.


‘It is a clear decision. 
Mage Sphinx is the new Head of the Mage Council.’


Leo’s face blazed with
triumph.  Delphine smiled and leaned over to whisper a few words of
congratulations while a storm of cheering rose up from the Arcane chieftains
with more reserved clapping following from the Mages, less sure of their
fiercesome new leader. 


When the noise had died away Mage
Belsingham rose to his feet and opened his hands in a self-deprecating gesture,
‘I humbly bow to the decision made by the chamber.’  He turned to offer
Leo a rueful smile.  ‘Perhaps you would join me in a toast to celebrate
your appointment and show that there are no hard feelings between us?’


‘I should be honoured.’  Leo
replied coolly.


Should be, but he isn’t. 
And I’ll bet that toad Belsingham just wants to suck up to make sure he’s still
got a place on the Council.


Cassius didn’t respond to
Mistral’s caustic thought, he was watching the stream of figures dressed in the
bright mauve livery of the Council servants hurrying down the steps bearing
trays of glass goblets.  They moved quickly along the tiers and before
long everyone in the chamber was clutching a brimming goblet.


‘To the Head of the Mage
Council.’  Belsingham raised his own goblet to Leo.  ‘May his reign
be as long and august as his father’s, about whom I would like to take this
opportunity to honour for his unfailing dedication and selfless leadership –’


Mistral took the goblet she was
offered and lifted it, waiting for the lengthy toast to end.  The smell of
the liquid filled her nostrils.  Mead, sweet and heavy with the scent she
couldn’t abide when she was pregnant.  Honey.  She groaned and
instantly retched.  The goblet fell from her hands as she dropped her head
between her knees and vomited on the floor of the chamber.  Fabian’s
anxious words came from far off, his hands on her shoulders barely felt. 
The violent churning in her stomach commanded all of her attention.  She
drew in a ragged breath and inhaled the smell of the spilt mead from her
smashed goblet.  At once the ringing in her ears increased and the room
span in nauseating circles.  She swayed and fainted, slumping into
Fabian’s arms.  For a moment there was only blissful oblivion then a voice
pierced the blackness veiling her mind, urgent with panic.  


Damned fool!  He’s given
the cup to the wrong person!


The voice faded but other
disconnected sounds pulled at her consciousness.  The tinkle of glass
shattering.  A gurgling noise.  The distinctive twang of an arrow
being fired.  Screams, and the dull thud of something heavy striking marble. 
Someone pressed a skin of water into her hands.  She opened her eyes a
fraction to see Serenity.  Her large brown eyes were wide and her voice
trembled slightly when she spoke, as though something had shocked her.


‘Drink this Mistral.  It
will settle your stomach.’


Nodding groggily, Mistral closed
her eyes again and lifted the skin to take a cautious sip.  The cool water
was soothing on her rebellious stomach.  She took another then opened her
eyes to see utter chaos.


A mauve-robed servant lay slumped
on the white marble floor.  A scarlet pool of blood spread slowly out from
his neck where she could see the familiar silver hilt of the dagger she and
Fabian had given Cassius on his Qualification.


‘What the hell just
happened?’  Mistral looked around to meet Cassius’s dark eyes and was
instantly submerged in his silent explanation, sharing in his flicker of
suspicion when Belsingham suddenly acted the graceful loser, seeing the small
smile of victory when Leo accepted the goblet offered by the servant that was
careful to keep his head bowed and his velvet cap pulled low over his
forehead.  She felt the panic in Belsingham’s thoughts at her sudden
sickness, making him believe she had been the one to drink from the poisoned
goblet intended for her husband.


‘Belsingham tried to poison Leo and
Fabian?’  Mistral gasped and snapped her gaze away from Cassius to stare
around wildly for the Mage, her hand reaching for a dagger.  ‘Where is
he?’


‘There.’  Fabian gestured to
a figure spread-eagled against the marble tier, his expression frozen in
open-mouthed surprise.  An arrow jutted out above the high collar of the
robe he wore.  Blood oozed slowly from the wound but with no
impetus.  He was dead. 


Voices clamoured, echoing
confusingly against the marble walls; cries of shock from the Council widows
and demands for explanations from the junior Mages.  From the Arcanes
there was silence and an underlying sense of satisfaction.  Justice had
been served. 


Mistral turned to Fabian,
frowning in confusion, ‘How did he get the poison in your goblets?’


‘That.’  Fabian’s eyes
rested briefly on the mauve-clad figure lying in a pool of blood.  ‘Is, or
rather, was, Mage Sharpe.  He and Belsingham were obviously plotting this
when we witnessed them colluding last night.  Belsingham’s plan was simple. 
Poison Leo if he succeeded in convincing the chamber of the legitimacy of his
claim and me into the bargain to end the line of succession, leaving him as the
only candidate.  Belsingham could not be blamed for the poisoning since he
had neither left the chamber nor touched the goblets.  Everyone may guess
it was him, but it could never be proved.’


‘Belsingham and Sharpe didn’t
plot this between them.’  Cassius corrected quietly.  ‘Belsingham
blackmailed Sharpe into carrying out this act.  He threatened to expose
Sharpe’s forgery work if he didn’t comply.  Sharpe had no choice but to
agree and in doing so provided Belsingham with the perfect patsy.  If
Sharpe ran to the lawyers with news of Belsingham’s plan, Belsingham would
simply have exposed Sharpe’s illegal activities in the chamber today and would
have incriminated Sharpe’s employer, Mage Malverte into the bargain. 
Sharpe was backed into a corner and he knew it.  He couldn’t rely on his
employer for support and he dare not appeal to the chamber today, for who would
believe the word of a criminal against a Mage councillor?’


‘I would.  Always.’ 
Mistral muttered.


The lawyers were calling for
order, their papery voices straining to rise above the noise in the
chamber.  Leo remained seated, his posture radiating a regal calmness
while all around him the chamber buzzed with shocked talk.  Delphine sat
at his side, her expression betraying nothing.  The twins were equally
composed, concealing their secret enjoyment of the dramatic turn in events.


‘So Sharpe was prepared to commit
murder rather than be exposed as a forgerer?’  Mistral asked disgustedly. 


‘No, not willing, forced. 
Belsingham had him.  He couldn’t refuse Belsingham or he would lose his
job, his lucrative forgery work, his house, his attractive but very expensive
wife – the whole lot.  He bargained on the disguise of a servant’s uniform
and the length of Belsingham’s toast to buy him enough time to leave the
chamber before Leo and father drank from their poisoned goblets.  But Belsingham
obviously didn’t know of your aversion to honey – it was his reaction to you
being ill that gave his guilt away.’


‘I heard Belsingham through you.’
 Mistral said.  ‘When I was sick Belsingham thought Sharpe had given
me Fabian’s poisoned goblet by mistake.’


Cassius looked thoughtfully at
the bloody figure on the floor, ‘Yes.  That thought betrayed them
both.  I heard Belsingham’s anger at his servant’s perceived mistake and
saw Sharpe’s panicked look.  He also feared that he had poisoned you by
mistake.’


‘Might as well have.  I hate
honey.’  Mistral shuddered then gave the glassless cupola above them a
puzzled look.  ‘I thought I heard glass smashing –’


‘You did.  My first action
was to prevent father and Leo from drinking.’


She turned her gaze back to him,
‘And your second?’


‘To forfeit the life of the one
who tried to take from our family.’


Mistral nodded and looked over at
Belsingham’s arrow-pinned body, ‘Which of the centaurs shot him?’


‘Imperato.’


‘Why?  Surely he can’t have
known that Belsingham ordered Sharpe to serve poisoned mead to Leo and Fabian?’


‘Ah.’  Cassius offered her
an enigmatic smile.  ‘Who can say what causes a centaur to act? 
Perhaps it was foretold in the stars that he would shoot Belsingham today.’


Mistral glanced over at her
father.  He and his tribesmen appeared utterly unmoved by the chaos and
waited serenely while the lawyers tried to restore order in the chamber.  


‘Or perhaps he was insulted by
the slights Belsingham made against his grandchildren.’  Cassius added
bitterly.  ‘I know I wanted to kill him when he called half-breeds
“filthy”.’ 


‘Hush.  Here comes Ashe
now.’  Fabian warned quietly.  


Mage Ashe approached Leo with his
hands clasped together in a respectful gesture, ‘Mage Sphinx?’


Leo met the lawyer’s astute gaze
and gave the briefest of nods, inviting him to speak.


‘I feel that it would be right
for you to begin your succession now and say a few words to calm the
situation.’


Leo offered the lawyer a cold
smile, ‘Yes.  The question of succession does seem to have been irrefutably
answered, does it not?’


‘It has ... my lord.’


Leo rose to his feet and walked
with unhurried confidence to take the seat Mage Grapple had bequeathed him with
his dying breath.  Placing both hands on the arms of the chair he slowly
sat down.  The sun had risen above the height of cupola beneath which he
sat, bathing him in a sudden golden glow.  A few snowflakes floated down
through empty panes, catching the sun’s rays to form a shimmering halo around
him.  His hands slid over the curled ends of the wooden arms, worn smooth
by his father’s hands before him.  ‘I will not fail you father,’ he
murmured softly then lifted his head to regard his Council with an icy
authority that instantly silenced any lingering mutterings.  He let the
silence lengthen before he spoke, addressing his Council in clipped tones that
Mistral suddenly realised were exactly the same as Mage Grapple’s.


‘To the position of councillor
responsible for foreign export, I appoint Mage Dekes –’


Leo began to divvy out the fifty
coveted positions.  Each decision he announced had been agonised over
during the long night hours, every candidate’s faults and qualities examined to
exhaustion.  Due to the sudden and violent demise of the last Council he
was presented with a collection of young and inexperienced candidates, but that
would also permit him to shape them.  Leo had no desire to be ruled by his
Council.


He allocated the final position
and the widows were immediately galvanised into action, rushing over to
congratulation each newly appointed councillor with lingering touches and
batting eyelashes.  Leo found himself besieged by a small crowd of widows,
each feeling the need to try and take his hands while they offered their
enthusiastic compliments on his choice of Council.  Responding to his
unspoken need, the twins employed their gift and the crowd of widows abruptly
veered away and hurried over to assail the startled looking lawyers with offers
of marriage.  


Leo remained seated to receive
the stream of Mage and Arcane councillors offering their congratulations until
the chamber slowly emptied and he was left with only the Ri around him. 
He did not rise from his seat, but addressed Cassius in a quiet voice, ‘I shall
return to the Valley with you today to announce your succession, then I must
return immediately.  There is much work to be done here.’ 


Cassius nodded, sensing in his
uncle’s need for a moment of solitude, ‘We will wait for you at the stables.


Leo watched his family and
closest confidantes leave the chamber.  He would need both their support
and abilities now more than ever.  He had a new Council to tame, a
powerful god to destroy and an irritating horde of marriage-hungry widows to
fight off.  He sighed deeply and rested an elbow on one knee, cupping his
chin while he thought.  Light footsteps broke into his
concentration.  He looked up with a frown to see a figure descending the
steps towards him and the frown became a smile.


‘Forgive me if I am interrupting
you.’  Melsina apologised and continued to walk towards him with graceful
steps, not speaking again until she was stood before him.  ‘I only wished
to offer you my congratulations in person.  The Isle is fortunate to have
you at its head.’


Leo sighed and looked pensive
again, ‘And I fear that my first act as Head must be to find a wife.’


‘You fear?’  Melsina gave
him an amused look.  ‘Is marriage such a terrifying concept?’


‘No.  However the candidates
that have presented themselves for the role are.’


Melsina smiled and began walk
slowly across the chamber, her long gown making gentle swishing sounds, ‘Ah,
well it is only to be understood that you will be inundated with offers –’ she
paused and turned to him, her perfect face set in a serious expression. 
‘It is a position of great influence.  You must be very careful who you
choose to fulfil such an important role.  It should be an alliance of
power, like the Ri and the Council.’


Leo clasped his hands together
and regarded her thoughtfully, ‘I value your opinion, Mistress De’ath. 
Tell me, what qualities do you suggest my wife should have?’


Melsina considered for a moment,
‘Experience in Council life.  She must know how to behave, both at formal
occasions and the rather more savage informal ones.  More Council matters are
fought out over dinner than in the Council chambers.  She must be
unquestioningly loyal with the strength to hear words that will be thrown like
knives and be able to stand proudly beside you through the stormiest
times.  And it goes without saying that she must be beautiful.’


Leo raised an eyebrow, ‘Exacting
requirements.’


Melsina lifted her shoulders in a
delicate shrug, ‘It is an exacting role.  Only the best could hope to
fulfil it.’


Leo rested his chin down onto his
clasped hands, fixing her with his blue stare, ‘Tell me, do you know of someone
who could?’


‘I am sure there are many who
would seek to fill the position by your side.’


‘I see.  And of the many,
who do you think would be most suitable?’


Melsina looked him straight in
the eye, ‘I would not presume tell the Head of the Mage Council what he already
knows.’


‘Oh?’


‘Never.’  Melsina replied
firmly.  ‘One does not question the Head of the Mage Council.  Either
in his chambers ... or in his home.’


Leo smiled briefly. 
Reaching out to take one of her hands he slowly bent to one knee, ‘Mistress
De’ath?’


‘Yes Mage Sphinx?’


‘Would you do me the honour of
becoming my wife?’


‘I would gladly do you that
honour Mage Sphinx.’


Leo smiled again and rose to his
feet, ‘Then I think we can dispense with some formality when we are in
private.  Please call me Leo.’


‘And please never call me
Mistress De’ath again.  I hated that name.’


‘Did you?’  Leo
laughed.  ‘I always thought it rather fitting.’


Melsina gazed down at the huge
diamond ring Leo had placed on her deliberately bare finger and knew she had
met her match.  As much as she had engineered this, so had he.  She
gave a small sigh of complete and utter satisfaction.  She was going to be
the wife of the most important man on the Isle, the Head of the Council. 
She was finally there, at the pinnacle of success.   


‘I want children Melsina.’ 
Leo said softly.


Melsina looked up to meet his
hard blue gaze and felt an unfamiliar swooping sensation in her stomach, like
she had missed a step on the stairs.  A voice spoke in breathy whisper,
and after a moment Melsina realised it was hers.  


‘I will give you a hundred.’











Man Hunt





Phantom glanced over at the
scroll of heavyweight vellum his brother was reading.  His eyes were
immediately drawn to the broken red wax seal dangling from the silver ribbon,
‘That’s from the Council.  What’s it say?’  


‘It’s a wedding invite.’ 
Phantasm murmured without lifting his gaze from the parchment.  


‘Who could be crass enough to
organise a wedding at a time like this!’


Phantasm sighed and passed him
the scroll, ‘Our mother.’


Phantom swore foully, words
completely at odds with his angelic looks, ‘Who’s she managed to dupe this
time?  One of those pathetic new councillors?  She might as well
marry one of her Rochforte boys as one of them!  Some of those councillors
are still wet behind the ears –’ his diatribe broke off suddenly when he read
the names of the bride and groom on the invite.  ‘No!’  


‘Yes.’  Phantasm said and strolled
over to look out of the window of their tower room.  ‘Mother has bagged
Mage Sphinx.  The ultimate catch.’  He gazed down at the snow-filled
Arena where the first year apprentices were taking part in an archery
examination as part of their Qualification week.  He noted with detached
interest that they all had bows of yew and not inferior elm.  Most wore
leather bracers on one arm, finger guards on the other.  Elves.  Born
archers.  He could see Amber, her long hair tied back and her usually
laughing face serious while she concentrated on her shot.  She drew back
the string of her bow and leased an arrow, sending it flying straight to the
centre of the target.


‘The end of January!’ 
Phantom exclaimed, snapping Phantasm back to the news that their mother was
about to embark on her third marriage.  ‘Is she insane?  Who could
organise a full-on Council wedding at such short notice?’


‘Our mother.’  Phantasm said
wearily and turned to meet his brother’s appalled gaze.  ‘We had better
tell Mistral.  You know she never opens her mail.’


In the snowy Arena, Mistral
leaned back against the fence beside Samson and watched with satisfaction as
Amber and her boys all struck the bulls-eye with each of their shots, ‘They’ve
all inherited Fabian’s skill with the bow,’ she said proudly, her eyes
following the lean figure of her husband walking behind the line of first years
to oversee their shots.  Sensing her gaze Fabian turned, catching her with
a look that made her heart trip over. 


Samson gave her an amused look
and shook his head, ‘You two make me laugh.  You’ve got –’ he paused and
did a quick calculation, ‘six children and another on the way ...  but
you’re still behaving like flirting apprentices sharing looks across the
Arena!’


Mistral offered him an arch look,
‘Want me to swap the blunt arrows for sharp ones in time for your starring role
as the target in tomorrow’s Qualification hunt?’


‘No.’ Samson flashed his
gold-toothed grin.  ‘But I would like to talk about that house you need to
sell.’


Mistral sighed.  They had
returned to the Valley only two days ago, but already news of Mage Grapple’s
legacy to her children was common knowledge, no doubt thanks to the
twins.  Leo had announced his abdication and his successor in almost the
same breath and promptly left for the Council.  Both of his announcements
were received by the Ri with philosophical shrugs.  Cassius would be a
good leader, and they now had someone they knew and trusted as Head of the Mage
Council.  For them there was no cause for concern, it was business as
usual – but not so for Mistral.  Watching her firstborn pack up his meagre
belongings and leave the small bedroom in their Valley house to take up
residence in the Divinus’ tower room had left her feeling strangely
bereft.  She had tried to conceal her weaker emotions and show only the
pride and happiness she felt for him.  In truth she knew he had not really
left, only moved to the other side of the Valley and would probably still take
most of his evening meals with his family, but there was something final about
the neatly made bed next to Marcus’ typically unmade one that made her want to
cry every time she saw it.  


Samson regarded her suddenly sad
expression and frowned, ‘Something I said?’


Mistral shook her head,
‘No.  It’s just ... Oh, nothing.  I’m being stupid.’


‘It is something I said, isn’t
it?’  Samson twisted his scarred face into an apologetic grimace. 
‘Gemma always says I open my mouth before I think.  It’s about the house
isn’t it?  Mage Grapple’s, I mean.  You’re upset by his death and
here I am pestering you to sell me the house he bought to retire in. 
Sorry Mistral, I know I can be an insensitive oaf sometimes, but I don’t mean
it.’


‘Only sometimes?’  Mistral
laughed then looked down at her boots, digging a toe into the snow.  ‘But it’s
not the house.’


‘What then?’  Samson frowned
again.  ‘Is it something to do with the baby?’


Mistral shook her head again,
keeping her eyes fixed on her snow-capped boots, ‘If you must know, it’s
Cassius.’


‘What?  You’ve got a face
like a wet Saturday afternoon because your eldest son just became the Divinus
of the Ri?’  When Mistral didn’t respond Samson gave her a long look then
laughed.  ‘Oh, I get it.  You’re upset about him moving out! 
He’s the Divinus now Mistral, he can hardly remain tied to your apron strings
and command respect from the Valley at the same time, can he?’


Mistral shot him an angry look,
‘None of my children are tied to my apron strings!  Oaf!’


‘No, of course they’re
not.’  Samson quickly arranged his face into a less oaf-like expression. 
‘But you know that it’s the destiny of all children to leave home one day.’


Mistral sighed and nodded but
didn’t say anything.  


Samson smiled and nudged her with
his elbow, ‘Hey, look on the bright side Lady De Winter, each one that leaves
home just gives you and Fabian an excuse to have another baby.  Not that
you two seem to need an excuse ... so, when is my next nephew due then?’


Mistral shrugged, ‘No idea. 
Cain reckons sometime around July, but he’s got it wrong the last two times so
I wouldn’t go betting any of your hard-earned wages on that.’


‘Mistral!  I have never bet
on your due dates!’  


‘Oh you can drop the innocent act
Samson.’  Mistral suddenly grinned.  ‘I know that you won the
sweepstake Xerxes ran on Marcus.’


‘Fair enough, can’t fool a Seer I
suppose.  It was a good haul too, helped pay for that stallion I bought
Gemma.’


‘Well, talking of Gemma you’ll be
wanting this.’  Mistral reached into her pocket and drew out a heavy iron
key.  She weighed it in her hand for a moment, hesitating before she
passed it to Samson.  ‘It’s number eight on the street that runs along the
back of the stables.’


Samson took the key from her with
a grateful look, ‘Thanks Mistral.  Gemma’ll be here tonight, she’s staying
for Qualification.  I’ll take her round to view it the minute she gets
here so she doesn’t have time to figure out an argument against seeing
it.  Oh, what’s the asking price on it?’


‘That’s what I wanted to talk to
you about.’  Mistral looked uncomfortable.  ‘It’s not being sold by
us – I shouldn’t really be giving you the key – it’s all tied up with Mage
Grapple’s estate.  Boaz is handling the sale, so we can’t do anything on
the price.  It’s not cheap Samson –’


‘Boaz Fagg?  Oh don’t worry
Mistral.  I know how to get that grasping goblin to drop the price!’


‘Dealt with him before have you?’


‘Oh yes.  I rent my flat
from him.  Or rather, I should say that I’m a guest in one of his flats
since I refuse to pay rent on it.  I think he’ll happily lower the price
on Mage Grapple’s house if it means he gets a payer back in his flat.’


Mistral frowned.  Samson
earned a steady wage as a Training Lieutenant and could easily afford the
pittance his tiny flat would cost each week.  ‘Why don’t you pay rent?’


‘The roof leaks.  He refused
to do any repairs so I refused to pay rent.  He tried to evict me so I
evicted him, out of the window.’


‘Samson!  Your flat is on
the third floor!’


Samson grinned, ‘I know. 
Fat little git bounced like a ball all the way down the street!’


Mistral laughed and shook her
head, ‘You’re incorrigible!’


‘So Gemma tells me.  You
cooking tonight?’


‘Tonight and every night
Samson.’  Mistral sighed.


‘Good.  We’ll be round at
seven then, after I’ve shown Gemma the house.’


Samson met Gemma at the
stableyard as the sun began to set.  He gazed up at the blood red sky
above the Western Range and hoped it wasn’t an omen.  Feeling almost
nervous, he stepped forward to take Samsara from her while she dismounted,
‘Good journey my love?’


‘Easy enough.  The snow is
thin on the meadows, but it won’t be passable when the January falls come.’


He nodded and gazed down at his
sleeping daughter, her round cheeks tinged pink by the cold air.  He
realised with a painful lurch that if Gemma said no to this house the snows
would probably stop him from seeing his daughter for most of January. 
‘Hello Samsara.  I’ve missed you.  I swear you’ve grown since last
week.’


‘I should hope so, the amount
she’s been eating.’  Gemma grumbled.  ‘He’s not been fed Clovis, and
could you have a look at his back shoes?  I’ve not had time to get to my
farrier this week and they need replacing –’


Samson listened to his wife
calmly ordering the Equus of the Ri around like one of her stableboys and
smiled when Clovis merely grunted and led her horse away.  Taking his
wife’s hand, Samson walked with her from the stableyard and out into the
village square.  They turned left, towards The Cloak and Dagger, but
before they could reach the enticing glow of the torchlit windows Samson pulled
her onto the street leading into the village.


‘Oh no.’ Gemma groaned and
resisted his hold.  ‘You haven’t tried to cook again have you?’


Samson laughed and shook his
lion’s mane, ‘No my love.  I learned my lesson the last time I tried to
set fire to the flat trying to impress you.’


‘You don’t need to cook to
impress me Samson.’


Samson grinned and led her into
the shadows of the cobbled street, turning onto the first alleyway that led off
on their left.


Gemma frowned at the unfamiliar
direction they were taking, ‘Where are we going?’  


‘A surprise my love.’


‘I hate surprises Samson. 
You know that.’


Samson stopped outside one of the
houses in the darkening street, ‘Then call it an unforeseen event.’  He
let go of her hand and fished in his pocket for the key Mistral had given him
earlier.  Fitting it to the lock, he twisted it firmly and pushed open the
door then stepped aside.  ‘Take a look.  Tell me what you think.’


Gemma gave him a look of
consternation, ‘Oh Samson no.  You know I don’t want to live in the
Valley.  Please tell me you haven’t bought this?’


‘No, I haven’t bought it. 
But I will if you like it.  I want you and Samsara to live in the
Valley.  With me.’


‘And I want to live with you
too!  But I have a house!  Can’t we live at Brintor?’


Samson smiled and gestured to the
open door again, ‘Everything is open to discussion my love.  All I ask is
that you look around.’


Gemma studied his face, finding
nothing there to fuel her obstinacy she sighed and stepped into the house, ‘A
look it is then.  But no promises.’


‘No my love.’  Samson
murmured and stepped in after her. 


Gemma moved quickly through the
simple entrance hall into the living room.  It was lit by at least a dozen
fat beeswax candles set in tall iron sconces.  Like all houses in the
Valley it had wooden floors, plain stone walls and a whitewashed ceiling
bisected by dark beams.  The fire had been lit and crackled merrily behind
a meshed guard.  Samson walked over to stand before it and let his
daughter feel the benefit of the dancing flames.  


‘You walk around.  I’ll wait
here for you.’


‘No pressure?’  Gemma asked
dubiously.


Samson shook his head and smiled.


Gemma gave him a long look then
sighed.  She mounted the wooden staircase and noted it was solidly made
and carefully stained to a dark shine.  The stairs led to an open gallery
above the living room where five doors presented themselves for her
inspection.  She walked over to the first and opened it to see a candlelit
bedroom.  It was of a good size with a small balcony.  The second
room was similar, the third smaller with sloping eaves and wooden cot placed in
the corner.  A nursery.  The fourth door she opened revealed a
surprisingly well-appointed bathroom.  The fifth and final door revealed a
bedroom that made her smile.  It was bigger than the other three with a
four poster bed set facing a small fireplace that had also been lit, giving the
large room an intimate, cosy feel.  She walked over to sit on the edge of
the bed, testing the mattress.  It held firm beneath her weight.  She
nodded approvingly, it was obviously new and of good quality.  Gemma
remained seated on the bed and gazed around at the room.  It was similar
to her room at Brintor, unadorned by ornaments or unnecessary furnishings,
simple and practical.  She sighed unhappily.  So far there had been
nothing to find fault with.  But there was still the kitchen to examine.


To her undisguised dismay the
kitchen was large, airy and scrupulously clean; the polished iron range not
dissimilar to her own, the larder stocked and well-ordered.  A door led
out into a courtyard.  Half-hoping to find a pile of rusted scrap and
rotting debris there she opened the door and stepped out to be instantly
disappointed.  The torchlit yard was swept clean of snow to reveal neat
and even cobbles, the walls covered by vines that promised abundant fruit in
summertime.  A door was set in the far wall, the wood smelt new and the
latch lifted with an oiled ease.  She opened it and suppressed a gasp of
surprise when she found herself looking at the Ri stableyard.


‘Oh.  Damn you Samson!’
 She muttered and closed the door with a resigned sigh.  The house
was perfect.  It was just the setting that was wrong. 


‘Like it?’  Samson asked
quietly when she walked back into the living room.


She shot him an angry look, ‘You
know I do Samson!  It’s just like my house at Brintor!  How long did
it take you to plan this?’


‘I didn’t my love.’  Samson
replied then gave a guilty smile.  ‘Well, I came and lit the fires and the
candles before you arrived, but no more than that.  I promise.’


Gemma’s expression remained
unconvinced.  


Samson sighed and bent to place
the still sleeping Samsara on the thick rug at his feet then walked over to
take both Gemma’s hands in his own, ‘This was the house Mage Grapple bought to
retire in.  Only he’s retired to Elysium and now it’s up for sale.  I
thought it might suit us.’


Gemma gave him an assessing look
then sighed and looked around again, ‘Oh, it’s a nice enough house,’ she
conceded.  ‘But I have a house ... and a business.’


‘Sell your house.  Sell your
business.  Come and live with me.’  Samson’s voice was soft,
pleading.  ‘I miss you and Samsara –’


Gemma snorted angrily, ‘Don’t
give me that Samson!  You love the bachelor life!  Mistral feeds you
every night then you swagger off to The Cloak to gamble and drink!’


‘Only because there’s nothing
else for me to do.  I would rather you fed me then I put my daughter to
bed and told her stories.’


Gemma searched his face and saw
only a genuine yearning there, ‘Oh Samson, I don’t know.  What would I
do?  My business has been my life for longer than I can recall.’


‘Clovis is getting older. 
He needs help.’  Samson suggested tentatively.


‘Become a stable lackey?  I
don’t think so!’


‘No.  Not a lackey. 
Run your business from here.  Clovis has overstretched himself with the
firebrand herd.  He can’t cope with the work of running the stables and
managing the herd.  You could run your horse-selling business from
here.  Keep your pitch at Brintor market and sell your own animals, plus
the firebrands.  Clovis doesn’t have the time to sell them
commercially.  He only deals with warriors, and they pay far less than the
going rate.  You would make a lot more selling them at Brintor market.’


Gemma frowned, ‘Maybe.  But
would Clovis be happy to hand over half his stableyard to me?’


‘More than.’


She gave him a sharp look,
‘You’ve spoken to him?’


‘Yes.’  Samson held her gaze
steadily.


‘I won’t be ordered around by
some salty Equus Samson!’  She warned. 


‘No.’ Samson smiled. 
‘Clovis respects you Gemma.  He’d probably be the one to take the orders.’


Gemma looked over at her
daughter, asleep on the rug in front of the fire and a sudden thought made her
shake her head, ‘I can’t come and live in the Valley.  What would happen
to Ralph and Lucien?  You know they have no real family!  They lodge
with their cousin’s aunt, and she only cares for the coins they give her each
week!’


‘Already dealt with.’
 Samson said calmly.  ‘Floris has need of stableboys as much as
you.  They can lodge here or in the dorms to start with, and when the
Valley’s free of all the extra warriors they could find more comfortable rooms
in one of the widows’ houses.  They would welcome the chance to mother a
couple of handsome elven boys like those two.’


Gemma frowned, ‘You’ve thought of
everything haven’t you?’


‘No.  I’ve only thought of
you and Samsara.  I’m weary of only seeing you both on a Sunday.  I
want to be the father my daughter sees every day, not once a week.’


‘Then come and live with us in
Brintor!  Take work there!  You’re good with horses, there’s plenty
that would pay to have their yearlings broken –’


Samson drew in a deep breath, ‘I
love you Gemma, and I love Samsara more than I thought it was possible to love
any living creature.  If you want me to resign my position as a Training Lieutenant
in the Ri to become an ostler in Brintor, then I shall.’


Gemma stared into his eyes, blue
and so completely earnest.  She knew that every word he spoke was the
truth.  He would debase himself, her proud warrior, the Ri’s Training
Lieutenant … just for her.  ‘I would never want that Samson,’ she said
suddenly.  ‘I will live here.  We will live here.  As a family.’


Samson grinned and his face lost
its severity, the gold of his teeth glinting in the firelight.  He pulled
her into his arms and planted a kiss on her lips, ‘About time too.  I’ve
only been chasing you for most of my lifetime.’


‘Oh don’t give me that
rubbish!’  Gemma twisted in his arms to glower at him.  ‘You were too
busy chasing after anything female that smiled at you to think of me!’


‘You’re wrong Gemma.  I
thought of you always.  I just never imagined that you would have me back
after my stupid mistake, so I made myself into the monster you believed me to
be.’


Gemma’s face softened, ‘Oh
Samson, I never thought you were a monster!  Just young and foolish.’


‘Well now I’m old and
foolish.  Is that acceptable?’


‘I suppose it’ll have to
do.’  Gemma smiled and kissed her husband.


The morning of the Qualification
hunt didn’t so much dawn as limp greyly over the mountains.  A heavy mist
lay across the Valley accompanied by a steady fall of fine snow that showed no
signs of letting up.  Amber and her twin brothers regarded the grey blur
outside the bedroom window with matching frowns.


‘Hmm, this is going to make the
hunt a bit more challenging,’ commented Fabian.


‘Definitely.  The snow’ll
cover any tracks Samson makes almost immediately,’ his brother agreed.


They both turned to look at
Amber, ‘S’good job we’ve got you ‘Ber!’  They chorused with sudden
grins.  


‘So long as we’re put in the same
party.’  Amber warned.  ‘Father says we’re going to draw names out of
a bag to decide the hunting groups.’


‘Can we fix the draw?’ 
Samson asked.


‘No need.’  Fabian said and
turned away from the window.  ‘It doesn’t matter who we get drawn
with.  The moment we leave the Valley we’ll all join up and hunt together
anyway.’  He sat down on his unmade bed and began rummaging under the
covers for the socks he’d been wearing the day before. 


‘You mean cheat?’  Amber
turned to offer her brother a mischievous smile.


Fabian paused in pulling on one
of his socks to give her an admonishing look, ‘Cheat is a strong word sis.’


‘More like improvise, adapt,
overcome,’ his brother continued and strolled over to begin searching for items
of clothing under his bed.  


‘Exactly.  In fact, those
three fine words should be the motto of the Ri.’


Samson looked over at his
brother, a sock dangling limply from his hand, ‘Has the Ri got a motto?  I
know we’ve got a flag, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen a motto to go with it.’


‘Dunno –’ 


They both turned to look
expectantly at Amber.


‘Disciplinam, Fortitudo et
Fortis,’ she recited brightly. 


‘What’s it mean?’  Fabian
asked his brother. 


‘No idea brother, it’s all Greek
to me.’  Samson shrugged.


‘Latin, actually.’  Amber
rolled her eyes.  ‘Discipline, Courage and Strength.’


‘Ah, yes of course.  The
qualities of a warrior.  The Divinus’ funeral speech.’


‘I wonder if Cassius will change
it now it’s his?’  Samson mused.


‘Don’t know.  Don’t
Care.  Can’t think on an empty stomach.’  Fabian said shortly and
leapt off his bed.  ‘C’mon.  I can smell bacon cooking!  Let’s
get downstairs before Marcus eats it all.’  


Breakfast in the De Winter
household turned out to be a typically riotous affair.  Phantom and Phantasm
were already there when Amber and the twins burst into the kitchen. 
Marcus was sat between them, his expression glum.  He managed a doleful
sigh when Mistral placed a plate piled high with bacon, sausages and eggs in
front of him.  Mistral shared a look with Fabian.  Marcus was
obviously not taking well the fact that his younger sister was about to Qualify
before he had even begun his training.  


‘Marcus?’  Fabian leaned
over to speak quietly to his youngest son under the cover provided by the noisy
arrival of Amber and the twins.  ‘Hurry up and finish your
breakfast.  I’ve got an important task for you today.’


Marcus immediately brightened,
‘S’it somethin’ t’do wi’ Qualfyin’?’  He asked through a hastily shovelled
mouthful of food.


Fabian nodded and smiled while
his son went on to demolish the huge plate of food at a rate Prospero would
have been proud of.


Cain and Delphine arrived,
shaking off cloaks covered with snow even though the walk from their flat was
short.  


‘Damn!  I don’t envy you a
hunt today!’  Cain immediately moved over to the fire to warm his
hands.  ‘Oh, I’ve just seen Gemma,’ he called to Mistral.  ‘Says
she’s on her way over.’


Samson, Fabian and Amber
immediately became alert, ‘Is Samson with her?’  Amber asked quickly.


Cain grinned at her, ‘Nice try
goddaughter, but my lips are sealed.’


‘Aw, come on Cain!’  Samson
and Fabian chorused.  ‘We know Samson’s the prey in the man hunt
today!  Xerxes has been taking bets at the Warrior on who’ll get him with
the winning shot!’


Amber looked at her brothers, her
expression suddenly guarded.  The boys had ridden over to The Fallen
Warrior to spend an evening with their uncles before their parents had returned
from Mage Grapple’s funeral, but she had stayed behind.  The thought of
seeing Rosalind’s smug face,and even smugger belly, was more than she could
stand.  ‘Are Brutus and Xerxes coming over for the Qualification
celebrations?’  She asked casually.


‘I doubt it Amber.’  Cain
said with a frown.  ‘Solstice is one of their busiest times.  They’ll
be flat out till the new year starts.’


Amber nodded and kept her eyes
fixed on the plate of food she suddenly found she didn’t want then almost
jumped when a parcel tied with string landed on the table beside her, ‘What’s
that?’  She asked, looking up to see Cain grinning at her.


‘A Qualification gift for my
goddaughter.  Open it and see.’


Forgetting her sudden melancholy
mood, Amber quickly undid the string and pulled apart the wrappings to reveal a
neat cap made of sable.  She pulled it onto her head to find it fitted
perfectly.  ‘It’s great.  Thanks!’  She grinned and gave Cain a
kiss on the cheek.


Cain beamed in response, ‘It was
Del’s idea, but we made it between us.  I hunted the sable and she made
them into a hat.’  He touched the brim of the cap, feeling the soft dark
fur.  ‘Sable will keep you warm and it’s fairly water resistant, but Del
said you needed it to be practical too, hence a hat rather than a hood or a
muffler.  This won’t obscure your vision when you’re out tracking.’


Prospero barked when someone
knocked on the front door.  Mistral hurried over to let in their guests,
bringing with them a swirl of snow-filled air.  Gleacher, Floris and Gemma
with a bundle of fur that Mistral guessed was Samsara appeared through the
mini-snowstorm and the noise level immediately rose.  Startled by the
sudden loudness, Samsara woke and started crying.  Phantom promptly
whipped her from Gemma’s arms and walked across the living room, rocking her
gently and crooning a lullaby to soothe her.  Entranced by the green-eyed
angel singing to her, Samsara forgot all about crying and gazed up at him,
gurgling happily.  Taking advantage of the sudden chaos, Fabian kissed
Mistral and pulled Marcus away, grabbing their cloaks and slipping quietly out
into the snowy morning before Marcus could be made jealous by the arrival of
more godparents bearing gifts.


‘Hello Amber.’  Gemma leaned
over to greet her goddaughter, brushing a cold cheek against hers in a
traditional elven gesture of affection.  ‘I thought your godfather might
have spoiled you.’  She pointed to the hat and smiled.  ‘So I bought
something for Midnight to make sure he wasn’t left out.’


‘Oh thanks Gemma!’  Amber
grinned.  She unwrapped the package Gemma placed on her lap and gasped in
delight at the large folded piece of material that lay in the open wrappings.


‘What’s that?’  Samson
peered at the item curiously. 


‘A lightweight blanket to keep
Midnight warm when Amber’s out tracking on cold days.’


‘Sometimes all we’ll do is walk,’
Amber continued to explain when her brother’s expression remained blank,
‘especially if I’m following an awkward trail, and he’d get cold.’


Samson nodded but looked
unimpressed, ‘Prefer the leather gloves Gleacher gave us.’


‘And the head armour for Azazel
and Belial.’  Fabian held up the two metal face plates for their firebrand
horses.  They had holes for eyes and had been made to resemble a
skull.  ‘They’re going to look scary as hell when we ride out on mercenary
work in these!  Thanks Clovis!’


Clovis deflected his godson’s
thanks with a gruff wave of his calloused hand, but his watery blue eyes were
smiling.


‘So my little one.  I see a
sadness in you.  Is it to do with our previous conversation on
marriage?’  Gemma said softly to Amber.


Amber sighed and lifted the edge
of Midnight’s new blanket, feeling the quality of the material.  It was
soft, expensive.  ‘Does everyone know how I feel?’


Gemma shrugged lightly, ‘Those
that care have guessed.’


‘Are they all laughing at me?’


Gemma shook her head, ‘Quite the
opposite, and definitely in Samson’s case.  He was boiling with rage about
seeing Brutus holding your hand in the backroom of The Cloak.  It was all
I could do to talk him out of confronting Brutus.  For someone that’s been
a rogue for most of his life he’s become terribly moralistic in his dotage.’


Amber knew Gemma was trying make
light by calling Samson old and smiled, but her eyes remained sad.  She
and Brutus had started a conversation in the small backroom of The Cloak and
Dagger that had remained unfinished and looked set to stay that way. 
Delphine had forcibly put her to bed when they returned home and when she’d
awoken in the morning Brutus had already left to return to The Fallen Warrior
... and Rosalind.  ‘I don’t know if I can do this Gemma,’ she said
quietly.  ‘Spend another year in the Valley … watch her have his baby.’


Gemma sighed and stroked her
cheek gently, ‘Elves have an old saying, “It is the hardest test of all to
watch the one you love, love another.”’


‘But he doesn’t love her
Gemma!’  Amber whispered desperately.  ‘It’s such a waste!  I
love him and I think he loves me!  Why shouldn’t we be together?  I
don’t care that he has a child with someone else!  Most warriors have a
whole platoon of children scattered around the Isle by the time they’re Brutus’
age!’


‘Ah, I know it’s hard to
understand, but sometimes what we want the most is not what is right for us.’


‘I don’t agree with that. 
Sometimes you just have to fight for what you want.  Samson is right for
you but he had to fight to get you back.’


‘Yes.  But it has not been
without sacrifice on my part too.’  Gemma hesitated and a shadow crossed
her face.  ‘I’m moving to the Valley.’


Amber’s face broke into a grin
again, ‘Really?  That’s brilliant!’


Gemma kept her blue eyes averted,
‘But it means I’ll have to sell my house and my business.  My independence
will be gone ... and my identity.  I’ll just be Samson’s wife now.’ 


‘I don’t think anyone would dare
call you that Gemma,’ laughed Amber.  ‘It’s more likely that people will
start referring to Samson as “Gemma’s husband”, don’t you?’


Gemma smiled a little, ‘If
they’ve any sense.’


Out in the stable block Gemma’s
husband was dragging on a jacket and leggings made of a thick, pale material,
mottled with age and a little threadbare in places to reveal the fleece it was
stuffed with, ‘Damn, I haven’t worn jacks since I was in training!’  He
complained while he struggled with the cumbersome padded clothing.  ‘I’d
forgotten how uncomfortable they are!’


‘Warm though.’  Fabian
muttered and helped to adjust the jacket.  ‘But less warm than your
funeral pyre would be if one of those arrows isn’t as blunt as we thought.’


Samson grunted and began to
button up the jacket, ‘So, I’m running from four parties of three, right?’


‘In theory.  But I think we
can be certain that there will be a fair few wishing to join in whichever group
Amber is drawn in.  Her tracking skills are going to be the only ones
worth having today.’  Fabian turned to Marcus, stood quietly by his
side.  ‘Are you ready to leave?’


Marcus nodded, his young face
serious.


‘Good.’  Fabian turned and
slapped Samson on the shoulder, sending a cloud of musty smelling dust up from
the padded jacket.  ‘Then you have an hour’s head start before the
apprentices begin the hunt.’


‘Wish them luck from me!’ 
Samson grinned and pulled himself swiftly into the saddle of one of the Ri
horses, not his own firebrand mare.  The snow was too heavy to risk her
tripping and becoming injured.  ‘See you at the village Marcus!’  He
called and spurred the heavyset horse into a trot, making almost no sound in
the powdery snow already hoof-deep in the stableyard.  Urging the horse
into a lumbering canter he crossed the empty village square, the lights of the
surrounding homes quickly swallowed by snow falling in thick curtains around
him.  He negotiated the path up to the North Gate without slowing, each
bend in the mist-shrouded path more familiar to him than the contours of his
own face.  When the stone pillars of the North Gate loomed out of the mist
Samson passed through without calling a greeting to the guard, his mind already
focussed on the route he and Fabian had planned the night before.  


The wide meadows felt oddly
closed in by the softly falling snow.  It obscured everything, muffling sounds
and deadening his senses.  Samson didn’t hesitate to gain his bearings but
immediately rode north, heading for the invisible treeline.  He wasn’t
worried about covering his tracks, the steady snowfall would fill the hoof
prints his horse left in minutes, but it would be another matter once he
reached the shelter of trees.  


Once beneath the spreading canopy
of ancient oaks he slowed and altered his course, heading westwards, avoiding
any well-used trails and guiding his horse to walk close to the trunks of the
mighty oaks where no snow had settled to avoid leaving tracks.  Before
long a gentle sound reached his ears, the babbling of a fast flowing
stream.  Urging his horse down the slippery banks, Samson rode into the
stream and halted at the centre.  The water level rose no higher than his
horse’s knees.  The bed was made of loose stone and mud, providing an even
footing.  Turning the horse upstream, he rode on for a count of fifty
paces then pulled out onto the far bank and rode into the forests again in a
wide arc, bringing him back to the banks of the same rushing stream to repeat
the exercise.  He did this a further three times until he was almost
laughing, knowing how difficult it would be to follow such a broken
trail.  


More than two hours had passed
since he had left the Valley, the apprentices would now be on his trail. 
He felt his heart quicken with adrenaline at the thought of being the object of
the hunt.  Urging his borrowed horse into a trot he rode deeper into the
forests, being careful to break some of the lower branches of the shrubs he
passed to leave a clear trail until he reached an open space.  The
snow-covered trunk of a huge oak lay in the centre, felled by disease or maybe
a storm.  The oak’s heavy limbs had flattened the smaller surrounding
trees, creating a natural clearing.  Here he dismounted and quickly tied
the long switch of yew he’d brought with him to the back of his saddle. 
It hung down over the horse’s rump to touch the ground.  Changed
direction, Samson led the horse away between the trees, dragging the yew branch
to sweep away their tracks with its feathery needles.  After a while he
was satisfied that he had broken the trail he’d left and mounted again. 
Changing direction to head northwards, he rode on at a faster pace.  


Another hour passed, the complete
absence of sound in the snow-muffled forests began to press in on Samson,
making his own breathing rasp irritatingly in his ears.  He began to feel
the prickle of tension between his shoulder blades, anticipating the thud of an
arrow.  Resisting the urge to look over his shoulder every few moments, he
rode on until a dark shape began to take form in the mist ahead of him. 
The pointed wooden stakes of the fence surrounding the forest settlement slowly
appeared.  Beside the open entrance a cloaked and hooded figure sat
astride a restlessly fidgeting pony.  


‘Well met Marcus.’  Samson
offered his nephew a brief greeting as he rode up to him and swiftly
dismounted.  Handing the reins of his spent horse over, he strode away
into the village, wending between the long timber houses until he had completed
a circuit of the whole village and was back at the entrance again. 
Placing his boots carefully into the prints he’d made, Samson backed out of the
village.  Marcus had gone, taking Samson’s horse with him.  Samson
would finish the hunt on foot.  Casting a quick look around to make sure
he was unseen, he gathered himself into a crouch and took a mighty leap,
landing a good distance away from his starting point and breaking his trail. 
Running now, he vanished into the trees again to hide.


‘Which way ‘Ber?’


Amber gazed across the meadows,
veiled by the falling snow.


‘North.’


‘He’s in the forests!’ 
Samson immediately called over his shoulder.  


Abandoning any pretence of
staying in the four hunting parties they had been drawn into, the twelve
apprentices spurred their horses across the snow-covered meadows, heading for
the dark treeline of The Velvet Forests.  Each were armed with their usual
longbows plus a cloth quiver of six arrows with blunted tips.  The shafts
of each batch of arrows were marked with stripes of coloured paint, different
for each apprentice to avoid any arguments over who landed a shot on their
prey.  Amber’s quiver of arrows were marked with a triple stripe of
blue.  As they rode in silence across the meadows she found herself
reflecting on the significance of her arrows’ markings.  Blue was the
colour of unhappiness, which was a new emotion she was currently experiencing,
and three was the number in the triangle of heartache that had her, Brutus and
the rotund Rosalind forming each of its points. 


She sighed and focussed again on
the hunt, trying to muster some enthusiasm and failing.  She could see the
signature of the horse Samson had ridden across the meadows, the earthy colours
and lingering musky scent were clearer to her than a flaming beacon. 
Samson’s marker was less distinct, smothered by an unfamiliar residue that held
the colours of age and decay.  Some deliberate ploy to confuse her? 
She frowned and concentrated on the horse, not knowing it was the old padded
jacket Samson was wearing to protect him from the arrow-strikes that was
clouding his trail.


They reached the trees and slowed
to a walk, stepping gratefully into the shelter provided by the forests. 
All the apprentices were silent, eyes wide in the snowy gloom.  Most of
them were of elven or yarthkin blood and had been raised by their tribes. 
The forests were known to them, but the familiar surroundings did not make them
complacent, quite the opposite.  They held every respect for the densely
wooded slopes that were home to not just the fierce Arcane tribes, but
creatures even a seasoned Ri warrior would think twice about tackling. 


Following Amber’s silent lead they
quickly reached the stream Samson had crossed.  Amber held a hand up to
signal for them to wait then urged Midnight into the icy current.  She
rode across and halted at the far bank, examining the ground there before
calling back in a low voice, ‘He entered but didn’t cross.  He must have
ridden up or down stream.’


The hunting party muttered curses
and stared uselessly at the fast-flowing water, knowing any evidence of which
direction he had taken would have been immediately washed away.


‘Hells teeth!’  One of the
elves swore.  ‘We’re going to have to guess which way he went!’


‘I hate chance,’ another
growled.  ‘If we get it wrong it’ll cost us dearly in time.’


‘We’ll lose marks if we stuff
this hunt up!  We could fail Qualification!’ 


‘Toss a coin?’  One of the
other apprentices suggested after a long moment of gloomy silence.


‘No.  Wait Brintlock. 
Amber’ll see his trail.  Just give her time.  She’s never failed yet
–’


‘Can you see his trail
‘Ber?’  Fabian called softly while his brother stalled the other
apprentices.


‘I think so,’ she frowned and
stared at the air above the stream.  ‘His scent is disguised
somehow.  I noticed it in the meadows.  And he’s not riding Alto ...
he’s borrowed a Ri horse.  A gelding with mountain blood.’


‘Apart from informing me that
he’s made a poor choice of horse, why do I need to know that?’


‘It sweats brother.  They
have heavy coats.  I can see the trail it left even in cold water –’


‘Why didn’t you say!  Which
way ‘Ber?’


‘West.  Upstream.’


‘Come on Brintlock!  The
hunt’s on again!’


At once the twins urged their
firebrands into the water, splashing after Amber as she walked Midnight up the
stream, her head continually turning left and right to scrutinise the banks for
any sign of Samson’s horse leaving the water.  Before long she saw the
horse’s signature indicating where it had exited on the far bank.  


‘There,’ she pointed and
frowned.  It was too blatant a ploy, too amateurish for Samson. 
‘Let’s split up,’ she said quickly.  


Brintlock was instantly
suspicious, ‘Why?’  


‘Because I think Samson has laid
a false trail on the bank to mislead us and is using the river to break up his
real trail, but we need to follow both to be sure.  We can cover more
ground as two parties.  Some of us need to continue riding upstream while
the others follow the trail.’ 


‘No.  We stay together.’


‘It makes no difference
Brintlock.’  Fabian sighed wearily.  ‘If Samson is using the water to
make breaks in his trail, we’ll all end up together again anyway.’


Brintlock frowned while he
digested this then nodded, ‘Fine.  We’ll take the forest trail.’


‘Oh yes.  You take the nice,
dry land.  We’ll have the freezing water.’  Samson muttered
sarcastically and patted his shivering horse’s neck.  


‘It heads north.’  Amber
called to Brintlock as he led a group of elves out onto the far bank. 
‘You’ll be able to pick up the hoof prints in the snow.’


Brintlock lifted a hand in a
brief wave and rode off into the forests.


‘Just us then.’  Fabian said
and cast a look around to see that they had been completely deserted.


‘Suits me brother.’  Samson
said and kicked his horse on.  ‘C’mon ‘Ber.  Let’s show those elves
they’re not the only ones with a bit of woodcraft.’


‘Now you’re talking brother.’
 Amber grinned and pushed Midnight on, forging through the fast flowing
water.  


In the Divinus’ tower room
Mistral, Fabian, the twins, Cassius and Bryden were sat around the large
mahogany table.  No-one was speaking but gazing intently at the twins who
were staring into each other’s eyes.  At length the twins sighed and broke
eye-contact.


‘Is he ready?’  Fabian asked
Cassius.


‘Yes.  He understand the
twins’ prompt.’  Cassius laid both hands flat onto the table, the sleeves
of his shirt already rolled up to expose the skin of his wrists and
forearms.  Without needing to be asked, Bryden, the twins and Fabian each
laid a hand next to his so that their fingertips made contact with his
skin.  Mistral remained seated on the far side of the table.  She had
no need of touch to read each or all of their thoughts.  


I am ready mother.


Cassius’ silent thought was heard
by them all, their minds linked through the power of his gift. 


Here we go again then.  Mistral
heaved a mental sigh.  The strange scene was one that had been played out
twice daily since Leo and Cassius had taken up their respective positions of
power.  They would gather in his tower room while she read the amazon
spies trying to infiltrate Onieroi’s following.  Cassius would act as a
conduit, Seeing what she Saw and allowing Fabian, Bryden and the twins to See
also.  The twins would then use their gift to relay the information to Leo
at the Council.  It was an effective method of communication but not
without some moments of confusion.  The twins could implant information in
Leo’s mind but not hear his reaction, relying on Mistral to read the amazons
and Leo simultaneously to pass on any questions he had; a feat she was entirely
comfortable with but one that was proving to be a disorientating experience for
the others listening in through Cassius.  


‘Wait!’  Bryden lifted his
free hand, leaving the other in contact with Cassius.


You do not need to speak aloud
Bryden.  We can all hear you.


‘Oh.’  Yes of course you
can.  Bryden continued silently.  That last thought about
hating Chieftain Wolfsnare, was it Mage Sphinx or Belladonna?


Belladonna.  Mistral
confirmed with a smile, knowing that Leo would never be so unprofessional as to
allow any personal opinions to enter his thoughts during their bizarre
meetings.  Belladonna had been assigned the Southern Downs and The Emerald
Forests to search and had met with the elven tribe that lived there, the
chieftain of which was Bryden’s son.  The meeting had not gone
particularly well.  Belladonna had managed to offend Ares with her
forthright manner and liberal views on the status of tribal women and had been
forcibly evicted from the settlement.  Sensing that lingering further on
Belladonna’s ill-feeling would be unproductive, Mistral offered a brisk
thought.  Shall we move on?  


It’s just Hedera now, isn’t
it?  Phantom queried. 


Yes. 


Wonderful.  I can’t wait
to hear all about what darling little Prince has been up to today.


Mistral smiled at Phantom’s
sarcastic thought.  Prince was Hedera’s treasured pet monkey and Mistral
was swiftly coming to the conclusion that if Hedera spent as much time thinking
about her mission as she did that vile creature, then she might have more to
show for her nights spent freezing on the High Moors.  Drawing her mind
away from Phantom’s amusing imaginings of feeding Prince to his pet cat,
Mistral reached out for the mind of the fierce amazon.  


‘Oh!’


It was Mistral that exclaimed
aloud this time.


What?


A chorus of voices, strident with
curiosity, all easily overridden by Fabian’s soft murmur.


What have you Seen Mistral?


Hedera.  She
returns.  I See her in the meadows.  She will be in the Valley before
the hour is out.  She has news.


The atmosphere in the tower room
tightened as everyone waited for Mistral to continue.


Something she has seen that
struck her as odd.  A woman travelling alone on the moors.  Tribal by
her dress, riding a forest pony, not a horse.  She didn’t return the
greeting Hedera offered and kept her head covered.  Hedera waited until
she had passed then followed her trail but then the weather closed in and made
it impossible.  


What direction was the woman
heading in Mistral?  Fabian asked. 


North.


A tribal woman heading out
alone in winter?  It can only be another fleeing to join the sisterhood
that worship Onieroi. 


I fear so Bryden.  We
will question Hedera closely when she returns.  Cassius responded. 


You’ll be lucky!  Mistral’s
abrupt burst of silent laughter fanned out to the others through Cassius,
letting them know that she was still reading Hedera and her amusement was down
to a thought she had just heard from the amazon. 


She seeks a bed in The Cloak
and Dagger?  Cassius frowned.  Neither luck nor money will
secure her that.  And there are no free dorm rooms.  I doubt that
Hedera would welcome the idea of sharing a room with male warriors.  


I think the warriors would
feel the same too.  Phantom added drily.


She must lodge with us.  


Fabian’s thought made Mistral
snap out of their silent conversation to glare at him and use her voice, sharp
with sudden anger, ‘Where exactly?  With Marcus?  That would hardly be
appropriate!’


‘She and Amber can take Marcus’
room.  It has two beds.  Marcus can have Amber’s room.  It will
only be for a night or two Mistral.  We can accommodate her for such a
short period of time.’


‘Oh?’  Mistral arched an
eyebrow.  ‘You can See the future, can you?  How do you know she’ll
be gone in a couple of days?’


‘Because I will request that she
track the woman she saw.’  Cassius cut in quietly. 


Mistral ignored her son and kept
her gaze locked on Fabian’s, her eyes dark with anger at the thought of opening
up her home to one of the amazons, ‘No.  I’m sorry to go against your
wishes Fabian, but I don’t want her foisting her opinions on Amber!  She’s
–’ Mistral stopped and shook her head angrily and didn’t continue.  


Cassius drew one arm away from
the twins and Bryden, leaving only Fabian in contact to allow the conversation
to continue in private.


Mistral.  What troubles
you about Hedera speaking with Amber?  


She’s vulnerable right now
Fabian.  Hurt.  I don’t want Hedera filling her head with that
man-hating rubbish the amazons spout!  


Amber has a strong mind. 
She will make her own decisions on the amazons’ views.


Yes, but she’s not herself at
the moment.  No.  I’m sorry.  I can’t risk exposing Amber to
Hedera.  She’s too forceful.


Then we shall let Marcus sleep
in the boys’ room tonight and Amber can stay in her own room and Hedera can
have Marcus’ room.


No!  I don’t want her in
the house Fabian!  Is that so hard to understand?


Of course not.  But
amazons are a proud race Mistral.  If we do not extend the offer of
hospitality to Hedera we will cause offense.  The amazons were the only
female warriors willing to take the Contract to seek out Onieroi’s
following.  If Hedera feels slighted she may refuse to take up the hunt
for this tribal woman she saw.  If we have to issue a formal Contract
through the Agencies it could take weeks to be filled and the trail will be
lost.  


Mistral shook her head again, but
her expression was slightly less obstinate. 


One night is all I ask
mother.  Cassius intervened, his tone gentle.  That will
provide me with enough time to move some of the warriors staying in the dorms
and free up a room for her.


One night?  Mistral
repeated, looking at her son dubiously.


One night.  


Oh.  I suppose so. 
Just for one night though.  And I draw the line at cooking for her.


Fabian smiled, Thank you
Mistral.  However, I do have a further small request to make of you. 



Oh?  Mistral favoured
Fabian a hard look, daring him to ask.  


Yes. 


Far from causing her anger, the
request Fabian whispered in her mind made her smile. 


Ah, now that is one request I
will be more than happy to fulfil.  Cassius?  Want to let Bryden and
the twins join us in a sneaky look at how the hunt’s progressing?


Cassius smiled and laid his hands
out on the table again, inviting the others to share in Mistral’s vision once
more.  They did so eagerly, curious to know of the silent exchange that
had gone on between the two Seers and Fabian, but their minds were filled not
with explanations, but the image of a snowy forest scene and a crowd of cloaked
riders, their breath rising in misty clouds around them. 


I See Amber ... she and the
boys are heading – 


‘North.’  Amber declared,
pointing at the colours smearing the mist only she could see and the more
obvious broken lower branches of the large shrubs forming the heavy
undergrowth.  


‘No more wading through cold
water then?’  Fabian asked hopefully. 


‘Not for now brother, but I think
that Samson has a few more tricks up his sleeve yet.’  Amber grinned and
kicked Midnight into a trot, grateful for the blanket Gemma had given her
keeping her horse warm.


Samson crouched on a branch in
the tree above them, smiling to himself as he watched the apprentices ride off,
following the trail he had left earlier.


‘North?’  Fabian said
thoughtfully.  ‘I bet he’s heading for the elven settlement.’  


‘He’s probably in the damned
tavern, warm and having a beer,’ his twin grumbled.  


Brintlock looked up, his eyes shining
eagerly, ‘I have family in that settlement!  It’s less than an hour’s ride
if we push on!  We could catch him there!’  He kicked his horse into
a canter, pulling ahead and at once the group was charged with a fierce sense
of competitiveness.  The other elves spurred their horses after him,
already reaching over their shoulders to hurriedly tug arrows from the quivers
over their back ready to notch to their bows.


‘Ah, elves.  Got to love
their mercenary streak.  United we stand until they get merest sniff of
victory.’  Samson sighed and rode on at an unhurried walk.  ‘Did you
see the look on Brintlock’s face when he thought he knew where Samson
was?  I think he’d actually shoot a few of his brothers if they got in the
way of him landing a shot.’


‘He is a bit keen.’  Fabian
agreed while he casually notched an arrow to his bow.  ‘Ready?’


‘Oh yes!’  Amber grinned.


In one fluid movement they all
turned in their saddles and leased arrows, sending them whizzing up into the
dark branches of the large oak beneath which they had been stood only moments
before.  Three dull thuds followed by a grunt of surprise told them their
arrows had found the target.


‘Hello Samson!’  Amber
called brightly to the figure that tumbled down from the branches. 
‘Pleased to see us?’


A little winded and bruised from
his fall, Samson sat on the frozen ground, looking like a strange hybrid
between man and porcupine with three arrows wedged in the back of his padded
jacket.  


When Samson didn’t respond, Amber
jumped down from Midnight’s back and walked over, ‘You alright Samson?’ 
She asked quickly and bent to brush some of the snow from his jacket.


‘Don’t bounce like I used to,’ he
grunted then grinned at her.  ‘Nice use of the code back there. 
Surprised the elves didn’t pick up on it.’ 


‘So am I!’  Fabian rode
over, shaking his head reprovingly.  ‘Shocking really.’


‘I can’t believe that we were
stood below your hiding place and they never realised!’ His twin joined
in.  ‘I thought elves were meant to be good trackers!’ 


‘Samson didn’t leave any
tracks.’  Amber said.  ‘He climbed a tree back near the river then
moved through the branches to avoid touching the ground.’


‘Which would’ve been an extremely
effective method of moving undetected if it we didn’t have our talented sniffer
dog with us.’  


‘You calling me a dog
brother?’  Amber spun round, her golden eyes angry.


‘Never sis.’  Samson held
his hands up in apology.  ‘Bad joke, sorry.’


‘You’re our favourite sister, you
know that.’  Fabian nudged her with his elbow.  ‘Buy you a beer to make
up for it?’


Amber gave him a cool look and
turned back to Samson, ‘Want to hitch a ride back to the Valley?’











Bells Will Be Rung 





The Cloak and Dagger was heaving
by the time they returned to the Valley.  Figures could be seen moving
through the torchlit windows, arms lifting to down tankards and heads thrown
back in laughter.


Samson gave the tavern a longing
look then swung himself down from the back of Amber’s saddle and groaned,
‘Everything hurts!  My back, my legs, my feet ... damn!  I think I
twisted my ankle when I fell out of that wretched tree!’


‘You should get that treated
straight away.’  Fabian looked down at Samson, still mounted on his horse.


‘There’s only one cure that I
know of,’ his twin agreed seriously.


Samson grinned, ‘Way ahead of you
boys.  First round’s on your uncle!’  He began to limp towards the
tavern then abruptly halted when a tall figure strode past him, cloaked and
hooded against the cold.  He turned to watch the warrior’s progress across
the village square and up the path to the Main Building.  ‘Slight revision
to our plans,’ he said quickly and began to follow the warrior.  ‘Tell
Floris to put them on my tab ... I’ll join you in a bit.’


Amber, Samson and Fabian watched
him hurry after the warrior, a heavy limp marring his usual loping strides.


‘What’s that all about?’ 
Fabian asked with a frown.


‘Don’t know.  Don’t
care.’  Samson grinned, echoing his brother’s words from that
morning.  ‘Can’t think without a beer in my hand.’


‘Too right brother, c’mon, let’s
stable the horses and celebrate!  We got the kill on our Qualification
hunt!’ 


‘Er, let’s not refer to Samson as
“the kill” shall we?’  Amber said quickly.  ‘Especially not in front
of Gemma.  She was a touch anxious about Samson volunteering to be the
target today.’


‘Oh you know me sis.’  Fabian
gave her a lopsided grin.  ‘The very model of discretion.’


‘S’it true Gemma’s moving to the
Valley?’  Samson asked as they turned their tired horses towards the
stables.


‘So she said.’  Amber
shrugged.  ‘But I’ll believe it when I see it.’


Samson and his twin shared a
look, ‘What’s with you these days ‘Ber?  You about bit my head off when I
made a joke on the hunt and now you’re all cynical.  It’s not like you at
all.’


‘No.  But then I don’t think
I’m ever going to be like me again.’  Amber muttered and kicked Midnight
into a weary trot, ending the conversation.  


Hedera reached the Main Building
ahead of Samson and proceeded to climb the winding stairs, taking them two at a
time and leaving Samson way behind as he struggled up the steps, nursing his
swollen ankle.


Hedera paused outside the
Divinus’ tower room door and knocked once.  Without waiting for a reply,
she opened the door and strode in.


‘Good afternoon Hedera.’
 Cassius greeted her cordially, as though amazons walking uninvited into
his tower room were an entirely acceptable event.


She nodded curtly to Cassius and
completely ignored the other occupants in the tower room.  Not waiting to
be asked, she strode over to the fire and stood with her back to it, only then
drawing back the heavy hood of her cloak.


Mistral studied the amazon’s
face.  Scars marked her olive skin and her dark hair was closely polled,
but neither detracted from the proud set of her features.  She had
slightly slanted eyes, dark and intense.  She stared over at the window rather
than meet the gaze of anyone in the room.  Her stance was confident,
almost defiant, her legs slightly spread and her hands clasped behind her
back.  Mistral saw a small greyish mound of fluff tucked in the folds of
her drawn hood and guessed that Prince was asleep, which was a blessing. 
His continual chattering and swift movements had never failed to give Mistral a
headache when she’d spent time with Hedera before.


‘I understand that you have news
for me?’  Cassius asked.  


A knock sounded at the door
before Hedera could reply.  


‘Come in.’ Cassius called softly.


Samson limped into the room,
still dressed in the heavily padded clothing he had worn for the hunt.  He
dropped into a chair beside Bryden and offered Cassius a quick apology.


‘There is no need to
apologise.  It is fortuitous that you are present to hear the news Hedera
brings.’


Offering Samson a cold look that
told him she didn’t share Cassius’ view, Hedera began to recite what Mistral
had already told them.


‘I see.’  Cassius said when
she finished.  He steepled his fingers and made a show of thinking, being
careful not to offend the amazon by letting her know that her news was already
known to them.  ‘Then I feel that this must be investigated further. 
I wonder,’ he paused to look at Hedera, his gaze assessing.  ‘Would you be
prepared to risk yourself again for the Ri and track this woman?’


Hedera gave him a flat look, ‘I
would need to be recompensed.’


‘Of course.’  Cassius waved
a hand lightly.  ‘That goes without saying.  You shall be awarded
your Contract fee over again.’


Hedera nodded approvingly, ‘Then
I accept.  However I have travelled hard to bring you this news
today.  I am in need of a meal and rest before I begin again.  And
Prince too –’ she paused and rested a hand on her pet monkey, her expression
surprisingly tender.


Mistral rolled her eyes at
Fabian.  She’d been so concerned with the effect that Hedera’s anti-male
views might have on Amber that she’d completely overlooked the fact that she
would be offering houseroom to a monkey as well.


‘My family and I can accommodate
you for the night Hedera.’  Fabian said.  


‘Family?’  Hedera looked at
him sharply.  ‘Have you young that will cry in the night?’


Family smiled slightly, ‘No, my
family are all grown.’


‘Good.  I cannot have my sleep
broken and Prince cannot abide the sound of young wailing, it distresses
him.’  She stroked the sleeping monkey again.


Mistral gritted her teeth to bite
back angry words.  She was already regretting agreeing to the amazon
staying.


‘I do not eat meat.’  Hedera
continued in a haughty tone.  ‘And I rise early.  I will need to eat
breakfast before I leave.’


‘Oh will you now?’  Mistral
snapped, ignoring the restraining hand Fabian laid on her arm.


Hedera looked at her for the
first time and a pitying expression crossed her face, ‘Ah, I see you still bear
the mark of ownership.  Perhaps if your ... husband ... gave you such
orders, you would find them easier to obey?’


Mistral looked at her hands,
curled into fists at the edge of the table and realised that Hedera was
referring to the gold wedding band she wore, ‘Nobody owns me Hedera.’


Hedera smiled scornfully, ‘The
hardest ones to make see the truth are those that lie to themselves.  It
is obvious that you are completely used to oppression and can no longer recognise
what it is to be liberated, like me.’


The twins risked a glance at
Mistral’s face, seeing its thunderous expression they winced and prepared
themselves for Mistral’s response.


‘Oh I don’t think you’re
liberated Hedera.  Just arrogant, ungrateful and ruder than a drunken
whore!’


Hedera’s eyes flashed angrily,
‘So, you have a little spirit in that chained body after all!  But perhaps
you should consider exercising your sharp tongue on your husband and not me!’


‘Are you telling me to watch my
mouth?’  


Hedera made a scathing noise, ‘I
should not presume to.  It is your husband’s task to keep you in order,
tell you how to behave and when to speak.  I know more of you than you
think Mistral.  You beat my sister at The Festival of the Arcane. 
You had true spirit then.  Perhaps you could even have joined us ... but
now?’  She ran her eyes over Mistral, lingering at her waist where the
first signs of her new pregnancy were beginning to show.  ‘Now I can see
that you have allowed yourself to become just the vessel for a man’s pride.’


Mistral was abruptly reminded of
Phantasm jokingly referring to her as being the vessel for his godson when she
had been pregnant with Cassius.  His humour had been born of affection and
Hedera’s words mocked them in her memory, making her anger rise.


‘Have care Hedera,’ she warned
savagely.  ‘I bested your sister and you would offer me little challenge
either!’


‘Once maybe!  But not
now.  You are nothing but a man’s possession now!  Wife … mother –’
she waved a long-fingered hand dismissively.  ‘What other titles do you
use to ease your enslavement?’


‘None.  But I can think of a
few I’d like to call you!’


Hedera gave a harsh peal of
laughter, startling her pet monkey from its sleep.  It peered out from the
edge of her hood, blinking uncertainly at the strange surroundings. 
Sensing the tension coming from its mistress it chattered anxiously and
scurried across her shoulders.  Taking a flying leap onto the floor it
scampered away to hide.


‘Prince!’  Hedera’s tone was
sharp with panic, making the monkey flee faster.


It happened so quickly that
no-one had time to react.  Hearing the patter of tiny feet Prospero raised
his head from Mistral’s boots and saw the monkey.  In one fluid bound he
gave chase.  The monkey squealed and leapt for safety on the high window
ledge but Prospero was quicker.  He caught the monkey mid-leap, his strong
jaws clamping around it in a crushing grip.  Growling, Prospero started
shaking his catch like a rat.  The monkey screamed and thrashed wildly
then suddenly fell silent.  Prospero gave the dead monkey one final shake,
making its arms and legs flail limply then he trotted back to Mistral and
dropped Prince at her feet.  He sat down and looked at her, panting
happily.


‘Good boy,’ she murmured.


Hedera stood in front of the
fire, her face frozen in an expression of horror.  She slowly drew her
hands up to her face, clawing at her cheeks.  An awful sound came from
her, not so much a scream but a desperate keening cry.  Bryden and the
twins ignored her and stared impassively down at the dead monkey.  They
heaved a collective sigh, not of sympathy, but resignation.  The meeting
had just taken a very awkward turn indeed.  


Hedera’s grief-stricken wail
abruptly stopped.  She clenched her fists and glared murderously at
Mistral, ‘You did that on purpose!  You will pay for that!  Prince
was ... was –’ her voice broke off with a strangled sounding noise. 


Mistral held the amazon’s furious
gaze calmly, ‘No Hedera, I did not set Prospero on Prince.  But I think
that you might have just learned something about yourself.  Prince was
more than a pet to you, or even a companion.  He was a surrogate
child.  Find a man that loves you, if you can, and have his
children.  You want to be a mother but you are too afraid to admit it – even
to yourself.  You think it’s a sign of weakness to accept what your body
was created to do.’  She paused and shook her head sadly.  ‘But you
are wrong.  It is not weakness to be able to create and bring forth a
life, but the most empowering gift there is.  You deny the strongest part
of your nature, and for that I hold nothing but pity for you.’


Hedera’s face worked angrily but
no words came from her mouth.  She spat on the floor and strode from the
room.


‘That went well then.’ 
Phantom sighed as the door slammed behind her.


His brother looked around
enquiringly at the silent faces of around him, ‘Cloak?’


‘I must make amends with
Hedera.’  Cassius said quietly and rose to his feet.  


‘Don’t bother Cassius.  I’ll
take the Contract.’  Mistral said quickly.  


The twins dropped their heads
into their hands with quiet groans and waited for Fabian’s predictable
outburst.  They were not disappointed.


‘Absolutely not Mistral!  I
forbid it!  You are with child and it is winter!  I will not have you
risking your life and that of our unborn son for a Contract!’


‘Oh?  And how would you feel
about our daughter taking it then?’


‘What?’


‘Amber!  Amber is going to
be the Ri’s best tracker!  And unless she manages to disgrace herself magnificently
between now and tomorrow’s ceremony, she’s about to Qualify and be accepted
onto a second year.  She’ll be given this Contract and have no choice but
to take it because she’ll still be an apprentice!’


Fabian stared at her, the anger
draining from his face to leave him looking almost haggard.  Cassius
flinched at the force of his father’s despair, fearing that either his wife or
his youngest daughter would be taking such a dangerous Contract. 


‘I will not risk any of my family
on this Contract.’  Cassius said firmly.  ‘I will meet with
Hedera.  Perhaps with a little help,’ he glanced meaningfully at the
twins, ‘she can be reminded of her enduring loyalty to the Ri.’


Understanding flickered in the
glassy green pools of the twins’ eyes, but they gave no other sign that they
had agreed to use their gift to calm the furious amazon and make her suddenly
amenable to Cassius’ request.


Cassius rose to his feet. 
Nodding to his mother and father, he left the room.  The twins and Bryden
stood up and paused, waiting for Fabian and Mistral.  


‘Are you joining us for a drink
Mage De Winter?’  Phantasm enquired politely when neither moved.


‘In a minute.’  Fabian
replied tersely, his eyes not leaving Mistral’s face.


‘Make mine a large one brother.’
 Mistral muttered. 


‘It will be half and you know it
Mistral.’  Phantom followed his brother, Bryden and Cassius from the room
to leave Mistral and Fabian alone.


The tower room door closed behind
them.  In the silence that followed the soft tearing sounds of Prospero demolishing
his kill could be heard.  Mistral watched him for a moment then sighed and
lifted her head to meet Fabian’s gaze, ‘Sorry I let her rile me Fabian.  I
should know better.  But I couldn’t listen to her label me with her
twisted beliefs!  She may be right about marriage being a form of
ownership amongst some of the tribes, but that’s not how I feel about you and
me.’


‘I know.’  Fabian sighed.
 ‘And I am not angry with you Mistral.  She offended you.  Your
retaliation was perfectly justified, and Prospero only did what was natural to
him.’


Mistral gave him a puzzled look,
‘Then why can I see anger and sadness in your aura?’


‘Because I know that what you
said is true.  Amber is already the Ri’s best tracker and should rightly
be offered this Contract, but she will not be because her brother is the
Divinus of the Ri.  Cassius will always seek to place his family’s
wellbeing above anything else, even that of the Valley – or even the Isle.’


Mistral closed her eyes, ‘He is
compromised by love.’  


‘Yes.’  


Mistral sighed deeply and opened
her eyes to gaze sadly at Fabian, ‘You know, I always thought Leo was cold
because it was just his nature, but now I realise that he actually nurtured
that coldness and used it to be able to make decisions like that.  He wouldn’t
have thought twice about sending either me or Amber after that tribal woman.’


‘No.  And I wouldn’t have
thought twice about stopping him.’  


Mistral smiled and reached out to
hold his hand, ‘Which is just why the amazons are wrong and so are you. 
Love is not a weakness.  Cassius will be a better Divinus than Leo because
he understands that to love someone more than your own life is courage itself.’


Fabian lifted her hand to his
lips, holding her gaze with his dark eyes, ‘As I love you, my tigress.’


‘Do you love me enough to let me
have two drinks tonight?’  She asked hopefully.


‘I love you and our next son
enough to make sure you only have one.’


The snow stopped falling during
the night and Saturday dawned with bright blue skies.  Snow covered the
rooftops and filled the window ledges of all the houses in the Valley, turning
the village into a baker’s display of iced gingerbread houses.  The Valley
was unusually quiet.  All the warriors were out on a mass hunt to provide
food for the feast Cassius had ordered to celebrate Qualification and mark the
start of his reign as Divinus.  It was a simple, but effective ploy to
ensure that the large numbers of bored and restless warriors were occupied for
the day and would be weary by the time the raucous Qualification celebrations
began.  A hunt would offer an effective outlet for their pent up
frustrations and prevent them from starting drinking too early and the feast
would ensure they were well fed to soak up the excess of alcohol, avoiding the
Qualification celebrations from disintegrating into a display of drunken
brawling.


Mistral and Fabian returned from
the hunt early to enjoy a quiet lunch in The Cloak and Dagger before attending
the Qualification Ceremony.  They entered the smoky warmth of the tavern
to see Samson and Gemma sat at one of the tables.  Samson was gazing
morosely at his tankard and didn’t look up, but Gemma gave them a relieved
smile and beckoned them over.  Leaving Fabian to bring their drinks over,
Mistral walked across to join them. 


‘Ankle bothering you?’ 
Mistral sat down and looked at Samson’s foot resting on a stool in front of
him.  


‘It’s not the pain that’s
bothering me,’ he muttered grumpily.  ‘I hate not being able to do
anything!’


Mistral studied the bandages she
had wound round his foot and ankle the night before.  His ankle had been
so badly swollen that she had been forced to cut his boot off.  She had
been worried that he’d broken something, but was pleased to see that the
swelling had reduced slightly overnight.  She tugged at the linen
wrappings, testing the tautness, ‘Hmm, I’ll need to bandage this again. 
They’ve slackened now the swelling’s gone down – which is good – but you’ve
still got to rest Samson.  I think you damaged the ligaments when you fell
out of that tree ... and you didn’t do yourself any favours by climbing the
stairs up to the tower room either.  If you keep it elevated and apply
regular ice compresses you should be back on your feet in time for when
training starts again.’


Samson grunted and glowered at his
tankard.


‘He’s a terrible patient.’ 
Gemma sighed.  ‘But he’s my terrible patient and I’ve agreed to stay and
look after him.  I’ve sent a messenger to inform Ralph and Lucien of my
plans ... and another to Eros.  I know he wants to buy me out.  The
boys will run the yard until I can get back and tie everything up.’ 


Mistral glanced at Gemma. 
Her demeanour appeared relaxed, but Mistral knew that moving to the Valley had
not been an easy decision to make.  ‘Has Boaz let you have the house
straight away then?’ 


‘Yes, thank goodness, because I
don’t think Samson could make the flight of stairs up to his flat –’


‘Will you stop talking about me
like I’m a cripple?’  Samson suddenly growled.  ‘I could make the
damned stairs if I wanted to!’


‘Yes of course you could Samson.’
 Gemma said soothingly and rolled her eyes at Mistral. 


Mistral bent to fuss Prospero,
hiding her smile of amusement from Samson.  It was not the injury to his
ankle that was causing his foul mood, but the injury to his famous warrior’s
pride.  Falling from the tree and twisting his ankle had been painful, but
it hurt more to know that his body was aging and could no longer take such
treatment without resulting in injury.  When she looked up again Fabian
had returned and was placing two tankards down on the table.  She stared
at the miserable half-tankard that was hers, somehow managing to look even more
pathetic next to Fabian’s that was so full ale was seeping out from beneath its
frothy head and sliding down the pewter side.


‘Thanks.  You spoil
me.’   


Fabian laughed and even Samson
managed to move the corners of his mouth slightly. 


‘Where’s Samsara?’  Fabian
asked, tactfully not mentioning Samson’s heavily bandaged foot.


‘Delphine took her while Cain and
I moved the contents of Samson’s flat into the house.’


‘And all I could do was
watch.  Not that there was much to move, thanks to Delphine having burnt
most of my possessions already.’  Samson added sourly.  


Gemma drew in a breath, obviously
curbing her desire to snap at Samson, ‘May I suggest,’ she said in a controlled
voice.  ‘That you concentrate on getting drunk and forget about your woes
for a bit?’


‘That’s a very considerate wife
you have there Samson.’ 


A smooth voice spoke and made
them all look up to see the twins gliding towards them bearing a tray of more
overflowing tankards.


‘Not really.’  Gemma
shrugged.  ‘If he’s got his face buried in a tankard of ale he won’t be
able to moan or he might drown.  Either way, it’ll be an improvement.’


Samson’s scowl deepened.  He
immediately took a long drink from the tankard Phantom passed him.


‘And for you, Lady De Winter, I
bring your post because it has been sat unopened on your kitchen table since
yesterday morning.’


Mistral looked at the scroll of
parchment Phantasm dropped on the table, ‘Why would I open it and spoil your
enjoyment of reading my mail for me?  You usually do ... anyway it’s
addressed to Lord and Lady De Winter, far too formal for me.  Fabian can
open it.’  She flicked the scroll across the table.  It rolled over
the pitted surface and came to rest in front of Fabian.  He picked it up
with a frown and turned it over in his hands until to study the handwriting,
curious to know who would address him by the title he never used.  He did
not recognise the handwriting, but the dragon on the red wax seal was wearily
familiar.  He tugged at the silver ribbon, breaking the seal.  


‘Ow!  Damn it!’ 
Mistral cried out suddenly.


‘What is it?  Is it the
baby?’  The twins immediately rushed round to her while Fabian watched
anxiously, the unread scroll slowly unfurling in his hands.


‘No,’ she shook her head,
frowning heavily.  ‘It’s those wretched bells ringing in my head
again!  I thought they’d stopped!  Damn!  I swear Saul is having
a laugh with a set of hand bells or something!  I’d kill him if he wasn’t
already dead –’


‘Is it the same as before?’ 
Fabian asked quickly.


Mistral paused and focussed on
the pealing sound in her ears, ‘No.  Different.  Like ... like the
village bells –’


‘Wedding bells.’  Phantasm
sighed and sat back down on his stool.  ‘Well that makes sense.  Mage
De Winter is holding in his hand an invite to our mother’s wedding.’


‘What?’  Mistral stared at
him.  ‘She works fast!  Which councillor did she manage to terrify
into proposing?’


‘Mage Sphinx.’


There was a long silence while
Mistral blinked at him, ‘Are you seriously telling me that Leo is going to be
your new step-father?’


‘Oh please Mistral!’ 
Phantom pulled a face.  ‘I hardly think that Mage Sphinx expects to be
assuming any parental duties towards my brother and I!’


‘And if I were you I’d be more
concerned by the fact that this will effectively make our mother your
sister-in-law.’


Mistral gave a groan and eyed her
nearly empty half-tankard, ‘And I can’t even get drunk to blot out the pain.’


‘No, but I can.  Another
please.’  Samson banged his empty tankard onto the table top then gestured
angrily to his ankle.  ‘I’d get them, only I can’t get up right now.’ 


Gemma’s patience finally snapped,
‘Since you asked so very nicely, of course I will get you another beer
Samson!  And I sincerely hope you choke on it!’  Shoving back her
chair with a grating squeal of wood on stone, she stormed off to the bar.


‘Watch it Samson, or you might
have two injured ankles!’  Phantom warned quietly.  


Samson sighed and watched his
wife bad-temperedly drumming her fingers on the bar top while she waited for
Floris to draw the ale, ‘I know.  I’ll apologise when she comes
back.  She’s been nothing but understanding about having a useless invalid
for a husband – and about agreeing to move to the Valley.  I suppose in
some ways I should thank my injury, it’s made the move happen a lot quicker
than I thought it would ... but I can’t help being sicker than a spriggan with
spring pox at the thought of hobbling round like an old man on a stick till my
damned ankle gets better!’


‘You’ll be back on your feet
before you know it Samson.’  Mistral said soothingly.


‘And I intend to know nothing
about it until I am back on my feet too.’  Samson muttered and reached out
to take the tankard Gemma looked set to pour over him.  ‘Thank you my
love.  Sorry for being such a bad-tempered oaf.  I’m not a good
patient, I know.  I suppose you should just be grateful that only Fabian
was around to suffer me when I gained most of my other scars.’


‘I hope you were as foul-tempered
to him as you are with me!’


‘Worse.’  Fabian smiled
wryly.  ‘But I had the good sense not to marry him.’


‘And I had the good sense not to
ask you!’  Samson suddenly grinned at his old friend.  ‘Never knew
what Mistral saw in you.  Good-looking girl like that could’ve had her
pick of the Valley, but for some bizarre reason she said yes to you –’


‘Looks like the ale is helping to
restore Samson’s spirits.’  Phantasm murmured to Mistral while Samson went
on to rib Fabian about their past exploits.


‘Hmm, not a moment too soon
either.  I think Gemma was on the brink of throttling him.’


‘Warriors make poor patients
Mistral, you know that.  In fact, I think you were worse than him.’


‘Huh.  I wouldn’t have let a
swollen ankle stop me from going on the hunt today.’


‘No.’ Phantasm sighed.  ‘You
would have bullied my brother and I into strapping it up so tightly that we
practically cut off your circulation, then we’d have had to carry you home
after the hunt celebrations when you’d drunk too much to numb the pain.’


Mistral laughed, ‘Ah, good
times.  Oh!  Talking of home –’ she looked around furtively, not
wanting to be overheard.  ‘Er, thanks for letting Hedera have your house
last night.  You’d already gone when I got up this morning, so I couldn’t
thank you.  But I’m really grateful.  It would’ve been a bit awkward
having her stay at ours after Prospero ate Prince.’ 


‘Think nothing of it.  My
brother and I are growing accustomed to sleeping on your sofas.  Besides,
it was the least we could do to prevent our niece getting wind of a major
tracking Contract being available.’


‘Especially at the moment.’
 Mistral frowned.  ‘Amber’d take any excuse to be free of the Valley
for a while.’


‘About nine months would do
it.’  Phantasm agreed quietly.


Mistral didn’t reply but stared
wistfully down at her now empty tankard, willing it to magically refill, ‘So,
Hedera set off in good spirits this morning then?’  She finally asked when
ale failed to materialise in her tankard and Phantasm didn’t appear to be about
to offer her another. 


‘Well, we saw her at the stables
with the Divinus when we happened to be passing on the way back to our house
this morning –’


‘Hang on.’  Mistral gave him
a probing look.  ‘Your house is the other side of the village to the
stables and Cassius said he was meeting Hedera at dawn!  Who the hell
“happens to be passing” at that time of day?’


‘My brother and I enjoy fresh air
in the morning.’  Phantasm replied primly.  ‘We happened to be
passing the stables and stopped to wish her good morning.  And if by “in
good spirits” you mean long surly silences and a face that could tan leather
then yes, Hedera was in fine fettle.’


‘Couldn’t you have used your gift
to put a smile on her face?’


Phantasm sighed, ‘No
Mistral.  Believe it or not Hedera is genuinely grief-stricken by the loss
of her pet monkey.  It took a lot of effort to successfully lodge the
suggestion in her mind that accepting the Contract would take her mind off
losing Prince, never mind making her smile.’


‘Waste of time mourning that revolting
creature!  I bet she spent all night crying into that stupid little red
waistcoat Prince Ponce used to wear!’


‘I have no idea what she did all
night.  We stayed at your house.’


‘Safest place to have been. 
She might’ve got lonely in the night without Prince to cuddle and decided one
of you two would make a nice replacement.’


‘Sometimes you can be so hard
Mistral.’  Phantasm frowned reprovingly at her but she was looking down at
her wedding band, twisting it round and round on her finger with an odd expression
on her face.  ‘It bothered you didn’t it?  What she said?’  He
continued in a gentler tone.


Mistral shrugged and looked out
of the window at the white village square, a fairy wonderland of diamonds
sparkling in the snow, ‘Not really.  There was a time when I might have
shared her views.  But not now.’ 


Phantasm watched her continue to
turn her ring.  He knew she suffered with the centaurs’ strong dislike of
being enclosed.  It was a mark of the depth of her attachment to Fabian that
she could stand to have something so restrictive on her finger, simply because
he had placed it there.  


She looked up suddenly, her
expression telling him she’d heard his thought, ‘Sometimes I take it off. 
Just to see how it would feel.’


He gazed at her with his
unblinking green eyes, ‘And how does it feel Mistral?’ 


She turned away again, gazing out
at the snowy scene, ‘Like a part of me is missing.’ 


He reached down to take hold of
her hand, stopping her from twisting the ring, ‘I know how that feels.’


Mistral turned from the window to
look at him.  He was one half of the Gemini, forever incomplete without
his twin.  Tied for an eternity by the soul they shared.  Like her
and Fabian. 


Phantasm suddenly smiled and
leaned back in his chair, releasing her hand to point at her diminutive
tankard, still sadly empty, ‘It is a special occasion, and I’m reliably
informed by Cain that you are allowed two small beers on such events so ...
another?’


‘I thought you’d never
ask!’  Mistral grinned.  


She watched him strolling over to
the bar, holding himself with the natural grace of a dancer, each move light
yet controlled.  The tavern was starting to fill with warriors returning
from the hunt.  A few of the village women had come in to join their husbands
and Mistral smiled when their eyes were irresistibly drawn to Phantasm, an
Adonis in the midst of all the rugged warriors.  Leaving Phantasm to be
covertly admired by women old enough to be his mother, Mistral turned her
attention back to the conversation going on around the table.  


‘Come on then Samson.  Tell
me how you tricked those poor apprentices into searching that elven settlement
in the forests for hours, because all I’ve had out of Amber and the boys is how
you fell like a sack of grain from an oak tree with three arrows in your back.’


‘Thanks for reminding me of that
Mistral.’


‘My pleasure.  Now come on,
tell us a tale while we enjoy the ale.’


Samson grinned at her use of one
of his favourite phrases and launched into a detailed account of his route, only
breaking off briefly to accept another tankard of ale when Phantasm
returned.  


‘Clever ruse.’  Mistral
looked impressed when he described using the river to break his trail. 
‘In fact, I think we should teach that.  Fabian?  What do you think?’


Fabian nodded thoughtfully and
leaned forward to continue the conversation.  The tavern door opened
quietly to admit another warrior.  Only the twins noticed the entrant with
their sharp green eyes.  They nodded a greeting and returned their attention
to the discussion at the table, knowing with the strange perceptiveness they
possessed that the newcomer did not wish his presence to be announced.


Moments later the door banged
open again with an exuberance that made them all turn.  The first years
surged through, all in high spirits at the end of a long week of Qualifying and
full of talk about the hunt.  Mistral saw Marcus walking beside his twin
brothers, swinging a dead snow hare in one hand and telling them in a loud
voice how he’d shot it.  Amber was behind them, her cheeks glowing from
the cold, but her smile lacked its usual brightness.


‘Your round isn’t it?’  She
reminded her brothers. 


‘Nice try ‘Ber, but it’s
yours.  Get them in and we’ll deal you in on the game.’


Amber looked over to the bar and
saw Brutus standing there and her smile became a genuine one, ‘Maybe in a bit,’
she said quickly and started to walk towards the bar.  


Brutus watched her walk over, her
slim legs encased in the fitted black trousers that should really be
banned.  It would be hard to say what single feature made her so
attractive to him but as he met her golden brown eyes, shining with mocking
intelligence from beneath the brim of a snow-flecked sable cap, he knew that
there was no-one on the Isle he loved more. 


‘Hello Amber,’ he greeted her
with a quiet smile then glanced over at the noisy table of apprentices, some of
which were eyeing him keenly, almost competitively.  ‘Am I stealing you
away from them?’


Amber laughed and shook her head,
making her dark hair bounce around her face, ‘Oh, ignore them.  I have to
see their ugly faces every day, looking at yours will make a nice change.’


‘I’ll take that as a compliment,’
he laughed and passed her a tankard of ale.


‘Thanks,’ she took a small sip of
the cold ale and stole a look at him out of the corner of her eye.  He
looked thoughtful, pensive even.  ‘How come you’re in the Valley? 
Cain said you’d be too busy with the tavern to come over.  Have you got
business here?’


‘In a manner of speaking.’ 
Brutus leaned an elbow on the bar, the other nursing his tankard.  ‘I
wanted to congratulate you on Qualifying.’


‘Oh.’  Amber felt her grin
stretch to impossible proportions and suddenly found she didn’t know what to
say next.  She turned around to lean back against the bar and her boot
knocked against something on the floor.  She looked down and gave a
disbelieving laugh.  ‘A shopping basket?  Isn’t that slightly out of
sorts with your manly image Brutus?’  She teased, nudging the wicker
basket with her boot. 


‘Actually, it’s a present for
you.’


‘For me?’  Amber laughed a
little uncertainly.  ‘Er, you haven’t got me confused with Del, have you?’


Brutus smiled, ‘Look inside.’


Amber placed her tankard on the
bar and knelt down beside the basket.  She lifted the wicker lid and gave a
gasp of pleasure when a ball of black fluff launched at her, ‘You’ve bought me
a puppy?’  She exclaimed, standing up with the tiny squirming animal in
her arms.


Brutus watched the puppy licking
her face, ‘Hmm, at least I think he’s a dog.  He looks more like a fluffy
rat at the moment ... but Clovis swears he’s from really good tracking
stock.  He’ll be small enough for you to carry in a saddlebag on long
journeys, but robust enough to cope with all sorts of terrain.’


‘He’s adorable!  What’s he
called?’


‘Merlin.’


Amber threw back her head and
laughed, making the table of apprentices look over again and also Mistral and
Fabian.  Mistral watched Brutus smiling at Amber and sighed when she heard
more bells chiming in her head, but kept it to herself this time.


At the bar Brutus tried to keep
in check the grin he could feel spreading over his face while he watched Amber
delightedly fussing her new puppy.


‘Did Rosalind help you choose
him?’  She asked, burying her face in Merlin’s fur to hide her jealousy.


‘No,’ the grin faded from
Brutus’ face.  ‘Actually ... Rosalind’s gone.’  


Amber looked at him, her
expression suddenly completely serious, ‘What?’


Brutus placed his tankard down on
the bar and regarded the dark liquid thoughtfully, ‘Yes.  Rosalind’s gone
for good.’


Amber watched him take a deep
sigh and wished for the thousandth time that she had her mother’s gift and
could read his thoughts.  But, since she was not blessed with the gift of
Sight, she was forced to wait for him to continue.


‘Cassius spoke with me the night
we returned from the maze.  He showed me that she’d been lying to
me.  There was no baby.  She made it up to try and make me marry
her.  She hoped to fall pregnant quickly enough to disguise the timing of
the birth, but Delphine and Serenity panicked her with talk of asking your
mother to read the baby and find out the sex ... and by then we were not ... on
such familiar terms.’  Brutus frowned at his tankard, embarrassed.  


‘She’s gone?  Really?’ 
Amber didn’t bother trying to disguise her joy and beamed at him over the top
of Merlin’s wriggling body.  ‘That’s the best news I’ve had ... ever!’


‘It is?’  Brutus looked at
her, his expression a mixture of hopeful and hesitant.


‘Course it is Brutus!  Now
we can get married!’


Brutus gaped at her while the
gentle thudding sound of Mistral beating the table with a clenched fist made
Amber look across the room.


‘Oh dear.  Mother hates
weddings.’


‘Are we … are we getting married
then?’  Brutus managed in a strangled voice.


‘Yes please!’  Amber said
then caught the stunned look on his face and added quickly.  ‘But not if
you don’t want to, of course.  I mean I’m not overly fussed about the
whole ceremony thing, but I’d really like to be with you.’  Brutus didn’t
respond and Amber suddenly looked unsure of herself, her voice dropping to a
whisper.  ‘Unless I’ve got it totally wrong ... and you don’t want me –’


‘What?  No!  I mean ...
yes!  Of course I want you!  I mean, want to be with you!’ 
Brutus floundered.  ‘Oh damn it!  What I mean is ... will you marry
me Amber?’  


‘Of course I will!  But
haven’t we already agreed that bit?’


‘Well … yes, I suppose we have.’
 Brutus said, looking utterly lost.  ‘But I haven’t got you a ring –’


‘I’ve got a dog, why would I need
a ring?’  Amber grinned and dropped Merlin back into his basket. 
‘Any chance of you kissing the bride now?’  She asked and stepped
closer.  ‘It is kind of traditional in these circumstances.’


Brutus looked around
nervously.  The entire tavern seemed to be staring at them, some smiling,
some openly hostile.  Brutus forced himself to look at Fabian and held his
cold stare for a long moment until Fabian gave a curt nod.  With that
ringing endorsement on his suitability for his daughter’s hand in marriage,
Brutus pulled Amber into his arms and kissed her.


‘Well, I don’t normally get a
standing ovation when I walk into The Cloak, but I could get used to it!’
 Cain remarked as he held the door open for Delphine who had Samsara in
her arms.  


‘I don’t think it’s you they’re
clapping Cain.’  Delphine smiled and nodded towards the bar where Amber
was hanging off Brutus.


‘Absolutely not!  No! 
No!  No!’  Cain was already striding across the room, his normally
smiling face set in an expression of cold fury.  ‘Put my goddaughter down
Brutus!  Right now!’


‘Don’t be stupid Cain!’ 
Brutus pulled Amber protectively to his side.  ‘How is this any different
to you and Delphine?’


‘I wasn’t having a baby with
another woman, that’s how different it is!’  Cain fired back.  ‘What
the hell do you think you’re playing at?’


‘I’m not playing at
anything.  I love Amber and I’m going to marry her!’


‘Over my dead body!’


‘If needs be.’  


Cain made an angry sound, ‘Don’t
be so selfish Brutus!  You can’t marry Amber!  You should be marrying
Rosalind and being a father to the child you’ve got coming!  Are you
having a mid-life crisis or something?  Amber’s got her whole life ahead
of her!  She doesn’t need dragging down by raising a child you fathered
with another woman!’


‘Oh relax Cain!  There was
no baby and Rosalind’s gone!’  Amber butted in, looking unashamedly
gleeful.  


‘What?  There was no
baby?  Rosalind’s gone?’


Amber nodded happily,
‘Uh-huh.  And I sincerely hope she’s taken all those tacky dresses with
her too, or there’ll be no room for my stuff in the wardrobe!’


‘There’s no way you’re moving in
with Brutus till you’re married!’  Cain exploded.  


‘Am!’  Amber pouted then
looked up at Brutus with an anxious expression.  ‘Aren’t I?’


‘Yes –’


‘No!’  Cain, Fabian,
Mistral, the twins, Samson and Gemma responded in a resounding chorus.


‘– but apparently not until we
are married.’  Brutus finished with a sigh.


‘Right … well, how long’s it take
to organise a wedding then?’  Amber asked with a suddenly purposeful
look.  ‘I’ve nothing planned for this afternoon, oh, apart from Qualifying,
but that’ll only take a few minutes –’


‘A bit longer than that.’ 
Delphine laughed and reached out to take her sister’s hand.  ‘I think that
Brutus ought to go and speak with his new in-laws while you and I have a chat,
little sister.’


‘What about?’  Amber said
apprehensively while she was dragged away.  


‘Wedding dresses.’


‘Oh no, please Del! 
Anything but that!’


‘Good luck.’  Cain said to
Brutus with a meaningful look in the direction of Mistral and Fabian’s table.


Giving Cain a dark look, Brutus
began to walk towards the now silent table.  They had all moved to sit on
the far side of the table with their backs to the stone wall of the
tavern.  Brutus felt his confidence falter as he approached the forbidding
row and was suddenly reminded of being sent before by his tribal elders to be
reprimanded for a youthful misdemeanour.  Fabian sat at the centre with
Mistral on his right and the twins beside her.  Gemma was seated on his
left with Samson on the outer edge, his left foot resting on a stool at the side
of the table.  Taking some solace from the fact that Samson was obviously
incapacitated and the fearsome Mage De Winter hemmed in, he reached out for a
chair and rested a hand on the back.


‘May I sit down?’  He asked
Fabian politely.


Fabian nodded and gestured to the
chair.  Brutus sat down and gazed at the row of unsmiling faces before
him, unsure of how to proceed.  They seemed in no hurry to speak but
regarded him with expressions that varied from strangely blank in Mistral’s
case, typically unreadable in her husband’s and overtly furious in
Samson’s.  A long moment of tense silence passed and Brutus realised that
he was going to have to begin what would undoubtedly be a difficult
conversation.  He suddenly found that there was no moisture in his mouth
and forced a dry swallow.


‘I –’ 


Fabian held a hand up sharply,
his dark eyes not on Brutus but looking across the room.  Brutus turned to
see Cassius walking into the tavern and realised that Mistral’s expression had
been blank because she had been silently conversing with her son and they had
been waiting for him to arrive. 


A respectful hush spread through
the tavern at the arrival of the Divinus.  He did not return any of the
curious gazes he attracted but strode purposefully over to take a seat next to
Phantom.


‘Brutus.’ 


‘Divinus.’ 


‘I understand from my mother that
you wish to marry my sister?’


Brutus held his eye, ‘Yes. 
I do.’


Cassius nodded, offering Brutus
the faintest of smiles before he turned to his father, ‘I have no objections.’


‘I have a question rather than an
objection.’  Fabian fixed Brutus with a cold stare.  ‘What of
Rosalind and the child she is carrying?’  


‘There never was any child Mage
De Winter.  It was an invention by Rosalind to try and trap me into
marrying her.  Cassius told me about her deception when we returned from
the maze.  I rode back to our tavern at first light to confront her, but
she’d already left.’


Fabian turned to his son, ‘Is
this fact?’


‘Yes.  I allowed Amber to
listen in on a conversation between Delphine, Serenity and Rosalind at the
feast to commemorate the warriors lost at sea.  Rosalind had been spiteful
to Amber and I thought it would ease her hurt to hear Rosalind suffering in
return.  Rosalind’s reaction to Delphine’s offer to have mother read her
baby to find out the sex made me suspicious.  I didn’t reveal what I
suspected to Amber but read Rosalind later.  I tried to read her unborn
child and failed because there was nothing there.  We left to find Golden
before I could speak privately with Brutus of what I had discovered and by the
time we returned Rosalind had already fled, knowing her attempt to deceive him
would be exposed.’


Fabian nodded and returned his
gaze to Brutus, holding him with a stare that was colder than stone. 
Brutus resisted the urge to shiver and suddenly felt a pang of sympathy for
Cain, who must have gone through a similarly uncomfortable meeting when he’d
proposed to Delphine.


‘My daughter is destined to be
more than a barmaid Brutus.’


‘I know she is Mage De
Winter.’  Brutus said quickly.  ‘I would never stand in the way of
her training.  If you wish it, we will wait until Amber has finished her
second year before we are married –’


‘No we won’t!’  Amber burst
from a nearby table.  


Fabian silenced his daughter with
a look then returned his attention to Brutus.  Under the intense scrutiny
of Fabian’s cold gaze Brutus did his best to appear sincere and confident, but
not arrogant.  A hush fell that seemed to encompass the whole tavern, then
Fabian eventually gave a small nod and sat back slightly.  ‘I am satisfied
by your promise not to impede her progression in developing her gift.  I
see no reason to delay your marriage.’


Brutus was too taken aback to
speak.  He blinked a couple of times, trying to force his astounded brain
to work, but before he could succeed, Mistral leaned forwards and fixed him
with a piercing look. 


‘Amber is a half-breed
Brutus.’  Her voice was low and deliberately hard.  It hurt her to
say the words she was forcing out.  ‘She cannot give you children.’


Brutus drew in a breath, choosing
his words carefully, ‘I can only guess at the joy that it must be to create a
life with the one you love.  But when Rosalind told me she was pregnant I
confess that I felt nothing but a sense of duty to the child.  I even
feared that I would resent the child for tying me to a woman I didn’t love.’
 He paused and offered Mistral a slight smile.  ‘But I do love Amber,
and I want to be with her because of that, not to have children.  And, if
later in our life together she feels that we’re missing something by not having
children, then I had hoped you might lend us one of yours.’


Mistral’s eyes widened, ‘Don’t
joke with me Brutus!  I will not have you hurt my daughter any more than
you already have!’


Brutus leaned forward, speaking
in a rush, ‘I would rather her pain was mine Mistral.  I have cursed my
stupidity with Rosalind and the hurt it has caused Amber more times than you
can imagine!’


‘We are not judging you on your
past Brutus.’  Fabian said before Mistral could speak.  ‘We only seek
to assure our daughter’s future happiness.’


Brutus sat back and looked at
Fabian, his expression painfully earnest, ‘I swear on my soul that I will try
my utmost to be a loving and just husband to Amber.  I do not doubt that
despite my best efforts there will be days when I will fail and give her cause
to curse my name, but I give you my solemn word that I will always be true.’


‘I will listen on those days she
has reason to curse you Brutus.’  Samson threatened quietly. 


Brutus looked at the grizzled
warrior and shook his head, refusing to be intimidated, ‘I pity the man that
asks for your daughter’s hand Samson.’ 


‘It’s a waste of time pitying the
dead.’  Samson growled back.  


‘For crying out loud!  Will
you all stop barking like a pack of dogs?’  Amber marched over to stand
behind Brutus and place both hands on his shoulders.  He reacted
instinctively to her touch, reaching up to cover her hands with his.  ‘You
all know I love Brutus and now you know that he loves me too.  We’re
getting married and that’s final.’ 


‘What about your second year
Amber?’  Phantom argued.  


Amber shrugged, ‘I’ll stay in the
Valley during the week and go back to The Warrior at the weekends.  It’s
only for a year.’


Phantom frowned, ‘I’m less
concerned with the logistics and more with where your focus will be.  You
will need to concentrate and work hard in order to hone your gift.  It
would be better if you waited until you finished your second year before
embarking on a marriage.’


‘Mother married father when she
was a second year apprentice, didn’t she?’


‘Yes, but –’


‘And that didn’t get in the way
of her training, did it?’


‘That’s debatable.’ 


‘Well did it, or didn’t
it?’  Amber persisted.


‘Well, no –’ Phantom was
forced to concede.  ‘However –’


‘In fact, you and Phantasm
organised their wedding, didn’t you?’  She suddenly smiled and it was like
the sun coming out on a rainy day.  ‘Want to organise mine?’  


Phantom instantly melted under
the brightness of his goddaughter’s smile, ‘It would be my pleasure.’  He
tilted his head and studied her thoughtfully.  ‘Hmm, I see you in russet
and gold –’


‘Wait just a damned
minute!’  Cain strode over, his face clouded with anger.  ‘There’s a
few things I’d like to sort out before you go sentencing my goddaughter to a
life with a tavern owner who’s bedroom door bangs like there’s a gale blowing
through!’


Brutus gave Cain a furious look,
‘I am not my brother Cain!  If my bedroom door bangs it’s because I’ve
left a window open, not because of a stream of women entering and leaving!’


‘So you say.  But Amber’s
already a talented tracker and her skills will only improve.  She’s going
to be a busy warrior when she Qualifies and tracking Contracts aren’t usually
completed in an afternoon.  She’ll be away for long periods of time while
you’ll have temptation thrust in your face on a daily basis.  I will not
have her disappointed by you!’


‘By the angel’s breath
Cain!  I can’t believe I’m hearing this from you!’  Brutus gave
Delphine an exasperated look.  ‘Tell your husband to mind his own business
or we’re going to fall out!’


By now the whole tavern was
watching with open interest.  Delphine sighed and walked over. 
Calmly handing Samsara to Samson to stop him from fingering the hilt of his
dagger, she addressed her husband in a voice that held an edge of steel,
‘Cain.  Sit down and stop making a scene.  Now.’


Cain immediately sat down on the
chair next to Brutus’ but continued to glower at him, ‘He’ll make a terrible
husband Del!  He runs a tavern that’s famous for gambling and
nymphs!  It’s no place for Amber to live!’


Delphine glanced around
pointedly, ‘Oh?  And what’s The Cloak and Dagger then.  A health
spa?’


‘You know what I mean Del! 
Brutus has already proved that he’s susceptible to lusty barmaids jumping into
his bed when he’s drunk!  What’s to stop another Rosalind trying to do the
same when Amber’s away?’


Amber laughed, ‘Oh Cain, I trust
Brutus!  And maybe when I’m away he’ll be content to miss me and not try
to replace me.’


Brutus looked up at her, ‘I will
miss you.  More than I could stand.  I’ll go with you,’ he said
decisively.  ‘Xerxes and Marietta are more than capable of running the
tavern for short spells without me.  I’ve missed going out on Contracts,
and anyway, you’ll need someone to stop you getting into trouble.’


Amber grinned and bent to kiss
him, not caring that her family and the steadily filling tavern were
watching.  Conversations and laughter broke out on the tables around them,
easing the tension in the room.  Marcus and his twin brothers sauntered
over, all clutching tankards of ale with wary looks on their faces.  


‘S’there going to be a
fight?’  Marcus asked bluntly.


‘No Marcus.’  Mistral
sighed.  ‘Just another wretched wedding.’


‘Oh?’  Marcus brightened at
the prospect of being able to sneak more potent alcohol than the watered ale he
was permitted.  ‘When?’


‘When indeed?’  Phantasm
murmured.  


‘I still vote for the end of
Amber’s training.’  Phantom said firmly.  ‘The fewer distractions she
has the better.’


‘I think she may be more
distracted by not being married.’  Delphine laughed as Brutus pulled Amber
onto his lap and wrapped his arms around her, smiling like a fool. 


Cassius watched his sister gazing
happily into Brutus’ eyes and smiled, pleased to see her shining again. 
Leaving them to a moment of privacy, he looked around to gain the attention of
everyone sat at the table before he spoke. 


‘These are uncertain and
dangerous times.  Onieroi’s power grows with every day that passes, it
will not be long before he makes a move to seize control of the Isle and we
shall all be forced to fight for our freedom and probably our lives.  In
Amber and Brutus I see a cause to celebrate the reasons that we must
fight.  Love and family.  There are no stronger incentives than to
protect those we care for.’


Amber tore her gaze away from
Brutus to offer her brother a cheeky grin, ‘Itching to try out your wedding
speech are you Divinus?’


‘Impatiently so.  How does
next Saturday sound?’


‘Perfect!’  Amber cried
happily, drowning out the panicked gasps from Delphine and the twins who now
had precisely one week to arrange a wedding.


‘It’s solstice!’  Phantom
muttered unhappily to his brother.  ‘Eudora will moan like hell about
having to get extra stock ready for the new apprentices!  I don’t even
want to think about how we’re going to persuade her to make a wedding dress in
time for next Saturday!’


‘Valley’s heaving too.’ 
Phantasm pulled a face.  ‘It’ll be less of a wedding and more of a free
for all!’


‘No.  We’ll have it at The
Fallen Warrior.  Family and friends only.’  Delphine said
firmly.  ‘And I shall go to see Eudora,’ she said, giving Phantom a stiff
look.  ‘She owes me a favour or two for some of the decidedly
under-the-counter products I’ve brewed for her.  You two can deal with the
invites.’


Mistral listened to Delphine
bossing the twins while she looked around the table and assessed her family’s
reaction to the news.  Amber was cradled in Brutus’ arms with a smile on
her face to challenge the brightness of a summer sunset.  Brutus looked similarly
happy, but also slightly awestruck.  Cain had folded arms and a sour
expression that made Mistral want to laugh and call him a hypocrite but she let
him be, knowing that Amber’s happiness would win him over.  Her gaze moved
over to her boys and Marcus.  All three wore expressions of disgust at
their sister’s public display of affection, but bore no signs of
resentment.  They were more interested in the forthcoming feast than the
fact that their younger sister was about to be married.  Gemma was watching
Samson scowling disapprovingly at Brutus, her face a mixture of fondness and
exasperation, no doubt fearing for the poor unfortunate who would one day risk
his life by asking for their daughter’s hand in marriage.  Cassius wore a
thoughtful expression.  His pleasure at his sister’s return to happiness
marred by a sadness born of the knowledge that she would be leaving the Valley
and a deeper fear that he would never find what she had.  Mistral sighed
and turned to the final member of her family to find him looking at her.


‘Bells will be rung.’


She smiled sadly and nodded,
‘Yes.  That was what Saul was trying to tell me.  The bells I heard
at first were alarm bells to warn me of Rosalind’s attempt to deceive Brutus
and break Amber’s heart.  They stopped when Cassius Saw the truth, but I
was too wrapped up in the news of Onieroi’s attack to See for myself.  I
let Onieroi pull my focus away from my family when I should have Seen the game
Rosalind was playing and stopped Amber’s anguish, but I didn’t.  I failed
her Fabian.’


Fabian took her hand and smiled,
‘Is Amber’s anguish ended now?’


Mistral glanced at her beaming
daughter and gave a short laugh, ‘If that’s pain then she should bottle and
sell it.’


‘Then there is no failure, only
joy.’  Fabian raised her hand to his lips, his words a murmur against her
skin.  ‘Two weddings to attend in the space of one month.  Tell me
Lady De Winter,’ he suddenly looked up, catching her with a black stare that
stole the night from the sky.  ‘Will you be wearing those silk stockings
again?’











Cupid’s Arrow





For once the Qualification
Ceremony was attended by the full complement of Magnate and all of the Ri’s
training staff.  Determined to ensure his niece committed herself to a
second year of training and didn’t throw it all away in a rash decision to
become tavern owner’s wife, Samson borrowed a walking stick and stumped
grumpily up to the Main Hall and took his seat beside Fabian.  


Amber’s was the only application
for a second year and had already been approved with no queries, but the
formalities still had to be observed.  Cassius lifted the application
written in his own hand and held it aloft, gazing at his sister.


‘We have received one application
for a second year of training from the apprentice called Amber Mistral De
Winter.  The Magnate have considered your application and agree that you
possess a promising gift that will require further training in order to develop
fully.  The Magnate extend to you their personal invitation onto a second
year.’


Like her mother before her, Amber
felt a conflict of emotions at her brother’s announcement.  She had known,
of course, that her acceptance onto a second year was a foregone conclusion and
had initially been uncertain of whether to accept because of Brutus and
Rosalind.  But now she didn’t want to accept because of Brutus and
her.  A year ... she would be married but forced to live apart from her
husband during the week and possibly for longer periods when Contracts demanded
her absence.  Brutus had offered to go with her, but she knew the reality
was that Xerxes wasn’t capable of running the tavern without Brutus.  She
couldn’t ask him to risk his business merely to accompany her.  She felt
her heart sink, it was almost worse than not having him at all.  She was
going to be married to him, but would see him even less than before.  She
quickly consoled herself with a compromise.  Perhaps he could come with
her on some of the shorter Contracts ... and what was to stop her riding back
to The Warrior during the week to stay for a night?  Especially during
summer when the long days would make it possible to complete the journey in
daylight, and if she was a little late for training the next day she was sure
her father would understand ... although Samson probably wouldn’t.


The silence gradually lengthened
while Amber held her internal debate.  Cassius coughed politely to draw
her attention back to his unaccepted invite.


‘Have you decided?’  


Amber suppressed a smile. 
Of course Cassius had been listening to her thoughts.  She sighed and held
his eye, nodding slowly, ‘I will accept the offer.  On one
condition.’


‘The offer is unconditional.’ 
Samson snapped before Cassius could speak.


‘Then I must respectfully
decline.’


‘What concerns you my
granddaughter?’  Imperato asked in his deep rumbling voice.


‘I want you all to be nice to
Brutus again.’


A heavy silence fell. 
Several of the apprentices fidgeted, embarrassed to be drawn into a
continuation of the argument they had witnessed in The Cloak and Dagger.


‘Nice?’  Imperato echoed
blankly.  ‘I am not sure I understand your request.’


‘Well, it’s not you really
Imperato – or Master Wolfsnare, or even Mistress Lightwater, come to think of
it ...  but the rest of the Magnate need to start being a lot more
pleasant to him because by this time next week we’ll be married –’


Imperato’s face registered shock,
‘Married!’  


‘Er, yes, sorry Imperato.’ 
Mistral muttered quickly.  ‘I haven’t had time to tell you that your
granddaughter is getting married.  Next Saturday.’  


‘We sincerely hope that you and
Alyssa will be able to attend.’  Phantasm added diplomatically when
Imperato continued to stare in stunned silence at Mistral. 


‘Could you qualify nice?’ 
Cassius asked Amber in an amused voice. 


Amber lifted her chin and looked
pointedly at Samson, ‘Yes I could.  You can be nice by not threatening him
with words, fists or weapons.’


‘Well.  That sounds like a
reasonable request.’  Cassius looked around at the other members of the
Magnate.  ‘Are we all in agreement?’


‘No.’ Samson folded his
arms, his expression surly.  ‘Amber’s too good for him.’


‘And Gemma’s too good for
you!’  Amber shot back.  ‘But she loves you and anyone with half a
heart can be happy for two people in love.  Why do you want to ruin my
happiness?’


Samson looked hurt, ‘I don’t want
to ruin your happiness Amber!  I want nothing but happiness for you!’
 His expression changed to become beseeching.  ‘But does it really
have to be Brutus?’


‘Yes it does.’  Amber said
firmly then smiled so brightly that it was impossible for Samson not to smile
in return.


‘Oh, damn it Amber,’ he sighed
and shook his lion’s mane of hair.  ‘You’re more stubborn than your father
but fortunately you got your mother’s looks.  If it makes you happy then I
promise to be civil to Brutus.  But,’ he paused, his eyes glinting with
sudden savagery, ‘if he puts one foot wrong ... ever ... then my promise is
forgotten.’ 


Mistral leaned around Fabian’s
back to enquire politely, ‘Tell me Samson, have you ever met Diannah?’


The apprentices shared startled
looks, bewildered by the Magnate using the Qualification Ceremony to hold a
private conversation.  If the Magnate were aware of how uncomfortable they
were making the nearly-Qualified warriors, then they didn’t care but watched
Samson while he thought.


Eventually he shook his head,
‘Her name means nothing to me.  Should I know her?’


‘Be thankful you don’t. 
Diannah is Brutus and Xerxes’ mother and more fiercesome than a pack of hungry
manticores.  If Brutus ever put a foot wrong she would cut it off. 
He’s been rigorously house-trained by Diannah, I assure you.’


‘But Xerxes has the same mother, does
he not?’  Samson argued back.  ‘And he’s more circus-trained than
house-trained!’


Mistral shrugged, ‘Xerxes will
always play the wayward younger brother, but he’s actually tamer than he makes
out.  Age has mellowed him, and sooner or later he’ll admit that he likes
Marietta putting his boots by the fire to warm them more than he does chasing
barmaids half his age round a cold beer cellar.  I’ve known Brutus since
we were apprentices and yes, he was a bit wild in his younger days, but nothing
like Xerxes and definitely not now.  If I am happy for Amber to marry
Brutus then you should be too.’


Samson scowled then turned to
Fabian, his last chance of finding an ally against Brutus, ‘Are you content for
your daughter to throw her life away by marrying a tavern owner?’


‘I am content for my daughter to
marry someone she loves who loves and respects her in return.  If he
happens to be a tavern owner, then so be it.’


Samson folded his arms and glared
moodily at the far wall, ‘Well Samsara’s not marrying anyone less than ... than
–’ he cast around wildly for a candidate of suitable standing to be his
daughter’s husband and his eye fell of Cassius.  ‘The Divinus of the Ri!’


Cassius smiled, ‘I fear that you
will fit tighter to your daughter’s little finger than any wedding band and she
shall wed whom so ever she pleases.  Now, if we have finished settling the
business of Amber’s forthcoming wedding, perhaps we should conclude the matter
in hand?’


The apprentices tensed.  The
family battle seemed to have ended.  At long last their moment had
arrived.  Qualification.


‘The official results from the
Qualification hunt please Samson.’  Phantom said crisply and dipped his
quill into a pot of ink.


Samson sighed heavily and glared
balefully at the apprentices, ‘The four hunting parties merged to become
one.  Despite being against their orders it was the most effective way to
accomplish the aims of the hunt and therefore points are awarded and not
detracted for this decision.  They followed the lead of the best tracker
in the group without argument.  Points are awarded for not allowing pride
to interfere with reason, despite the fact that the best tracker is displaying
an astounding lack of reason by marrying –’


‘Samson.’  Cassius warned
softly.


‘My apologies Divinus.’ 
Samson muttered gruffly and paused to let Phantom catch up.  


The sharpened point of the quill
scratching against the parchment sounded loud in the still room.  The
apprentices watched every quill stroke nervously.  Detailed records of
every warrior’s Qualification score and ultimate result were kept in the
Ri library for all to read.  Not that anyone ever did, but it was the
thought of a permanent record existing of any embarrassing failures that
heightened the already palpable sense of tension in the room.  After a few
moments Phantom dipped his quill in the ink and looked expectantly at Samson,
signalling for him to continue.


‘Where I used the river to break
my trail the apprentices made the correct decision of dividing into two groups
to be able to follow the trail left through the forests and also continue with
their search in the water.  Points are awarded for this.’  He paused
and drew in a long breath.  ‘And now we come to the detractions.


‘Brintlock.’  Samson eyed
the tall apprentice with a disappointment that was more cutting than any
harshly spoken words.  ‘You allowed competitiveness to blind your
judgement.  In your haste to secure glory for yourself you missed Amber,
Fabian and Samson communicating in code to inform you all of my location. 
You then led a group of eight apprentices along the trail I had left around the
elven village and failed to realise that I had used the tracks I made entering
the village to exit.  You remained stubbornly convinced that I had
concealed myself in the village and refused to listen to the reasoning of the
other apprentices.  As a result you forced them to spend three fruitless
hours searching the settlement.  Whilst I commend tenacity in a warrior
there is a fine line between such a quality and arrogance.  You
wholeheartedly crossed that line.’


Brintlock hung his head to hide
the flush of angry shame colouring his face. 


‘However –’ Samson continued in a
more kindly tone.  ‘It is to be noted that you displayed strong leadership
skills and maintained morale in a group of apprentices who were cold, hungry
and dispirited.  Even great leaders make mistakes, it is how they rectify
them that counts.’


Brintlock drew up his head and
squared his shoulders again, gazing steadfastly back at his Training
Lieutenant.  


‘That’s better.  And so, to
the successful culmination of the hunt.’  Samson continued in a brisk
voice.  ‘I was located and shot by Fabian Imperato De Winter, Samson
Brothertoft De Winter and Amber Mistral De Winter.  All three arrows were
a direct hit.’


‘So, the apprentices demonstrated
the ability to adapt rather than just blindly follow orders, a readiness to
accept appropriate leadership and displayed skilled tracking methods.’ 
Cassius summarised.  ‘Ri code was successfully used to communicate by
Amber, Fabian and Samson which went unnoticed by the other apprentices –’


The other apprentices shifted
from one foot to the other and stared at the floor, embarrassed to have their
error pointed out for a second time.  


‘– and the same three also
successfully located and landed shots on the target.  For their success
all three are hereby awarded an instant upgrade from “Newly Qualified” to
“Intermediate” with Scrimshaw and Scuttle.’  Cassius paused while his
brothers and Amber shared grins.  ‘Furthermore, I am proud to announce
that all of this year’s apprentices have proved themselves worthy of the title
of warrior and are now Qualified.’


‘S’gonna be a while before you
get to use the title though ‘Ber!’  Fabian muttered when Cassius went on
to list the names of the newly Qualified apprentices for Phantom to record.


‘This time next week I’ll be the
wife of a tavern owner, so less of the insults and start sucking up brother, or
you’ll get no free drinks in The Warrior ever again!’  Amber hissed back.


The twins shared a quick look. 
‘Have we ever told you that you’re our favourite sister?’  Samson began.


‘Lame.  Try harder.’


‘Um, it’s our round for the next
month?’  Fabian tried hopefully.


Amber rolled her eyes, ‘Er,
marrying a tavern owner!’  


‘Give you my best bow?’


‘Brutus gave me a bow already,
and it’s far better than yours.’


The twins began to panic. 
‘Clean your tack?’  Samson offered wildly.  


‘Nope sorry.  Since you’ve
completely failed to come up with anything remotely worthy you’re just going to
have to accept my terms, or your credit at The Warrior just ran out.’


‘What terms?’  Fabian
frowned suspiciously.


‘Be my page boys next week.’


‘What?  Sailor collars and
velvet knickerbockers?’  Samson snorted.  ‘No way!’


‘No knickerbockers, but you’re
doing it, and that’s final.’  Amber fixed them with a look that Delphine
would have been proud of then gazed back at Cassius, pretending to listen while
her brothers muttered obscenities then fell into a sullen silence, barely
managing to join in when the Magnate rose to their feet and applauded their
success.


The feast had already begun when
the apprentices burst into the torchlit village square.  The kills of the
day were being roasted on open pits in the Arena.  Barrels of ale were
lined up by the fence with rosy-cheeked barmaids offering tankards for five
bronze coins, braving the cold in their low cut dresses to ensure that they got
six a tankard and pocketed the difference.  Amber laughed and ran across
the square to where Brutus was waiting for her at the entrance to The Cloak and
Dagger, Merlin in one hand and two tankards of ale in the other.


Mistral watched her daughter take
the puppy and one tankard then kiss Brutus, ‘It reminds me of my Qualification
when you were waiting for me with a smile and a tankard of ale.’


‘And how is that any different to
now?’  Fabian asked, passing her a tankard.


‘My third?’  


‘It’s watered.’


‘Oh.  Thanks.’


She took a sip of the watered ale
and grimaced before continuing their conversation, ‘You ask what’s
different?  Well then all I could imagine was you and the life we would
have together and that hasn’t changed, but the picture has grown a bit.’


Fabian smiled and took a sip from
his own tankard, sliding an arm around her waist to draw her to him and lean
back against the Arena fence to watch the celebrations, ‘And the picture is
continuing to grow,’ he stroked her waist, now fuller with the child that was
growing within her.  


By midnight the long day of
hunting in the cold, fresh air and the liberal amounts of free food saw most of
the warriors stumbling wearily to their beds.  In the De Winter household
only Mistral’s twins boys had refused to return.  Everyone else was
slumped on the sofas in the large living room watching Merlin chewing playfully
on Prospero’s ear while he feigned sleep and occasionally opened an eye to gaze
reproachfully at Amber for inflicting such a bundle of irritation on him. 
Amber didn’t notice, she was fast asleep in Brutus’ arms while he lay with his
head back on the sofa, snoring gently.


‘I’ll take her up to bed.’
 Fabian said quietly.


Mistral reached out to catch his
arm, ‘Leave her Fabian, she’s happy there.  Remember how many nights I
crept down to sleep with you on the sofa?’


‘That’s exactly why I want to
make sure she’s in her own bed.  I remember those nights all too well, and
the thoughts that kept me awake for most of them.’


Mistral smiled and pulled him
back down beside her, ‘Yet you remained trustworthy, and like you Brutus will
not betray the trust that’s been placed in him.’


‘I’ll make sure of it.’ 
Cain muttered then turned to Delphine.  ‘I’m going to sleep here
tonight.  On the sofa.’


Delphine heaved a weary sigh, ‘Oh
Cain, there’s no need for you to spend the night watching him snoring! 
Brutus won’t do anything inappropriate.’  She smiled and reached out to touch
her husband’s face, tracing the fan of laughter lines that spread from the
corners of his bright blue eyes.  ‘Come home with me.’


Incapable of denying his wife any
request she made of him, Cain nodded mutely and reached for their cloaks before
bidding Mistral and Fabian goodnight and promising to join them for the
traditional solstice meal at their mountain house.


When the door closed behind them
Mistral turned to Cassius, ‘Are you staying here tonight?’


His brief nod made her smile,
glad to know that for now, their home would be full, temporarily staving off
the thought of how empty it would become next week when Amber left.


Voices and muffled laughter woke
Mistral early the next morning.  She was instantly fully alert but her
gift quickly assured her that there was nothing untoward happening between
Brutus and Amber, only that she was cooking him breakfast while he sat at the
table and watched her with Merlin on his lap.  Leaving Fabian asleep,
Mistral slipped from their bed and quickly pulled on some clothes before
tiptoeing out of their bedroom.  She paused on the landing, staring
through the open door of Amber’s bedroom at the neatly made bed.  All too
soon it would look like that all the time.  Empty, like Cassius’. 
She sighed and rested a hand over her belly, wishing that the children she bore
didn’t become adults so very quickly.


‘Don’t worry mother.  We’ll
never leave home.’


Mistral started then smiled as
her twin sons appeared on either side of her, slightly unsteady and smelling of
ale.


‘Have you two just got in?’


‘Yup.’


‘It was a good –’ Fabian paused
to hiccup ‘– do.’  


‘I’m sure it was.’  Mistral
raised an eyebrow at her bleary-eyed sons.  ‘Why don’t you go to bed for a
bit and I’ll bring you breakfast up before we leave to go home.’


Home.  She and Fabian now
owned four houses, but only one was home.  The smallest of them all and by
far their favourite; the stone house nestled beneath the Western Range.


‘Ah, mother, you’re the best.’
 Samson slurred indistinctly and staggered towards their bedroom.


‘M’never leavin’ home mother.’
 Fabian confirmed happily as he followed his brother and collapsed face
first on top of his bed. 


Mistral smiled at her sons,
already snoring into their pillows.  She closed the door quietly and
padded barefoot down the stairs to join Amber and her soon to be son-in-law in
the kitchen.


Breakfast developed into an
on-going affair that lasted until nearly lunchtime with people appearing from
upstairs or through the front door and taking a seat at the long table to
accept a plate of food while they joined in the conversation.  There was
much laughter at the tales being told of the newly Qualified warriors drunken
behaviour and more serious talk between Delphine and the twins of the plans
that were already underway for Amber and Brutus’ wedding. 


‘Eudora’s already working on the
dress.’


Phantom looked impressed, ‘How
did you manage that?’  


Delphine smiled, ‘Like I
said.  Eudora owes me a favour or two.’


‘Hmm, knowing Eudora like I
unfortunately do, I think I would rather you kept that information to yourself
please Delphine.’


‘Oh Del?’  Amber called from
her seemingly permanent position on Brutus’ knee.  ‘Sorry to drop it on
you at the last minute, but we’re going to need three page boy outfits.’


‘Three?’  Her twin brothers
turned to stare unsteadily at her, both still slightly drunk.  


‘Yes.  I couldn’t leave
Marcus out, could I?  It wouldn’t be fair!’


‘Amber says I’m going to be the
most handsome man there.’  Marcus said and preened slightly.


‘Apart from you of course.’
 Amber whispered quickly to Brutus, who laughed.  


‘And you believed her?’ 
Samson laughed.  ‘Honestly little brother, you’ve got a lot to learn about
women!’


‘Oh?’  Delphine shot her
brother an amused look.  ‘And would you care to share some of your wisdom
Samson?’


‘S’not wisdom Del, just
observation.’  Samson said sagely.  ‘Years of watching you and
Liliana’s sisters in action.’


Delphine bristled, ‘What do you
mean?’ 


‘You all act so sweet and demure,
but really you lot are more savage than a cornered werewolf.  You might
smile more and wear frilly dresses, but you’ve got teeth and claws to
match.  Everything you lot say is calculated and you never pay a
compliment that doesn’t have a double-meaning, like telling Eudora she looked
“surprisingly nice” last night.  You obviously meant that she usually
looks the opposite.’


‘Ah Del.  They’ve sussed
you.’  Amber sighed.  ‘Who says a warrior needs weapons to be armed?’


‘Not my Delphine.’  Cain
grinned and kissed his wife.  ‘She could cut a man down with a look.’


Fabian and Mistral smiled and
held hands while they watched their family indulge in good-natured bickering
until Mistral heaved a sigh and looked at her eldest son, ‘Yes Cassius.  I
know.’


Rising quietly from the table,
Mistral, Fabian, Cassius and the twins moved over to sit together on one of the
sofas to complete the twice daily ritual of reading the amazons and relaying
the information to Leo.  There was frustratingly little to report. 
The amazons were thorough in their searches, and perhaps a little too vigorous
in their questioning of the chieftains of the tribal settlements they
entered.  It was not in their natures to be sensitive or diplomatic, and
more often than not they caused offense and were asked to leave once their
views on the archaic treatment of tribal women became too much for the
staunchly traditional chieftains to bear.  Despite their behaviour, only
Hedera gave Mistral real cause for concern.  Away from the influence of
the twins’ gift she had given in to an overwhelming grief for the loss of her
beloved Prince and also dwelled morosely on Mistral’s taunt about finding a man
who could love her and give her children.  The cruel words ate away at her
fierce amazonian self-belief, leaving her riddled with feelings of desperation
and hopelessness.


‘Oh dear.’  Phantasm sighed
when Mistral broke contact with Hedera’s mind.  ‘It looks like we need to
use our gift to install some positive thoughts in Hedera again.’ 


‘No.’ Cassius looked
thoughtful.  ‘Leave her.  In that frame of mind Hedera is ripe for
Onieroi’s picking.  She could provide our ‘in’ to the following.’  He
turned to Mistral.  ‘Can you keep contact with her, like you did with me
when I travelled to Erador?’


Mistral pulled a face, looking so
much like a child asked to perform an annoying chore that Cassius fully
expected her to say, ‘Do I have to?’ but as ever, she surprised him and merely
sighed, ‘Well I can’t say that it will be a pleasure, but yes, I agree she
needs constant monitoring now.  I’ll do it straight away.’


Fabian’s expression tightened
with sudden anxiety as he watched Mistral’s face take on the familiar faraway
look that told him she was evoking the power of her gift.  He turned
sharply to his son, ‘What have you requested of her Cassius?’  


‘Nothing to harm the child she is
carrying, I assure you father.’  Cassius quickly murmured, keeping his
voice low to avoid breaking Mistral’s concentration.  He paused, frowning
slightly while he sought for the words to explain his request.  ‘You have
each experienced Sight through me and have some understanding of how it feels
to See, but perhaps not of the mechanics.  Consider Sight as an invisible
arm, or a tentacle, that can be extended out from my mind to attach into any
other of my choosing.  Whilst the power of my gift is limited to a single
tentacle, mother’s is unlimited.’


Phantasm nodded, ‘Mistral was
pregnant with you when the Rochfortes attacked the Valley.  She harnessed
the power of your ability to share Sight with us.  Together we used our
Gemini gift to force the Rochfortes surrender.  It was –’ he paused and
smiled slightly, ‘an unforgettable taste of how it would feel to have absolute
power.  Enthralling, but also a little frightening.’  


Cassius gave a knowing smile and
glanced at the ring of the Divinus he now wore, engraved with the emblem of the
Ri, a symbol of the power that was now his to wield.  He sighed and
continued his explanation, ‘I have asked mother to form a permanent connection
with Hedera.  I feel strongly that Onieroi will be drawn to her present
state of mind.  Only reading her twice a day may mean that we miss
something important.’


‘Maybe –’ Mistral said, her eyes
sliding back into focus to meet Cassius’.  ‘Or just force me to witness
some horribly desperate pairing with the first man that looks at her twice.’


‘Is it done?’ 


Mistral nodded, ‘Yes, I can hear
her.’


‘What’s it like to have another
voice in your mind all the time?’  Phantom asked curiously.


Mistral shrugged, ‘In her case
it’s irritating.’


‘Her case?  Can you hear
others all the time too then?’


‘Only Fabian.  Oh, I did
listen to Cassius constantly when he was away in Erador, but I relinquished
that strand of Sight when he came back.’


‘So you can hear others all the
time, but just carry on as normal?’  Phantom persisted, obviously
struggling with the concept.


‘Yes.  Think of it as like
walking along the main street in the village.  You may be talking with
your brother, or simply thinking your own thoughts, but you can still hear the
conversations of the other people going on around you.’


‘It must be distracting though.’


‘Very.  But you get used to
it and sometimes it provides a useful reminder.  For example, I can hear
you, but at the same time I know that Hedera has just shot a hare with a stone
from her sling and is going to eat it for lunch and it’s made me realise that
we need to hunt on the way back to the mountain house to stock up.’


Phantom laughed and went on to
ply her with more questions, his naturally inquisitive nature piqued by the
strange extra facet to her gift.  


‘What news of Onieroi,
Cassius?’  Fabian asked his son quietly.


‘Little.  I had a report
delivered during the feast detailing an attack on a sylvad tribe in the north
of the Isle.  It was old news though, the attack happened four days
ago.  The tribal messenger was delayed by the bad weather in the
north.  Onieroi attacked during the night, he killed the men and took all
the womenfolk.  A hunting party had been caught in the mountains by heavy
snows and were away when the attack happened.  They returned to find their
village destroyed.  It was one of them who brought the news.’


‘Onieroi grows bolder still.’


‘There is nothing to challenge
him now.  His victory of the Isle is almost assured.  He has killed
the most powerful Mage on the Isle and destroyed the Council.  He believes
us to be in a leaderless turmoil.’


‘He’s obviously not met Mage
Sphinx then.’  Phantom said, turning his attention to their softly spoken
conversation.


‘Or our mother.’  Phantasm
added.  ‘She and Mage Sphinx will make a formidable team.’


‘If only we could somehow dupe
Onieroi into trying to abduct a planted group of women that consisted of our
mother, Diannah, Eudora, Gemma, Mistral, Delphine, Liliana and all her sisters,
oh and Serenity too – just for good luck – then we’d have him fleeing from the
Isle with his godlike tail between his legs!’


‘Nice thought brother.’
 Phantasm smiled humourlessly.  ‘But Onieroi is only drawn to the
oppressed – a description which could never apply to any of those ladies. 
And I use the term lady loosely in some cases.’


‘Namely Eudora’s.’


‘Name no names brother.  Not
till the final stitch is sewn on Amber’s wedding dress.’


‘Ah yes, imminent Isle domination
aside, how are plans progressing for my sister’s wedding?’  Cassius asked
with a smile.


‘Well, you heard that Amber
somehow managed to persuade her brothers to be page boys?’


‘I did.’  Cassius
confirmed.  ‘And I thank my status as Divinus for making it impossible for
me to be included in her entourage.’


‘It is a merciful blessing
Divinus.’  Phantasm agreed solemnly.  ‘I’ve heard Delphine’s plans
for their outfits.  But, aside from causing Mistress Eudora to have an
apoplectic fit when she is told of her extra workload, the plans are
progressing well.  The invites were delivered to the Agencies this morning
with instructions for immediate delivery.’


‘Ah good.  Tell me who has
been invited.’


‘At Amber and Brutus’s request it
is a small and informal affair.  Only family, including Mage Sphinx and
our mother, the Magnate and the godparents of the De Winter children have been
invited.’


Cassius lifted an eyebrow, ‘Then
that is neither small nor informal, but it will definitely be a much needed
celebration in such dark times.’  He glanced over at his sister, laughing
at something Brutus had said and gave a sad smile only his mother
noticed.  


‘Brutus will ensure that the
tavern is closed for the night so we will be the only occupants, there are
enough rooms to accommodate us all –’ while Phantom continued to detail the
plans for Amber’s wedding Mistral reached out for her son’s mind.


Cassius?


Mother.


I See your sadness, but you
are not losing her.  She will always be your sister.


I know.  But she will
shine for someone else now.


I know you’re close to Amber,
it’s only natural since she is gifted too and understands how it feels to be
different.  But she will always shine for you Cassius.  You are her
favourite brother.


Amber is more to me than a
sister.  The Isle needs warriors like her to show the traditionalists that
women can possess strength and intelligence too.  I wanted to offer her a
place on the Magnate when she finished her apprenticeship.  I know she’s
inexperienced, but we need youth and vitality to keep us moving forward. 
I admit that I had more selfish reasons for wanting her on the Magnate
too.  Sight is sometimes less of a gift and more of a curse ... some of
the things we See ... well ... you know.  But Amber would always have a
smile for me that never failed to lift my darkest mood.  I will miss that.


Stop talking about her in the
past tense Cassius!  She’s only getting married, not dying!  You can
still offer her a place on the Magnate when she’s finished training.


But would she take it? 
She nearly didn’t accept the invitation onto a second year’s training yesterday
because she didn’t want to be parted from Brutus.  I fear that she would
see the offer of a seat on the Magnate as little more than another draw on her
time away from him.


Wait until she’s finished her
training.  A lot can happen in a year.  She’ll have had time to
settle into her marriage and may see things differently.


Did you?


When Mistral didn’t form a
response, Cassius sighed, You and Amber are very alike mother. 
Delphine too, in parts.  You are all wilful, stubborn, intelligent and
opinionated but your men mean more to you than the beat of your own
hearts.  It confounds me to know that you all have such strengths yet
would not think twice about obeying the word of the ones you love.  You
are all ruled by your emotions, and I – I confess that I envy that.  For
me there is only duty and reason, neither of which offer much comfort when the
night is cold. 


Cassius.  You are not
destined to be alone.  I cannot See the future, but you have too much love
in your heart for it not to be shared.  Your time will come, but for now
you must be happy for your sister.  


You know I want her and Brutus
to be happy.  It was me who Saw Rosalind’s deception and told Brutus of
it.  But I confess I am growing weary of playing cupid for my sisters.


Mistral laughed aloud at the image
of her broodingly handsome son playing the round-cheeked cherub, This will
offer you little consolation I know, but you are like your father.


Cassius smiled bitterly, You
mean ‘like’ as in he waited half a lifetime to meet you?


As I said.  I can’t See
the future – 


‘I really hate it when you two do
this.’  Phantom cut in sharply.  ‘It’s so rude!’


‘You’re just jealous brother.’
 Mistral promptly teased, lightening the mood.


‘Am not!’


‘Are so.  I can hear it.’


Phantom’s eyes widened,
‘Oh!  We’ve spoken about this Mistral!  You know I hate you listening
to my thoughts without me knowing!’


Mistral shrugged nonchalantly,
‘And?’


While Mistral and Phantom
indulged in their favourite hobby of bickering and the family prepared to
travel out to the mountain house for solstice, a lone figure strode through the
snow-swept landscape of the High Moors.  A bitter wind tugged at the long
leather coat she wore, driving the snow beneath the deep protection of her hood
to sting her face with its cold bite.  She hunched her head down and
walked on, letting the fierce cold numb the turbulent thoughts in her
mind.  At length she reached the snow stippled shores of one of the many
lakes that dotted the moors and crouched to light a fire to cook the hare she
had killed.  The flames sputtered weakly but grew in strength as she fed
dry tinder from her knapsack and became hot enough to cook the raw meat.  


After she had eaten, Hedera
walked to the water’s edge to wash her hands.  She knelt and dipped her
hands into the still water, rubbing them vigorously to remove the greasy
residue of her meal.  She withdrew her hands from the burning cold of the
water but remained knelt, staring at the face that was reflected back at her in
the grey water.  She studied the features that were her own as though
seeing them for the first time, asking questions that she had never dared
think.  Could another love such a face?  It was scarred, but not
ugly.  Was it the face of a wife?  A mother?  


She blinked back sudden tears,
realising that the reflection in the water was missing the mischievous face of
Prince peering over her shoulder.  She had found the answers she needed in
his dark, intelligent eyes.  He had not cared that she bore scars, or wore
her hair short.  His attachment to her had been unquestioning and she felt
his loss like a wound.


In their house in the Valley
Mistral gave a quiet sigh of despair and leaned against the chair she had been
pushing back beneath the table, tidying up ready for their departure. 
Fabian moved to her side, his face full of concern.


‘What is it?’


‘Oh, only Hedera sobbing over
that pathetic monkey again.’  Mistral grumbled.  ‘But now I’m hearing
her all the time it also makes the connection stronger, I can feel her pain and
I can’t help sympathising no matter how much I despised the vile
creature!  It ... it makes me think how I would feel if ... oh damn ...
when Prospero – ’


‘Hush.’  Fabian frowned and
enfolded her in his arms, resting his chin on the top of her head.  ‘I
sometimes wonder if I was right to force you to embrace your gift,’ he sighed
quietly.  ‘I believed it was your destiny and that the Isle needed your
gift to continue to exist ... but I was blind to the pain it would cause you.’


Mistral tilted her head to scowl
up at him, ‘What?  Now you finally admit that you were wrong?  You
put me through a year of pointless yearning when really we could have been
jumping into bed at every opportunity and sticking two fingers up to my stupid
gift!’


Fabian laughed and bent to
whisper in her ear, making her scowl vanish and a smile appear.


By noon they were all riding out
of the Valley and heading west.  The sky remained clear, but it was
bitterly cold.  Sunlight glittered on the snowy meadows and made the
ice-capped mountains glisten like pearls.  The horses’ hooves made
pleasant crunching sounds as they broke through the frozen crust of snow, their
warm breath rising in white clouds around them to create the illusion the
family were appearing out of a swathe of mist.  


Brutus had returned to The Warrior
to inform his brother that he was due to be the best man at a wedding happening
at their tavern in just five days.  The twins had remained in the Valley
to continue with preparations for the wedding but they would be riding out with
Samson, Gemma and Samsara the next day to join the family for the usual
solstice meal – Xerxes and Brutus too, if the tavern was quiet enough to permit
their absence.  The meal had become something of a tradition.  It was
noisy and chaotic, with too many people crammed into the small house, but there
was always laughter at the stories told and wine drunk.  This year it
would provide a much needed oasis of respite from the oppressive cloud of fear
hanging over the Isle.  


Fabian and Mistral rode side by
side with Marcus jogging around them in circles on his over-excited pony. 
Neither made any attempt to keep up with his constant stream of gossip about
the Qualification ceremony but watched their family riding ahead of them with
looks of contentment on their faces.  Amber was riding beside Cassius,
chatting brightly to him.  She held her reins bunched in one gloved hand,
the other rested on Merlin’s fuzzy head where it poked out from her
saddlebag.  Cassius listened to his sister and made the occasional
response, but was happy to just listen and know that for now, her smile was
only for him.  Delphine was talking in an excited rush to Cain who was
smiling vacantly, occasionally nodding whenever he felt some sort of response
was required.  Mistral’s twin boys winced whenever Delphine’s tinkling
laugh rang out.  They huddled deeper into their cloaks, pulling the hoods
up to muffle the sound.


Cain glanced over and noted their
pained expressions, ‘Hangover kicked in boys?’  


They didn’t reply and glowered
out from beneath their hoods with bloodshot eyes.


‘Don’t worry.’  Cain grinned
and patted his saddlebag.  ‘I’ve brewed a little something special that’s
got a kick like a mule!’


‘M’off drink for a bit.’ 
Samson muttered, going suddenly pale at the talk of more alcohol.


‘What you two need is a good meal
to soak up all that ale!’  Delphine chided.  ‘I think I’ll make a
rabbit stew tonight –’


Fabian retched and pulled his
horse away to be sick in the snow.


‘Oh, not rabbit then.  What
about spriggan?  Maybe not, too many bones –’ Delphine paused as Samson
instantly yanked his horse back to join his brother in leaving his breakfast in
the snow.  ‘What?’  She called after him.  ‘Something I said?’


The next day dawned clear and
bright again, the air sharp and still.  Perfect conditions for hunting. 
After an exceptionally early night, the De Winter twins appeared to have
recovered from their over indulgence at the Qualification celebrations and
staggered from their bedroom to be promptly ordered out to the stables on
mucking out duty as penance.  


Prospero and Merlin were laid
before the stove where a fire burned brightly.  The doors were open,
filling the room with the homily smell of burning logs.  Voices sounded
from every room.  Amber was laughing in the bathroom with Marcus, splashing
more water over each other than on their faces.  Cassius and Fabian were
on the balcony, leaning against the rail and gazing at the magnificent view
while they talked quietly.  Delphine was in the kitchen, alternating
between giving Cain instructions on how to lay the table and talking anxiously
to Mistral while they cooked breakfast.  


‘I just don’t know where we’re
going to put everyone tonight!  It’s hardly appropriate to let Amber and
Brutus sleep in the same room, but we’ve haven’t got enough space for that not
to happen!  Phantom and Phantasm assured me that they’re happy to sleep in
the armchairs – ’


Mistral raised an eyebrow. 
She knew the comfort loving twins were less than happy about sleeping in the
armchairs, but would never hurt Delphine’s feelings by saying so.


‘ – but if Samson and Gemma have
one bedroom, and Cassius, Marcus and the boys have the other then where are
Cain and I going to sleep?  And what about Xerxes and Brutus?  And
Amber?’


Mistral listened to her daughter
working herself into a chafe as she juggled sleeping arrangements for the
night.  Half her mind was absorbed in Hedera’s thoughts.  The amazon
had left the moors and was beginning her journey around the outskirts of the
Council city to head into the Northern Range where they suspected Onieroi had
made a lair.  


‘Mother!  You’re not even
listening to me, are you?  I suppose you wouldn’t care if everyone just
rolled up in their cloaks and slept the night on the living room floor!’


Mistral heaved a sigh and turned
to her daughter, the distressed look on her face making her decide against
admitting that she was right, she didn’t really care where anyone slept. 
Instead she laid down the knife she was using to carve slices off the leftover
boar and pointed out each of the rooms as she allocated them, ‘You and Amber
can have one bedroom.  Samson and Gemma can have the other.  The
twins, Cain, Xerxes and Brutus can sleep in the living room.’  Mistral
turned to point out of the window that overlooked the courtyard.  ‘Cassius,
Marcus and the boys can sleep in the hayloft.’


‘The hayloft?  Won’t it be a
bit cold?’


Mistral shrugged, ‘Toughen them
up a bit.’


‘Mother!  You can’t ask the
Divinus to sleep the night in a hayloft in winter!’


‘Why ever not?’


Delphine stared at her mother,
speechless with astonishment until Mistral suddenly laughed.


‘I’m winding you up Delphine!’


‘But where are they going to
sleep then?’  Delphine’s face became anxious again.  


‘In the hayloft.’  Mistral
stated matter of factly, then picked up the knife and resumed carving thick
slices of meat. 


‘I don’t think I can take much
more of your humour this morning mother!’  Delphine’s bottom lip trembled
dangerously.  ‘I’ve got dinner for fifteen to cook with no idea quite what
I’m going to be making till you all hunt something!  A wedding in less
than five days … and somehow or other I’ve got to find time to have a serious
talk with Amber!’


‘Oh, relax Delphine.  Fabian
had the hayloft converted.  It’s a bit basic, but the boys will love
it.’  Mistral said then frowned at her daughter.  ‘What do you need
to have a serious talk with Amber about?’


‘Hush mother!  Not so
loud!’  Delphine looked around furtively but only saw Cain, whistling
happily while he polished plates and laid them on the table.  She leaned
closer to whisper in Mistral’s ear.  ‘Married life.’


Mistral remained puzzled, ‘Like
what?  Warn her it’s mostly about laundry and cooking?’


‘No.  You know.’ 
Delphine tilted her head meaningfully towards the bedroom upstairs.


Mistral burst out laughing, ‘Oh
Delphine!  I think it’s a bit late to be talking to Amber about the facts
of life!  She’s probably learned more from the apprentices’ bawdy talk in
The Cloak and Dagger than you could ever teach her, and she has got four
brothers!  There’s going to be nothing on Brutus she hasn’t already seen.’


Delphine gave her a sidelong
look, ‘You weren’t this easy going about me and Cain.’


The smile faded from Mistral’s
face, ‘No,’ she sighed.  ‘You were my first daughter and confess that I
was shocked when you and Cain ... well, you know.  It was hard for me to
think of you as a grown woman and not the little girl that used to sit on her
father’s knee.  I am sorry if I was hard on you and Cain, I wouldn’t be so
now.  This year has changed the way I feel about a lot of things. 
It’s made me realise that every moment is precious and morals can go to hell if
they stand in the way of happiness.’


Delphine watched her mother
speaking more openly than ever before.  Her face was composed, but the
large dark eyes were shadowed by a sadness that so often seemed to haunt
her.  


‘Amber is a woman now
Delphine.  She loves a man who loves her in return, and for that I
rejoice.’  Mistral paused and stared unseeingly down at the slices of meat
on the wooden platter.  ‘Time is a strange thing.  It measures every
moment of our lives.  We order our day to its rule and curse the lines it
puts on our faces and the silver in our hair.  But it also counts the
minutes we spend with those we love.  And for that we should bless its
existence and pray for more.’


Delphine frowned, ‘You think the
Isle’s time is running out?’


‘I’m only a Seer Delphine, not a
Prophet.  I can’t See what the future holds, but I know there’s never been
anything as powerful as Onieroi threatening the Isle.  Onieroi killed Mage
Grapple.  The warlocks have no effect on him.  He is a god and we are
at his mercy.’


‘Dark talk on such a bright day.’
 Cain murmured and reached around Mistral for the platter of carved
meat.  ‘Forget it for today Mistral.  Enjoy your family in the few days
that time has seen fit to bestow upon us.’


‘Wise words brother.’
 Mistral smiled then drew in a deep breath to call at the top of her
voice.  ‘Breakfast!’


A scrabbling of paws brought
Prospero and Merlin over to hide beneath the table, ready for any morsels that
fell their way.  The door opened to admit Samson and Fabian, their pale
cheeks glowing with cold and straw in their short hair.  Amber and Marcus
emerged from the bathroom, laughing and wet.  Fabian and Cassius came in
from the balcony and took seats at either end of the long table.


‘Hungry?’  Mistral offered
Fabian a basket of bread rolls.


He held her gaze, ‘Only for you.’


She smiled and raised an eyebrow,
‘Then you’d better be starving.’


 After breakfast everyone
prepared for the hunt.  Bows were polished with a competitive fervour and
strung with extra care.  Arrows were examined and arguments held over
whether flight was improved by goose feather fletches or swan.  Daggers
were sharpened and crossbows oiled.  Amber sat beside Cassius with Merlin
at her feet, chewing happily on her boot laces while she polished the bow
Brutus had given her.  It was a little shorter than the ones her brothers
used and slightly thinner.  Made from elm, the outer side was painted
silver and the inner gold, polished to a glossy smoothness.  Ornamental
ivory nocks were carved into the shape of leaves at either end.  Cassius
was forced to admit that it was a beautiful bow and must have cost Brutus a
good few gold coins, but as the co-owner of one of the Isle’s most successful
taverns, he would not be short of money.


‘Bets on the kills?’  Cain
asked, looking around with his usual impish smile.


‘Deer for me.’  Marcus
replied promptly.  ‘Maybe a stag.’


‘Big words, little man.’
 Cain laughed and wrote down his predicted kill.


‘Going for boars today.’
 Samson said on behalf of himself and his twin.  ‘Fancy the meat.’


Delphine began running through
various menus in her mind as her family reeled off the types of animals they
intended to kill on the hunt.


‘Game for me.’  Amber
declared.  ‘Pheasant or partridge.  Either is good.’


‘Game for me too.’  Cassius
agreed.  


‘And what does my wife and our
latest son crave today?’  Fabian asked, reaching out to pull Mistral onto
his lap and place his hands around her waist. 


‘Oh it’s like being pregnant with
Cassius all over again!  One minute all I want is boar and then I think of
beef and I’m starving!  Can we shoot a cow too?’


‘Hmm, cows aren’t usually found
wandering in The Velvet Forests in winter, but we could indulge in a little
poaching on the lower farmlands.’


‘Fabian De Winter!’  Mistral
smiled and leaned back against him.  ‘Poaching?  You shock me!’


Fabian buried his face against
her neck, breathing in the scent of her skin while he kissed her, ‘Anything for
you and our next cub, my tigress.’


Amber watched her mother smiling
while her father whispered something that only she could hear and felt a tug of
longing.  She hoped with a painful desperation that Brutus would be able
to join them for the night.  He’d only been gone a day, yet already she
felt the ache of his absence.  She was starting to dread the next year of
her apprenticeship.  


They rode out of the yard a short
while later in a muffled drumroll of hooves on snow.  All competitive banter
had ceased to be replaced by an intense seriousness.  They were Ri
warriors, and nothing was more serious than a hunt.  


Cain rode alongside Delphine, for
once astride rather than side-saddle.  He cast an admiring glance at his
wife’s shapely legs clad in cream suede riding trousers, ‘I could get used to
seeing you in those.’


Delphine gave him a coy smile and
urged her horse into a trot, ‘You can see me out of them later if you want.’ 


Cain grinned and kicked his mare
on after her.


They rode single file into the
forests in silence, the occasional jingle of a bridle the only sound. 
Even the horses knew to be quiet and brushed past the snow-laden branches
without shying at the sudden coldness.  They were following a narrow
trail, scattered with crisply frozen leaves and patches of icy snow that
crackled beneath their horses’ hooves.  More snow would come with the
onset of January, but for now there were glorious sun-filled days and cold air
to preserve the early falls, creating a child’s paradise of sunshine and
snow.  


Prospero trotted ahead along the
faint path, his head bent low and his plumed tail held high while he sought out
scents.  He suddenly stopped and stiffened then turned to stare at
Mistral, signifying that he had scented a prey.


‘What does he smell Amber?’ 
Mistral asked softly.


Amber gazed at the faint colours
staining the air where Prospero was stood, ‘Deer.  A herd of does ... six
or more.’  She narrowed her eyes, studying the animals’ signatures then
smiled.  ‘There’s a stag too.’


Fabian turned in the saddle to
address them all in a low voice, ‘No talk from now.  We communicate in
code.’  He stopped talking and issued a series of rapid signals, watched
carefully by his family.


He and Mistral would ride ahead
to rouse the deer and use Prospero to separate the stag from his herd, then
chase him back to where the rest of his family would be waiting armed with
bows.  Only Delphine would not be shooting.  She had never mastered
archery and would stay behind Cain during the actual hunt.  They would all
stay mounted to give chase quickly if anyone failed to land a clean shot and
the stag ran.


Fabian silently asked if they had
all understood, watching intently while each gave their acknowledgment in
code.  Satisfied, Fabian turned and urged Spirit on.  Mistral
followed while Prospero took the lead, following the trail left by the herd of
deer.


Everyone else waited a few
minutes then silently rode away from the path into the trees to take their
places.  Bows were checked and a cloth quiver of arrows hung ready from
the pommel of each saddle.  They were ready.  Now all that remained
was to wait.


Mistral followed Fabian along the
path.  It grew narrower, with fronds of low growing firs
spreading across, obstructing their way.  They rode with as much stealth
as the winding path allowed, holding their breath at each swish of the branches
the horses pushed through.  They walked around a bend in the path and
suddenly found themselves staring at a clearing filled with a small herd of
deer.  The does were pawing at the snow to nibble at the flattened grass
underneath, or gnawing at the bark of the trees.  They all turned, tensing
at the sudden arrival of Mistral and Fabian.  The stag raised its head and
eyed them challengingly.  It was a large adult with a full set of
antlers.  He lowered his head and waved them threateningly.


‘Go boy.’  Mistral said
quietly.


With a loud bay Prospero bounded
into the clearing.  At once the does scattered, leaping away through the
trees.  Prospero didn’t give chase but circled the stag, drawing his
attention.  The stag tossed his head and tried to gore Prospero with one
of the menacingly sharp tines of his antlers.  Prospero was too
experienced to be caught and continued to worry the stag, snapping at its legs,
pushing him towards Mistral and Fabian.


‘To the side Mistral.’ 
Fabian murmured.  


They both pulled their horses
into the trees on either side of the path.  Mistral gave a low whistle,
signalling to Prospero.  He responded immediately, backing off from the
stag.  Released from Prospero’s harrying, the stag looked for
escape.  Seeing the gap left by Mistral and Fabian it leapt between them
and plunged down the path, the huge muscles in its hindquarters bunching and
flexing with the power of each mighty bound.


On a normal hunt a horn would
have been sounded to inform the archers that the prey was heading their way –
but this was no normal hunting party.


Be ready!  The stag is
coming!


Cassius heard his mother’s
thought and quickly signalled to the others.  A series of quiet creaks
followed his news as bows were drawn then silence fell again, this time charged
with anticipation. 


For the archers, silence was
essential.  But for Fabian and Mistral it was not.  With loud shouts
they gave chase, urging their horses into a reckless gallop after the stag,
driving it down the path towards where the others were hidden.  Mistral
felt a rush of excitement as she careered wildly after Fabian, ducking
instinctively to avoid low hanging branches, laughing breathlessly when Cirrus
leapt a fallen log and nearly unseated her.  Without checking Spirit’s
pace Fabian glanced over his shoulder to make sure she hadn’t fallen. 
Seeing her face glowing with a wild light he smiled and focussed his attention
on chasing the stag again.  The stag was fleeter than the horses.  It
bounded ahead, taking great flying leaps over obstacles and weaving sharply
between the trees with impressive agility.  


Suddenly Fabian raised his hand
and began to pull Spirit up.  They were nearing where the others were waiting
and their job of chasing the stag was done.  It would be dangerous for
them to ride into the line of fire.  With a sigh of regret that the chase
was over, Mistral hauled Cirrus to a juddering halt beside Fabian and quickly
whistled Prospero to stop him from following after the stag.  He sat down
beside her, his long pink tongue lolling from the side of his panting
mouth.  They listened to the crashing and thudding sounds of the stag
fleeing along the path, gradually growing quieter until suddenly there was a
chorus of twangs and the stag gave a hoarse bellow.  There was a brief
silence then a much louder thump, the sound of something heavy falling.


A loud whoop of celebration broke
the silence.  Marcus.  Unable to restrain his excitement, he was
loudly declaring the killing shot to have been his.


Shaking their heads with
amusement at their youngest son’s irrepressible nature, Mistral and Fabian rode
slowly around the bend in the path.  Apart from Delphine, everyone had
dismounted to study the kill.  The stag lay in the centre of the path with
no less than five arrows protruding from its neck and one in its chest.  


‘Nice shooting.’  Fabian
said appreciatively.  ‘Who got the heart?’


‘I did.’  Amber gave a grin
of satisfaction.  ‘My first stag!’


‘That’s my arrow!’  Marcus
argued hotly.


Amber laughed, ‘Since when d’you
have black fletches on your arrows brother?’


‘Oh.’  Marcus frowned and
instantly pointed to the next arrow closest to the killing shot.  ‘Then
that one’s mine!’


‘Whatever Marcus.’  Samson
grunted as he and his brother lifted the stag’s head to tie ropes around the
antlers.  ‘By the time we get back to the house you’ll be saying they were
all yours and we didn’t manage to land a single shot.’


Everyone laughed at the
expression on Marcus’ face, affront mixed with a spark of inspiration, already
embellishing the story he would no doubt tell his school friends.  


Fabian and Samson finished tying
lengths of rope around the stag’s antlers then mounted their horses again,
dragging the heavy beast back between them.  The party returned to the
house in good spirits, looking forward to the evening.  After stabling
their horses, the De Winter twins sat on low stools in the courtyard butchering
the stag, their dark heads bent together in quiet conversation until they were
rudely interrupted by the arrival of Marcus, offering helpful instructions on
how to skin and joint the carcass.  


Everyone else began to relax and
enjoy the afternoon, but Amber was becoming increasingly like a cat walking
across hot stones.  She jumped at every sound and jabbered non-stop to
Delphine while they sat at the table chopping vegetables to go with the
venison.


At length Delphine placed down
her knife and sighed, ‘Amber.’


‘– then I took –’ Amber broke off
from her rattling monologue to look at her sister.  ‘Yes Del?’


‘We need to talk.’


There was a short pause.  


‘We do?’


Delphine nodded, her face
serious.


‘Oh.’  Amber’s face fell
slightly.  ‘What about?’


‘You ... and Brutus.  Not in
a bad way.’  Delphine added quickly when Amber’s expression grew
stubborn.  ‘I just want to offer you some sisterly advice.’


‘Oh?’


‘Yes.  About the
bedroom.’  


‘Huh?’


Delphine gave her a direct look
and Amber blushed, finally grasping her meaning, ‘No need Del!  Um, I
already learned all about that sort of thing!  Er … well, that’s in theory
– if you get my meaning –’


‘Hmm, I should hope so too.’
Delphine sniffed then her expression grew calculating.  ‘But you’re going
to be away from him a lot, and no matter how much you trust your man it’s good
to leave them contented.  So, little sister, I’m going to give you a few
pointers on keeping your man happy.  Now, listen closely ... Cain really
likes it when –’


‘What are those two talking
about?’  Cain asked when Amber’s squeal of laughter rang out for the third
time in as many minutes.  He stuck his head through the balcony doors and
met Amber’s eyes.  She burst out laughing again then clapped a hand to her
mouth to stop the sound.


‘It really would be best if you
didn’t know.’  Cassius said quietly.


Cain sat back down on the long
bench where he, Cassius, Mistral and Fabian were enjoying the view with pewter
mugs of beer.


Amber gave a horrified shriek
then groaned, as though Delphine has told her something that had disgusted
her.  Cain frowned and tapped his foot impatiently on the wooden
floor.  After a few moments he turned to Cassius, his voice sharp with
anger, ‘I think I do need to know actually.  Amber is my goddaughter, and
even though I’m still not convinced that letting her marry Brutus is right I know
it’s her decision and I respect that.  But Delphine knows how I feel and
if she’s saying something to Amber about Brutus’ past to put her off him then
Brutus is going to know the stories came from me and it’ll cause trouble
between us!  Brutus is still my brother, even if I don’t particularly want
him for a brother-in-law!’


‘She’s not saying anything to put
Amber off Brutus.’  


‘Well, what is she saying then?’


‘Leave it Cain.’  


‘I don’t think I will!’


‘Yes you will!’  Mistral
leaned around Cassius to glare at Cain.  ‘They’re having a private
conversation that I’m sure all sisters share, and it shouldn’t be overheard!’ 


‘Oh.’  Cain sank back
against the seat and gazed thoughtfully at his half-empty mug of beer.  A
long moment of silence was broken by another giggle from Amber.  ‘Do you
think they’re talking about ... me?’  Cain asked quietly.  


‘I have no idea Cain.  I’m
not listening to them.’  Mistral snapped then shot Cassius a hard
look.  ‘And I hope you’ve stopped eavesdropping too.’


Cassius didn’t respond and
Mistral turned back to Fabian.  He was gazing out at the view, his face
impassive.  Mistral knew it was harder for her to accept that their
daughters were grown women than it was for him.  He loved his family but
had never been over-demonstrative with them.  He would show his pride at
their achievements, be amused by their stories, listen to their troubles and be
generous when they needed something, but he never spoiled them.  With
Delphine and Amber he had been more expressive with his love, but for him,
watching them grow and leave home to start lives of their own was a reward
beyond measure.  For Mistral it was a loss that she felt keenly.  She
sighed and took a drink from her mug.  After a moment Fabian quietly took
hold of her hand.  She glanced at him, he didn’t speak but his smile told
her what she needed to know. 


‘How come you know all this stuff
Del?’  Amber asked, her golden eyes filled with shocked curiosity. 


Delphine looked around again
before replying, ‘Well ... I can say this because he’s not here ... Grendel
doesn’t like talk of what Liliana used to do for a living – anyway, I knew Cain
had known a fair few women in his time and I didn’t want to be a disappointment
to him when we got married and give him cause to stray, so I asked Liliana and
her sisters for some advice.’


‘Cain?  I can’t imagine
anyone less likely to stray!’


‘He wasn’t always like he is now
Amber.  In fact, mother was so convinced that he was only after me for one
thing that she insisted we wait a few months until we were married and made
Cain promise that we would remain chaste until after our wedding day.  I
think she wanted to see if Cain would betray her trust or get bored with
waiting and be lured away by someone else.  But he didn’t, and now he’s
mine.’


There was a possessive note in
Delphine’s voice that Amber hadn’t heard before.  She glanced at her
sister, her expression hesitant, ‘Has Cain always been the one for you?’


‘There’s never been anyone else
if that’s what you mean!’  


‘No.  I didn’t mean like
that.  I meant, have you always known he was the one for you?’


‘Oh yes.  I adored his smile
right from when I was a little girl.  He was always laughing and joking,
like he didn’t have a care in the world.  Then, when I started my training
in the Infirmary, I saw a different side to him.  He could be so gentle
and compassionate.  I remember when Samson brought Gemma in when she’d
gone into early labour.  Cain was so upset to have to tell them that
they’d lost another son.  He never showed it, of course, but I could see
it in his eyes.  And I knew then that I loved him.’


Amber sighed, ‘It was different
with Brutus.  I thought he was just my favourite uncle, but then I saw
Rosalind kissing him in the kitchen at The Warrior and I wanted to kill
her!  I’ve never felt anything like it!  I was so angry it scared
me.’


‘Jealousy is a powerful
emotion.  Sometimes it can show us the truth, but if it isn’t kept in
check it can be destructive.’  Delphine leaned closer to her sister, her
expression conspiratorial.  ‘I was helping run Cain’s shop when he was
away in France.  It was before we were together, I think he knew I wanted
him and he wasn’t sure about the idea of settling down because he stayed away
after the others returned.  Anyway, Eudora brought some of his laundry round
and was going to take it up to his flat, bold as brass, like she was a regular
visitor!  I refused to let her and took it up myself.  I’d never seen
his flat before and I admit that I was curious to see where he lived. 
Don’t ask me how it happened, but I ended up cleaning his flat and I found a
pair of stockings and a petticoat under his bed.  I was so jealous that if
I’d known who they belonged to I swear I would have gone round and slapped her
face!’


Amber laughed then looked
wistfully out of the window that overlooked the courtyard.


‘He’ll be here Amber.  He’d
cross fire to be with you.’  Delphine said softly.


Amber sighed and turned back from
the window, her face taking on a suddenly thoughtful look, ‘D’you think mother
knows all the stuff you’ve told me?’


Delphine shrugged, ‘No
idea.  It’s not something we’ve ever talked about.  But she doesn’t
need to know it, does she?’


‘Why not?’  


‘She’s got the Sight.’ 
Delphine said simply.  ‘She can See everything father wants and never have
to ask or guess.  I should think that father is a very happy man when it
comes to that side of their relationship.’


‘Oh.’  Amber said quietly,
feeling slightly uncomfortable at thinking about her parents in that way. 
‘Um, well thanks Del, for everything you’ve told me.  It’s been very ...
instructive.’


They both giggled then looked up
guiltily when the door opened.  Marcus and the twins came in carrying two
big bowls of jointed meat.


‘And not a moment too
soon!’  Delphine exclaimed and pointed at the table.  ‘Put them there
then go and wash!  You’ve got more blood on you than a butcher’s
apron.  Right, come on Amber.  It’s going to be venison casserole,
and I’ll need a hand if we’re going to be eating it before midnight!’


‘In a bit Del –’  Amber was
on her feet, running towards the still open door where she could see a group of
heavily cloaked riders dismounting in the yard, one of which was pulling back
his hood to reveal long hair the colour of ripe corn and a familiar
smile.  ‘Brutus is here!’


She leapt down the steps and ran
across the courtyard, launching herself into his arms and kissing his laughing
lips.  Brutus swung her round, kissing her back.  Their display of
affection was watched by an amused Gemma and a less happy Samson who was
gingerly lowering himself down from the saddle with help from Phantom and
Phantasm.  


The solstice dinner was
everything it should be.  Late, so that the diners were both hungry and
merry by the time it was served, plentiful and accompanied by much laughter and
talk.  Brutus sat beside Amber, one hand holding a fork, the other clasped
in hers.  Merlin sat on her lap, his inquisitive eyes peering out from
behind a fringe of curly hair to watch every forkful of food travel up to his
mistress’ mouth.  


‘Cain told me you made the
killing shot today.’  Brutus said proudly. 


‘Yes.’  Amber grinned. 
‘It was a good hunt.’


‘I almost feel sorry for that
stag.  I know how it feels to be struck in the heart by cupid’s arrow.’


‘Do you?’  Amber’s face lost
its mirth and grew serious.


‘Yes Amber.  I haven’t told
you this yet – and I have no idea why because I’ve felt it since the first
moment I saw you – but you know I love you, don’t you?’


Incapable of speech, Amber
grinned instead, her golden eyes shining with happiness, then suddenly she
gasped, as though remembering something important, ‘Oh!  Del told me some
stuff today to make sure that I’m not a complete failure as a wife to you.’


Brutus frowned, ‘I don’t expect
you to cook and clean for me Amber!  It’s a tavern.  We have barmaids
to do that.’


‘Yes, well I think she was
worried that the barmaids might be looking after you in other ways when I
wasn’t there ... so she told me a few things that I can’t really go into right
now but I’ll happily show you in detail on Saturday night.’  Amber suddenly
looked less confident, her flippancy vanishing to leave her gazing at him with
a vulnerability that was heartbreaking.  ‘I’ve no experience to offer you
Brutus.  I don’t know anything –’


Brutus smiled and quickly kissed
her, ‘Hush, I wish I were the same for you.  In truth I am, because I’ve
never felt for anyone the way I feel about you.’


‘Never?’


Still smiling, he shook his head,
‘No Amber.  Never.  This is new for me too.  We’ll learn
together.’











Absolution





Despite the late hour that they
had gone to bed Mistral found she slept badly and woke early.  Or rather,
Hedera slept badly and woke early.  Thanks to the permanent connection
between them, Mistral was forced to shiver with cold even though she was in a
warm bed because Hedera had slept wrapped in a wolf skin in the mouth of a
shallow cave at the base of the Northern Range.  


She lay in bed and stared at the
grey window with sleepless eyes, seeing not the frost-patterned panes but the
sharp black outlines of the mountains silhouetted against the pre-dawn
sky.  Hedera studied the mountains and considered where to begin her search. 
The north eastern peaks were the least severe of the range, with gentle slopes
that would be easier to climb and several gorges deep enough to provide shelter
for Onieroi’s following.  Her decision made, Hedera quickly stood up and
stretched out her stiff limbs.  She began to prepare for her day’s
travelling, rolling up the wolf skin and fastening it to the top of her leather
knapsack before eating a small breakfast consisting of the tasteless oatcakes
amazons preferred to bread.  When she finished, Hedera headed over to the
lake to wash.


Heedless to the cold, she removed
her jerkin and rolled up the sleeves of her shirt then knelt in the soft snow
at the lake’s shore.  A thin layer of ice had reformed over the hole she
had broken in the surface the night before.  She smashed it again then
quickly plunged her head into the water, rubbing her hands vigorously over her
face and through her hair.


Mistral gasped at the shocking
cold but Hedera only felt the icy water sharpening her sleep deprived
mind.  She lifted her head out and shook the water from her short hair,
reaching automatically for her left shoulder to stop Prince from falling off –
but her hand only grasped the rough cotton of her shirt collar.  For a
brief moment she had forgotten that Prince was gone.  Hedera felt a fresh
stab of loss and rocked back on her heels, her hands hanging uselessly between
her knees while she stared at the circle of water in the broken ice.  The
water had grown still again, forming a mirror reflecting her face.  She
watched the tears run down her cheeks, pooling in the scars that pitted the
surface of her skin.  No man could love such a face.  Scars were not
a quality sought in a woman.  She ached for Prince’s unquestioning
companionship more than ever.  Knowing that she would never hear his
bright chirruping voice or see his clever face again made her cry out in
anguish.


Gradually her pain
subsided.  She opened her eyes to look at her face once more and abruptly
froze.  There in the lake she could see herself staring back, but her
reflection had a monkey on its shoulder.  Hardly daring to breathe, she
reached up a hand and watched her reflection mimic the action.  Her hand
and her reflection’s hand moved as one to slowly stretch out a finger and
hesitantly brush the fur of the monkey.  With a cry of joy she felt fur,
warm and real, beneath her touch.


‘Prince!  My Prince!’


He chattered brightly, his quick
little hands catching her finger and nibbling it lovingly.  She scooped
him into her hands and held him to her face, closing her eyes and breathing in
the scent of his fur.


‘How are you here?’  She
murmured, gazing wonderingly at the monkey.  


‘It is my gift to you.’


A voice spoke.  It was like
summer thunder, filled with a deep and primeval power.  


Hedera looked in the water to see
the reflection of a figure standing behind her.  She leapt to her feet,
reaching for her dagger as she whirled around, but her hand stilled when she
faced the owner of the voice.


The figure before her was tall
and unmistakably male although his features were obscured by a bronze
helmet.  He wore full armour, the gleaming breastplate moulded to form the
physique of a strong man.  No part of his skin was visible, even his hands
were gloved in heavy gauntlets.  Hedera stared at the black caverns
visible through the helmet’s eye slits and suddenly knew she was standing
before a god.


‘Onieroi.’


He nodded once but did not speak.


Amazons were born without the
ability to feel fear or panic, but as Hedera stared into the emptiness of
Onieroi’s eyes she felt a deep sense of apprehension, ‘Gods don’t give
gifts.  What do you want from me?’  


‘I want to give you another
gift.  The gift of absolution.  Unburden your soul to me.’


Hedera frowned and lifted a hand
to stroke Prince.  He nestled against her neck, chattering happily. 
‘And if I have no wish to be absolved?’


‘Then I take back my gift.’


Hedera’s hand tightened around
Prince.  She stared at Onieroi while he waited for her reply, silent and
unnaturally still, like a statue.  After a moment Hedera realised it was
because he wasn’t breathing.  She closed her eyes and drew a deep breath
into her own living body.  She felt her heart beat a little faster,
pumping blood around the body she suddenly realised meant nothing to her. 
Freed by this revelation she took stock of her life with a detached
clarity.  She thought of her amazon sisters and found she felt
nothing.  Amazons rarely sought each other for company.  They
naturally preferred solitude and a nomadic life.  She would not miss her
sisters.  She moved on to consider the next part of her identity. 
The Ri.  With a spasm of contempt she realised that being a warrior in the
Ri was no more than a means to an end.  She was weary of being regarded as
a second rate male, only fit to do the dirty work of Mages.  Was that the
sum total of her existence?  An empty sisterhood and a life spent killing
for money?  She stroked Prince and smiled.  He gave meaning to her
life.  She opened her eyes and looked at the face of her confessor. 
She knew with complete certainty that he would kill her once she had told him
what he wanted to know.  There was no place in Onieroi’s following for a
Ri spy.  Prince nestled closer to her neck.  She felt his rapid
breathing against her skin and knew that he had fallen asleep.  She smiled
again.  Her life was a price worth paying to have felt that again. 


‘I am a Ri warrior.  I have
stolen, lied, cheated and killed for money.  My soul is black.’


‘It shall be pure again. 
Tell me of your sins.  I will not judge you.’  


Mistral listened to Hedera calmly
confessing a lifetime of Contracts and stared out through her eyes at the face
of the god that threatened them all.  Onieroi listened, stiller than
rock.  He spoke only when Hedera paused, prompting her with trite phrases
that Hedera responded willingly to.  Mistral felt the acceptance in her
mind and realised with a burst of fear that Hedera was prepared to trade not
only her life, but the Ri’s plans too, just for a few moments of time with the
illusion of her beloved pet.  Mistral began to panic.  Hedera was
relating their plans to locate and destroy Onieroi’s following.  If she
went on to speak of the powerful gifts she, Cassius and the twins possessed,
Onieroi would finally realise that the only true resistance lay in the Valley
of the Ri, not at the Council.


With an effort Mistral controlled
her whirling thoughts and began to reason.  Hedera knew Mistral would be
reading her, but didn’t know it was more than the agreed times of twice
daily.  She wouldn’t be expecting this conversation to be overheard, and
therefore neither would Onieroi.  Assured that her presence was unfelt,
Mistral began to search through Hedera’s mind, seeking any memories that
revealed how much she knew of the gifts Mistral and her family possessed. 
She scoured the deepest recesses of the amazon’s mind, skimming quickly through
childhood memories, her apprenticeship, Contracts, an exhaustive album of
Prince … but could find nothing that suggested Hedera had any knowledge of the
Gemini, or even Cassius’ ability to share Sight.  It seemed unbelievable
that Hedera could be so completely ignorant of something that was almost surely
common knowledge amongst warriors, making Mistral suddenly wonder if she was
concealing knowledge from Onieroi in an attempt to barter for her life. 
She pushed her gift deeper, raking out the subconscious thoughts in Hedera’s
mind with an urgency born of desperation, but there was nothing there about
Cassius and the twins, only more memories of Prince.  Mistral suddenly
realised that Hedera truly was ignorant.  Governed by the nature of her
race, she had led a completely insular life and had no interest in anything
other than Prince.  


Mistral’s initial relief was
immediately replaced by panic.  Onieroi would kill Hedera once he had
milked her dry of the information he wanted.  He would know of their plans
and immediately seek to protect his following, the source of his power, in new
ways.  He would surely launch an attack on The Valley and obliterate the
threat they posed.  Mistral gazed at the featureless bronze helmet and the
burning holes that were his eyes.  The moment was growing near. 
Hedera finished speaking and Mistral felt a deep sense of peace fill her
mind.  She had unburdened her soul and was ready to pay the price for her
absolution.  Mistral knew that their only hope now lay in her.  She
must read Onieroi.  


Onieroi raised a gloved
hand.  Hedera’s heart beat began to slow whilst Mistral’s quickened. 
She had mere seconds, but still she hesitated.  She did not fear for her
own life, but for the child she carried.  She had read Onieroi once before
when he had been weak and still Amber had been irrevocably changed.  Could
she and her unborn child survive the touch of the divine now that Onieroi was
powerful again?


A force began to emanate from
Onieroi; it shimmered around him in a glistening halo.  Hedera watched it
calmly while she stroked her sleeping monkey, knowing that her death was
moments away.


‘What are you waiting for?’


Mistral jumped at the quiet voice
that spoke in her ear.  She turned to see Saul standing next to her,
gazing questioningly at her.


‘I don’t want to harm my baby!’


‘Was Amber harmed?’


‘No –’ Mistral hesitated. 
‘But she was ... changed –’


Saul looked away to gaze at
Onieroi.  The shimmering halo was thickening, becoming a broad band of
white light.  ‘Your gift is strong when you are with child Mistral. 
Sight will protect you both.’


‘But will my child be changed
like Amber was?’


‘I cannot say what effect the
touch of the divine will have on your baby.’


Mistral drew in a sharp breath
and turned to look at Onieroi again.  The thick band of light had begun to
broil and churn.  She could sense the power building as he prepared to
reap Hedera’s life.  ‘Sight wants me to do this doesn’t it?’  Mistral
asked suddenly.  ‘That’s why you’re here.  To persuade me.’


‘Not persuade.  Help.’


Mistral looked at him, meeting
the warm brown eyes that suddenly reminded her of Amber’s, ‘You’ll come with
me?’


‘If you want me to.’


She turned back to Onieroi. 
White flames were erupting from his halo of power, reaching out to devour
Hedera.  Ignoring Hedera’s scream of pain, Mistral locked her gaze onto
the flaming pits behind the bronze mask, and suddenly her world turned upside
down.


She was standing in a fire
ravaged wasteland.  Smoke drifted from the blackened stumps of the burned
trees around her.  In the distance a mountain range shuddered, the proud
peaks crumbling in an avalanche of rock to leave them blunt and subdued.  


She stared at the devastation in horror,
‘Are we in hell?’  


‘Close.  But no.  I
think this is Onieroi’s vision of the Isle.’


Mistral looked again at the
wreckage before her and felt a burst of shock as recognised the wasted forests
and the felled mountains.  It was the Isle, and she was seeing the burned
remains of The Velvet Forest with the flattened Western Range beyond.  She
saw a tower of smoke billowing up into the sky and recognised the location of
the Valley.  In Onieroi’s vision he had burned out the last line of resistance
in his quest for domination. 


She swore and Saul smiled, ‘It’s
a vision Mistral.  Not a reality.’


A low rumbling sound reached
their ears.  An army appeared in the distance, spreading over the
landscape like a black stain.  The noise grew to become the steady tramping
of feet.  A legion marched towards them, dark beneath a cracked red
sky.  


Mistral’s eyes widened, ‘Vision
or not, they look pretty real to me!  Are you armed Saul?’


He gave her a reproachful look,
‘I am just a figment of Sight Mistral.  I have no weapons and no touch to
hold them with.’


Mistral swore again, cursing her
gift.


Saul continued to gaze steadily
at her, ‘It’s your gift Mistral.’


She stared back at him and felt
something implode within her, spreading through her body and filling her with a
new sensation.  Power.  


‘My gift, my rules,’ she muttered
fiercely and drew her double swords from the holster across her back.


‘Finally, you get it.’  Saul
smiled and drew his own sword.  Hefting it in his right hand, he turned to
face the approaching legion.


They marched to the beat of a
drum, a relentless rhythm that matched the pounding of Mistral’s heart. 
The army drew nearer and she could make out the figure at its head.  He
was mounted on a huge armoured warhorse draped in a livery of blood red.  The
rider wore bronze armour that Mistral instantly recognised.


‘Onieroi!’ 


Saul nodded and raised his sword
slightly higher.


Mistral tensed, waiting for
Onieroi’s bronze helmet to turn and see them, his arm to raise and signal to
the army that marched behind him, but he neither turned nor gave any sign that
he could see them.  Onieroi rode by, so close that Mistral could smell the
sweat from his warhorse and hear the unified breathing of his following army.


She half-turned her head towards
Saul, not daring to take her eyes off the passing army, ‘Can they see us?’


‘It would appear not.’


Mistral tore her eyes away from
the army to frown at Saul, ‘Why?’


‘Onieroi is a god Mistral. 
Arrogant does not even come close to describing his magnificent persona. 
Hedera was thankfully unaware of the extent of your gift, and the fact that she
was being Seen when she confessed to Onieroi.  Therefore Onieroi has no
reason to suspect that there is anyone on the Isle capable of reading his mind
without exploding into flames at the first contact.  He is supremely
ignorant of the fact that we are here.’


Mistral looked around with a
frown, ‘But where is here?  Usually I See thoughts, or can see out through
the eyes of whoever I’m reading – but this is like reading Malachi Nox.  I
couldn’t form a connection with his conscious mind, only with his subconscious
and his dreams.  Are we inside Onieroi’s dream?’


‘Sort of.  God’s don’t
sleep.  He’s contemplating his vision of the future.  See the army?’


‘Like I could miss it!’


Saul smiled, ‘Then you’ll have
noticed that they’re all women.’


Mistral turned and looked at the
passing ranks of Onieroi’s conquering army again and noted that long plaits
hung from the back of some helmets and the legs were less muscular than a
man’s.  They were tall and lean, the exposed skin of their arms bearing a
distinctive olive tone.


‘Damn!’


‘Hmm, it seems that Hedera has
inspired Onieroi to enlist the amazons.’


‘How?  Amazons are hardly
his usual type!’


‘Ah, but they are.  They don’t
want love, but they do want everything else he promises; freedom from male
oppression and equality.’


The last of the army passed by
and they were alone again.  Mistral sheaved her swords and sat down. 
Resting her elbows over her bent knees she stared at the smoke drifting across
the ruined landscape.  Saul dropped down beside her, laying his own sword
flat across his knees and placing his hands over the blade.  


They were silent for a moment
then Mistral sighed and turned to him, ‘What now?’  


‘Now?’  Saul turned to her
and smiled.  ‘Now you wake up and fight!  You have connected with
Onieroi’s mind Mistral.  You can read him and know where he is and what he
plans.  You can lead the Ri to where his following are and destroy them.’


‘But Onieroi’s indestructible! 
If we try to kill his following when he’s there we’ll be signing our own death
warrants!’


‘So offer him a distraction to
lure him away from his following.’


‘Like what?’


Saul smiled with infuriating
smugness, ‘You’ll know when it arrives.’


Mistral scowled, ‘I hate that
look!  And why can you never give me a straight answer?’


‘Because I am nothing more than
an extension of Sight Mistral.’


‘Then I hate Sight too!’


Saul shrugged and turned away,
‘It’s your gift.’


She studied his profile for a
moment then said quietly, ‘Yes, it is.’  


Saul stared down in surprise at
the hand that reached out to hold his.


‘Yes Saul.  You can feel my
touch because I will it, and now I have questions and I want answers.’


His fingers tightened around
hers, ‘Ask.’


Mistral drew in a deep breath and
asked the question that had plagued her since the birth of her first son, ‘Why
are you still here?’


‘Because I choose to be.’


‘Not because I want you to be?’


‘Ah, I could not stay if you did
not wish it.’


‘But I don’t wish it Saul! 
I want you to move on!  Find peace!  Not be tethered to me!’


‘Perhaps my peace is in being
tethered to you.’


Mistral frowned, ‘I don’t
understand.’


‘You are bound to Mage De Winter
for life, and I accept that.  But beyond the boundaries of reality lies a
realm that your Mage cannot enter.  But I can.  I choose to stay here
and be your protector when your gift requires you to wander these foreign
shores.’


‘But I don’t want your protection
Saul!  I want you to be happy, find an angel in Elysium to serenade!’


‘You are my angel Mistral. 
And my place is here.’


Mistral gave a short laugh, ‘I’m
hardly an angel Saul!’


‘You are to me.’


She turned to him expecting a
mocking look but his gaze was completely sincere.  She hesitated for a
moment then spoke again, ‘I’m having a son Saul –’


He smiled. 


Mistral sighed.  Of course
he knew.  ‘Grendel’s going to be one of his godfathers.  But he needs
another.  I – I’m not sure I’ll be able to make it public because it would
be just too weird, but just here, between you and me ... would you agree to be
his other godfather?’


Saul grinned, ‘I would be
honoured.’


Mistral smiled then felt tears
prick her eyes.  She turned away, staring at the devastation Onieroi
planned to wreak on the Isle, ‘How do we get out of here?’


‘We can go whenever you
want.  You’re the one in control Mistral.’


Mistral opened her eyes to see
the familiar low beams of the bedroom ceiling.  The long shadows told her
it was late afternoon.  She had been in Onieroi’s world longer than it had
felt.  She groaned and stretched, feeling unnaturally stiff.  


‘Mistral!’


Mistral turned to see Fabian
sitting on the chair beside their bed.  His face was haggard, dark circles
ringed his anxious eyes.  


‘What time is it?’  She sat
up and was puzzled to find that she was wearing one of Fabian’s shirts.  


‘Time?’  Fabian gave a
hollow laugh and moved over to stand before her.  ‘It is the middle of the
afternoon.  However, I think a more appropriate question for you to ask
would be what day it is.’


Mistral blinked at him, noting
that his clothes were creased and the stubble on his face longer than she
recalled, ‘What?’


‘It is Thursday Mistral.’


‘Thursday?  What the hell
happened to Tuesday and Wednesday?’


His eyes bored into hers, dark
with anger, ‘I was rather hoping you would be able to tell me that.’


She dropped her gaze and plucked
at the bedsheet, guilt overriding her shock at how long she’d been in Onieroi’s
world, ‘Hedera woke me.  She was cold.  She went to wash in the lake
and starting blubbing over Prince being dead again.’  She paused and drew
in a breath.  ‘Then he was there.’  


Fabian frowned, ‘Who was
there?  Prince?’


Mistral nodded, lifting her eyes
to gaze at him, knowing her answer would make him furious, ‘And Onieroi.’


Fabian nodded once, his expression
registering not the fury Mistral expected, but resignation, ‘I thought that was
where you had gone.  When I awoke you were in a deep trance.  I
feared that Hedera had been killed and pulled you into a Death Trance.  I
asked Cassius to read you and find out.  But your mind repelled him. 
He was flung across the room by the force –’


Mistral gasped, ‘Cassius! 
Was he hurt?’


Fabian’s eyes grew strangely
flat, ‘He was knocked unconscious, but recovered soon enough.  He read
Hedera and heard her fallen mind.  I knew then that you had entered
Onieroi’s mind and were beyond reach.’  


‘Fabian –’ Mistral reached out
for his hand.  He let her take it but didn’t return her hold.  ‘Oh
Fabian.  I can see you’re angry –’


‘Angry?  Yes I am!’  He
jerked his hand away and strode across the room to stand before the small
window.  A silence fell while he stared out.  


Mistral watched the tensed
muscles in his shoulders and waited for him to speak, knowing from this aura
and his thoughts that he was struggling to control a deep rage.  


He suddenly turned, his eyes
burning coals in his pale face, ‘I am angry with you, but I am furious with
Cassius!  He should never have asked you to form a permanent connection
with Hedera!  He knew Onieroi would be drawn to her grief and that you are
reckless enough to risk reading him!’


‘No Fabian!  He –’


Fabian held up a hand, ‘Let me
finish Mistral!  He abused his relationship with you.  He knew you
would not deny him any request!  He risked your life, and the life of our
unborn son.  And for that I cannot forgive him.’


Mistral stared at him, ‘What are
you saying Fabian?’


Fabian turned away, ‘I am saying
that Cassius is no son of mine.’


Mistral leapt from the bed and rushed
to take his hands, forcing him to meet her desperate look, ‘But it’s not
Cassius who’s at fault!  He was right to ask me to read Hedera!  He
couldn’t have known that I would read Onieroi.  Even I didn’t know I was
going to ... and I nearly didn’t, but Saul told me it wouldn’t harm me or the
baby –’


Fabian’s eyes flashed, ‘Saul was
there?’


Something in his stare made her
drop his hands, ‘Yes.  We went into Onieroi’s mind together.  So you
needn’t have worried.  I was safe.’


‘It’s my duty to protect you
Mistral!  Not Saul’s!  You are mine, not his!’


Shocked by his outburst, Mistral
could only stare at him.  He turned away from her with an angry gesture
and strode towards the stairs.


‘Fabian!  Don’t leave me
like this!’


Fabian halted with one hand on
the wooden bannister but didn’t turn around, ‘I could never leave you
Mistral.  You know that.  I am going to tell Cain that you have
awoken.  He is anxious to examine you.  Please return to bed and
rest.’


Shaken by the coldness of his
words, Mistral stumbled back to the bed.  She heard the front door slam
and began to cry, knowing that Fabian had left.  Footsteps ran lightly up
the stairs and Cain appeared with a tray of food in his hands, his saddlebag
slung over one shoulder.  He looked at her tear-streaked faced and walked
over to sit beside her.  


‘Come on now, there’s no need for
tears.  Fathers and sons always argue.’


‘But it’s my fault and Fabian’s
blaming Cassius!  I’ve never seen him so angry!’


‘Hmm, it was one hell of an
argument.’ 


Mistral rubbed her tears away and
looked at him, ‘Tell me what happened Cain.’


Cain turned to pick the plate of
food off the tray and placed it on the bed next to her, ‘I will tell you when
you’ve eaten something.  We could only get water and thin soup down you
this last couple of days.  I’ll be happier knowing my nephew is getting
something a little more sustaining to help him grow.’   


Mistral began to pick obediently
at the food, not even noticing what it was while Cain related the events of the
last two days. 


‘When he found you in a trance on
Tuesday morning Mage De Winter roused Cassius and myself.  He was worried
that you had entered into a Death Trance and couldn’t get out.  Cassius
tried to read you but couldn’t –’


‘Fabian said he was thrown across
the room and knocked out.  Is he alright?’  Mistral asked anxiously.


Cain nodded, ‘Yes.  He was
only unconscious for a few minutes.  He recovered quickly.’


‘What happened then?’


‘Mage De Winter asked him to read
Hedera, I think he already suspected what had happened because he went very
quiet and just stood by the window staring at you.  Cassius was only in a
trance for a few seconds, but it was long enough for him to know that Hedera
was dead and you must be reading Onieroi.’  Cain fell silent, his face
thoughtful.  


Mistral quickly swallowed the
piece of bread she had been chewing, ‘And?’  


‘And then Mage De Winter went mad
at him.  He told Cassius to go back to the Valley.’


Mistral stared at him, hearing in
his thoughts that Fabian had said a hell of a lot more than just that, but Cain
was being careful not to upset her further, ‘He said Cassius was no son of
his,’ she whispered and began to cry again.  ‘How could he say that to his
son?’


Cain sighed, ‘He was very angry
and harsh words were spoken in the heat of the moment.  It’ll all settle,
you’ll see.  Anyway, what’s solstice without a good family row?  Now,
if you’ve quite finished picking that piece of bread to bits, then I would like
to check on my nephew.’


Dreading what changes Cain would
find, Mistral pushed her plate away and lay down.  To distract herself
while he prodded and measured, she let her mind reach out for Cassius.  He
was in his tower room in the Valley, forcing the contents of a Council report
to lodge in his mind, but the words kept sliding away, his thoughts returning
to the face of his father, white with fury.


Cassius.


Mother!


‘S’alright Cassius. 
Everything’s fine.  I Saw Onieroi.  We can find him now.


I don’t care about
Onieroi!  I’m so sorry!  I swear I had no intentions of placing you
and your baby in harm’s way! 


I know that Cassius.  And
when your father has calmed down a bit he’ll know it too.  I’ll talk to
him.


He was utterly furious! 
I don’t know if even you can make this right.


I will.  I have to. 
I’m not letting him repeat his relationship with his father.  He’s
regretted it all of his life, but he’s too stubborn to admit it.  Yes,
he’s angry with you, but this is more to do with his pride.  He felt
helpless to protect me when I was in a trance – and me stupidly telling him
that Saul was there has only made it worse.  It’s my mess as much as
yours.  But, enough of the self-recriminations.  Can you ride
over?  We need to sort this out.


Yes.  I’ll leave
now.  But – 


‘Right.  All done Mistral.’ 


Mistral’s attention was snapped
away from her son by Cain’s briskly spoken words.  She raised herself up
onto her elbows, watching him packing away his instruments.


‘Don’t get up Mistral.  It’s
probably best that you stay lying down for this.’ 


Mistral’s eyes widened and her
throat constricted so that all she could do was let out a dry moan of fear.


Cain smiled, ‘Don’t worry. 
Everything is perfectly normal.  You are no further on than I would
expect.  I think we can still anticipate a normal pregnancy, well, as normal
as you can be –’


Mistral sagged with relief, ‘Oh
thank you Cain!  I was so frightened the baby would be changed like Amber
was!’


‘Well, I have no idea whether
your contact with Onieroi will have bestowed a gift of any sort.  But
there is something that’s probably going to come as a bit of a shock to you –’


Mistral was so stunned that she
had to ask Cain to repeat himself three times before she managed a faint, ‘Oh.’


‘Yes.  Oh.  Now, if
you’re up to it, your family are keen to see you back in the land of the
living.’


‘Can ... can I have a moment?’


‘Of course, but I should warn you
that the twins are frantic to see you and I doubt I’ll be able to stall them.’


She nodded numbly and stared at
the window, her hands resting over the slight swell in her abdomen.  The
light double tread of the twins running up the stairs broke her from her
reverie.  She quickly composed herself – Cain’s discovery was something
she would keep to herself for now.  The shock was fading to leave her with
the problem of how to reconcile Fabian and Cassius.


‘Mistral!’


She sighed, wondering how many
times she’d heard her name called in exasperated tones by the twins.  They
converged on her, trapping her in on either side; all inquisitive green eyes
and anxious touches, which she did her best to stand, knowing that their
concern was genuine.


‘Sorry ... sorry,’ she
muttered.  ‘I know I put you all through hell ... again.’


‘Never mind that now.’ 
Phantom said quickly.  ‘What happened?’  


Mistral listened to Fabian for a
moment before she replied and was relieved to See him out hunting with
Prospero, taking his anger out on the forest’s population of boar.  Even
though he was furious with her, he was still hunting the meat she craved whilst
pregnant with his child.  Knowing that he would be gone for some time,
Mistral relaxed slightly and began to tell the twins what had happened. 
She started in a faltering voice, but found that once she’d begun, she just
couldn’t stop.  The words flowed out in an unstoppable rush.  It was a
relief to be able to speak freely to the twins, knowing they would listen and
not judge her. 


When she finished a silence
fell.  The twins gazed unseeingly at the wall opposite the bed with
thoughtful expressions on their faces.   


‘We have Onieroi.  Oh, well
done Mistral.’  Phantasm said softly and squeezed her hand.


‘I knew Saul was hanging around
in your head because he thought he still stood a chance!’


Mistral rolled her eyes, ‘Oh come
off it Phantom.  Let’s get that one straight before you go and warp it
into some tragic love story.  Sight uses Saul’s form because I’m wracked
with guilt over his death and it makes me more attentive to anything he says to
me.’


Phantom pursed his lips in a way
that clearly suggested he thought otherwise, but before he could give voice to
his opinions Mistral spoke again.


‘Now brothers,’ she turned to
give each of them a questing look.  ‘How the hell am I going to sort this
mess out?’


Fabian returned at sunset with a
huge sabre-tusked boar draped over the back of his saddle.  Whilst Delphine
issued instructions to her brothers on how she wanted it prepared for dinner,
Mistral took Fabian’s hand and led him to the one place in the house where they
could not be overlooked or overheard.  


Her wolverine skin lay draped
ready over the arm of the long bench on the balcony.  She pulled it over
them both, forcing an intimacy that Fabian’s rigid posture denied.  She
lay in his wooden arms for a moment then sighed.


‘I love you Fabian. 
Implicitly.  But this can’t go on.  You can’t remain angry with Cassius
for asking of me what was his right to ask.’


‘Sons should respect their
mothers, not order them to risk their lives!’


‘I am the Ri’s Seer.  Is he
my son, or the Divinus of the Ri?’


Fabian frowned, ‘As either he
should not have asked!’


‘Leo would have.’


‘And you would have refused
him.  Cassius knew that you would not refuse his request.  He took
advantage of the love you bear him to seek the results he desires, heedless to
the risk to your life or our unborn child.’


Mistral paused, but refrained
from breaking that particular piece of news to him just yet, ‘I wouldn’t have
refused the request if Leo had made it Fabian.  The Isle is not just our
sanctuary, but our children’s, and their children too … should we be so
blessed.’  She paused and sighed deeply.  ‘Amber is distraught by
this.  She fears that her wedding will be nothing more than a forced
affair while you and Cassius glower at each other across the room.  I’ve
had to suffer Delphine crying, and had to try and explain what happened to
Marcus – who thinks his mother is a nutcase who stares at nothing for days on
end, and his father and his eldest brother hate each other.  This cannot
continue Fabian!  I will not have this family torn apart by your hurt
pride.  I love you to the absolute end of time.  There is no-one that
could ever, ever make me waver from that for one single moment – and yet you
punish me and our son for your injured pride?  No more.  It ends
now.  I am yours.  I have always been and always will be.  And
you will make it right with your son!’  Mistral finished fiercely,
adding a touch more gently.  ‘I won’t let you repeat your father’s
mistakes.’


Fabian didn’t speak but shook his
head angrily.  


Sighing softly, Mistral realised
that she would have to resort to revealing the piece of information she’d kept
to herself all afternoon.  Taking one of his rigid hands, she laid it over
her belly.


‘Fabian?  Um … well, there’s
something I need to tell you.’ 


He tensed.  The arms that
encircled her tightened to form an iron band.  ‘Has our son been harmed?’ 


‘No,’ she said slowly.  ‘Our
sons are fine.’


Silence.  Then he spoke in a
voice barely above a whisper.


‘Sons?’


‘Yes.  Cain says that they
are developing at a normal rate and I should carry them for the usual ten
months, but to expect some increased discomfort, since there are three in
there.’


Another silence fell, longer than
before and infinitely more resounding. 


‘Three?’


‘Yes Fabian.  I’m having
triplets.’


He suddenly laughed and Mistral
could have wept for joy.  


Drawn by the sound of her
father’s laughter, Delphine peeped through the glass doors and heaved a sigh,
‘Oh thank goodness for that!’


‘What?’  Marcus wandered
across, idly rubbing a plate dry with a linen cloth.


‘Er, nothing you need to
see!’  She shooed him back to the table.  ‘But let’s just say they’re
making up.’


Cain walked over and peered over
her shoulder then gave a low laugh, ‘It’s just a shame Mage De Winter and
Cassius can’t make up so easily.’


‘Yuk Cain!  That’s a
horrible thought!  Now get on with setting that table, or I’ll be the one
doing the shouting!’


‘Now that is a horrible
thought!’  


Cain laughed as Delphine batted
him playfully on the shoulder and followed her back to the table where the
twins were sat talking quietly with Cassius.  He had arrived only moments
before, unseen by Fabian, who was on the balcony with Mistral.  His three
younger brothers were regarding him cautiously, no doubt wondering if there was
going to be another scene.  Amber was in the bathroom, wallowing miserably
in a hot bath.  Xerxes and Brutus had been forced to return to their
tavern on Tuesday.  Brutus had been unwilling to leave her, but Xerxes had
insisted he left the family to sort out their affairs without outside
interference.  Samson and Gemma had stayed, only leaving when Cain had
announced Mistral fit and well.  Then they had made a swift departure,
knowing that the family would need time alone to heal the rifts. 


The twins were quizzing Cassius
on news from the Valley.  Their enforced stay at the mountain house had
made them frustratingly isolated at a time when it was imperative to keep
abreast of events.


‘Have there been any more reports
of Onieroi’s activity?’


Cassius shook his head, ‘It would
appear that he has gone to ground.’


‘Hmm, that fits with what Mistral
said.  No doubt he’s plotting.’


‘Have you brought news from the
Council?’  Phantasm asked.


Cassius reached into the
saddlebag at his feet to draw out a pile of folded parchments, ‘Twenty six
wedding invites.’


Phantom gave a wry laugh, ‘The
widows have worked fast!’


‘Dubiously so.  I have
drafted a polite refusal to all but the most senior.’  He passed a
parchment written in his own hand to Phantom, along with the invites.  


Phantom nodded, ‘I will respond
to them the moment we return to the Valley.’


‘I have received a reported
sighting of the giant.’  Cassius passed another piece of parchment to
Phantom.  ‘Please send a copy to Leo immediately, he may wish to issue a
Contract for its destruction.  The source is trustworthy.  It’s from
a tribe of yarthkins in the west, close to The Dawn Forests.  It would
seem that the giant is making its way northwards.’


Phantom frowned at the report
Cassius passed him, ‘Is the giant from the tribe living in the Northern Range?’


‘No.  It was shipped in from
Norway especially for The Festival of the Arcane.  It’s probably caught
the scent of the Isle’s tribe and is making its way north to find them, no
doubt with the intention of challenging the head male for leadership.  If
they meet it’ll be disastrous.  I’ve read an account of the last time the
old male was challenged and overthrown.  The fight lasted weeks and caused
several avalanches which devastated the farmlands on the lower slopes. 
The two giants flung boulders the size of horses at each other, some of which destroyed
a small elven settlement several miles away.’


‘It is another worry that I’m
sure Mage Sphinx could do without at the moment.’  Phantom sighed. 
He rolled the report back up then lifted his gaze to look expectantly at
Cassius, waiting for him to continue working through the paperwork on the
table. 


‘The Dragon Census is in. 
Leo has sent me a copy together with a request to issue a Contract to cull the
adult male and allow the new younger male to take control of the herd. 
The Contract will be tendered in the spring.’


Fabian and Samson watched the
report being passed over to Phantom with hungry eyes.  


Cassius laid a hand on the final
piece of parchment, again written in his own hand, ‘I have read each of the
remaining amazons Contracted to hunt for Onieroi’s following and have recorded
my readings here.  There is little of note to mention.  In light of
recent developments I can see no reason for them to continue and would like you
to use your gift to call them back to the Valley.’


The twins nodded, diplomatically
not mentioning the recent developments.  Phantasm took the parchment and
began to read it while Phantom thumbed through the wedding invites, laughing
under his breath when he read some of the pairings.


‘Old enough to be his
mother!  And who’s this?  No!  I don’t believe it!  She’s
definitely been brewing something other than tea to have made him agree to
marry her –’


The bathroom door opened. 
Cassius looked up to see his sister emerging.  Her eyes were red-rimmed
from crying and shadowed from lack of sleep.  He felt another stab of
guilt at the pain he had caused his family.  She saw him and her face
broke into a smile of happiness.


‘Cassius!’  She ran over to
fling her arms around him in a hug.  


‘Hello Amber,’ he smiled and
returned her embrace, grateful that at least one member of his family was
pleased to see him.  


She sat on the chair beside him,
her large golden eyes filled with hope, ‘Does this mean you and father have
made up?’  


‘Not yet.’


‘Oh.’  Amber’s face fell
slightly.


‘But I am here to try.’


She instantly brightened again
and he smiled.  That was Amber, sunshine and showers.  


‘Good,’ she patted his
hand.  ‘Because I want my wedding to be a happy one.’


‘Right, dinner’s ready.’ 
Delphine bustled over with a steaming dish in her cloth-wrapped hands. 
‘Would one of you please tell mother and father to come in?’


‘I will!’  Amber bounded to
her feet and skipped towards the balcony doors.


‘Wait!’


‘Yes Del?’  Amber paused and
looked at her sister over her shoulder.


‘Just knock a couple of times on
the door before you go out.’


Amber frowned then shrugged and
did as her sister asked, rapping twice on the glass before flinging the doors
open and sticking her head out, ‘Dinner’s – oh!  Eugh!’


Fabian and Mistral came in to the
house a few minutes later, holding hands and smiling.  When Fabian’s gaze
fell on his eldest son sat beside Amber his smile faded slightly, but he nodded
a greeting and took his seat.


‘Boar casserole!’  Mistral
sighed happily and stuck a forkful into her mouth.  She gave it a cursory
chew then swallowed.  ‘Ah, that’s good.  Thanks Delphine, I’m
famished!’


‘I’m not surprised.’
 Delphine murmured into her goblet of wine.


Cain winked at Mistral across the
table.  She threw him an impertinent look, too overjoyed to have made
things right between her and Fabian to be embarrassed by his knowing
look.  


‘No more frolicking on balconies
in the middle of winter, please Mistral.  Good food and rest are the order
of the day from now on,’ he said firmly.  ‘You have a lot of growing to do
to make sure those babies arrive safely.’


Mistral rolled her eyes and
returned her attention to her plate of food to avoid the suddenly curious looks
her family were giving her.


‘What’s this?’  Phantom
asked quickly.  ‘Babies?’


‘Are you having twins
again?’  Delphine gasped excitedly.


Mistral shook her head and didn’t
raise her eyes from her plate of food.


Delphine frowned, ‘Then why did
Cain say babies, and not baby?’


‘Your mother is having triplets.’
 Fabian said, the softness of his voice at odds with the fierce pride that
shone in his eyes.  


There was a brief shocked silence
which Delphine broke with an excited squeal, ‘Triplets?  As in three
babies?’  


‘Yes Delphine.  Three is the
definition of triplets.’  Cain laughed.  ‘You will have three more
brothers to boss by the end of the summer.’


Mistral shook her head while she
quickly swallowed her mouthful of food, ‘No, that’s not quite right actually
Cain.  I just read them for Fabian –’ she paused and turned to look at her
husband.  He gazed silently back, but his face glowed with a happiness
that made Mistral want to drag him back out onto the balcony again.


‘And?’  Phantom prompted
impatiently.


‘Huh?  Oh, yes sorry. 
Two boys and one girl.’


Phantom heaved a deep sigh of
satisfaction and reached for his goblet, ‘Then I propose a toast to my next
godsons and goddaughter.’


‘Names?’  Amber asked with a
grin as she raised her goblet.


Mistral continued to hold
Fabian’s gaze and smiled, happy for him to announce the names of their next
children.


‘We had already agreed upon
naming our next son Hieronymus Eximius De Winter to honour the last leader of
the Isle, and I would like to call our daughter Victoria Hedera De Winter
because every breath we draw is in itself a victory, and we must not forget the
sacrifice our amazon sister made for the Isle.  And for the final of our
three –’ he paused and looked at Cassius.  ‘Leopold Cassius De Winter.’


If she could have, Mistral would
have bitten the knuckles of her clenched hand to stop the involuntary sob of
joy that forced its way out of her.  Instead she choked on the mouthful of
boar she was chewing and endured Phantom patting her on the back while she
spluttered into her goblet of water.  


‘Excellent choices Mage De
Winter.’  Phantasm said once they had drunk their toast to the three lives
growing within Mistral.  ‘Now we must talk of the Isle they will inhabit.’


Mistral took a sip of water to
ease her constricted throat then lowered her goblet, setting it down with
deliberate slowness while she marshalled her thoughts.  She drew in a long
breath and regarded her family steadily, ‘I know you all heard the harsh words
between Fabian and Cassius.  That’s done with and I want no more said on
it.  I shall tell you now of what I Saw and then we will discuss the way
forward, not linger on the past.’


Mistral repeated her story again
in a clear voice, omitting only the private conversation she had shared with
Saul.  When she finished there was a brief lull while everyone thought,
then immediately began asking questions at the same time.


Fabian raised a hand to halt the
flow of voices, ‘Ask your questions one at a time.  We will move around
the table.’  He nodded to Phantom, sat next to Mistral.


‘From your vision we can deduce
that Onieroi seeks to recruit an amazon army by offering them promises of
equality.  I would suggest that we summon the heads of the amazon tribes
and offer them just that before Onieroi has a chance to.  I fear that we
must act with some urgency.  The Divinus has received no reports of abductions
since Mistral saw Hedera die, which leads me to suspect that he has already
begun his attempts to win over the amazon tribes.’


Phantasm nodded in agreement and
looked at Cassius, ‘My brother and I can draft a meeting invite for your
approval this afternoon ... something along the lines of the new Divinus
wishing to meet with the amazons to herald an era of equality.’


Cassius nodded his assent and
Marcus immediately piped up with his question, being the one sat next to
Phantasm, ‘Which bedroom are they going to have?’


Mistral blinked at her son. 
She hadn’t got round to thinking of the logistics of bringing three more
children into their Valley home.  ‘Um ... well, they’ll be in with your
father and I for a start.’


Marcus folded his arm, ‘Don’t
want to share my room with a girl!’


‘No.  Of course not. 
When they’re old enough, Victoria can have Amber’s room, and the boys will go
in with you.’


Marcus seemed satisfied with that
and carried on with his second helping of casserole.


Fabian was the last one seated on
that side of the table.  He shared a look with his twin brother who had
taken Cassius’ usual seat at the end of the table, ‘Well, I have to ask this,
even though I can guess the answer.  I suppose that killing all the
amazons to leave Onieroi with no army is out of the question?’


‘Genocide?’  Cassius raised
both eyebrows.  ‘Yes brother, you are right.  It is completely and
utterly out of the question.  The amazons have not yet betrayed the
Isle.  We cannot declare war on them just because mother overheard
Onieroi’s wishful thinking!’


‘Huh.  Thought so.  In
that case we just want to know about these ruddy page boy outfits –’


‘All in good time
brothers!’  Amber grinned.


‘Cassius?’  Fabian looked at
his eldest son.  ‘It is your turn.’


‘Thank you.’  Cassius
replied politely then looked at his mother.  ‘You said you saw the Valley
burning in Onieroi’s vision.  Did you sense that he had any notion of the
threat we posed, or do you feel it was simply an act of wanton destruction?’


Mistral frowned thoughtfully,
‘Hedera was thankfully ignorant of the extent of our gifts.  She knew that
you and I both have the Sight and could read remotely, but knew nothing of your
extra abilities, or the twins’ gift.  Therefore Onieroi is woefully
ill-informed about our power.  I think he saw the burning of the Valley as
an act of destruction that would yield a twofold result.  Firstly – thanks
to Hedera – he knows of our plans to vanquish him by killing his following, so
by destroying the Valley he removes the risk to the source of his power. 
And secondly, if he is taking the bitterness Hedera felt towards the Ri as
being a common trait amongst amazons, then offering to destroy the Valley might
be another way of winning them over.’


Cassius turned to the twins, ‘I
want the Valley emptied.  We will relocate with the tribes in The Velvet
Forests.  The risk of staying is too high –’ 


‘Wait!’  Amber said
quickly.  ‘It’s my turn to ask a question!  But I think I know the
answer already.’  She turned to her mother.  ‘Saul said you would
know what the distraction was when it arrived.’


Mistral nodded cautiously,
uncomfortable at having Saul mentioned.


‘Well ... isn’t there one huge
distraction about to happen that’ll present Onieroi with a golden opportunity
to get rid of all his Mage and Ri enemies in one go?’


‘Is there?’  Mistral
struggled to think of an event that would pull together Mage and Arcane. 
The Festival of the Arcane had been and gone, and anyway, no Mages were
permitted to attend.  She shook her head, unable to think of anything. 
‘No, sorry Amber –’


‘Ah, Amber, you are clever.’
 Phantom suddenly smiled at his goddaughter.  


‘Oh, but of course.’
 Phantasm sighed and turned to address Fabian and Mistral.  ‘Our
mother’s wedding to Mage Sphinx will present such an occasion.  It’s going
to be attended by pretty much the whole Isle.’


‘Every chieftain has been
invited, along with his wife – or wives – as it will undoubtedly be in most
cases.  And because of Mage Sphinx’s close connection with the Valley, all
of the Magnate have also been invited.  It’s going to be huge.’ 
Phantom finished. 


Fabian nodded thoughtfully, ‘I
agree with your thinking, but even if Onieroi is aware of the event there is
still a month in which he could act.  We cannot take the risk.  The
Valley must be evacuated.’


‘If we flee the Valley we’ll be
refugees!’ Phantasm argued.  ‘What does that say about the Ri?  That
we run from our problems?  The amazons are hardly going to be impressed by
any policies we present when we already look like we’ve run away to hide from
Onieroi!’   


Cassius regarded Phantasm
silently for a moment, his dark eyes clouded with thought, ‘The women and
children must go.  Any villagers or warriors who wish to leave may do
also.  I will not force anyone to stay against their will.’


‘I’m not leaving the
Valley!’  Amber said hotly.  


‘S’alright ‘Ber.’  Samson
said quietly.  ‘Cassius said he wouldn’t force any warriors to do anything
against their will.  You just Qualified.  It doesn’t matter that
you’ve taken a second year.  You’re a warrior now.’


Anger flared in Cassius’ eyes as
he realised that he’d inadvertently given his mother and Amber a valid reason
to remain in the Valley.  


‘Can Delphine stay here?’ 
Cain asked Mistral quietly.


‘Yes –’


‘No!’  Delphine banged her
hands down onto the table.  ‘My place is by Cain’s side and with my
family.  Besides, if Onieroi attacks, then the Infirmary will need
every healer in the Valley.’


‘Well that just leaves Marcus.’
 Cassius continued in a tight voice.  ‘He can stay at The Warrior.’


‘No chance!’  Marcus
howled.  ‘If you send me there I’ll just come riding back!  I’m not
missing out on a fight!’


‘Marcus.’  Cassius said
tensely.  ‘It will be less of a fight and more of a bloodbath.  I do
not want you there!’


‘You can’t make me stay
away!’  


Cassius gave him a dangerous
look, ‘I am the Divinus of the Ri, little brother.  I can have you
imprisoned in the Council dungeons if I thought it would keep you out of harm’s
way!’


‘This is getting us
nowhere!’  Mistral cut in sharply.  ‘There are too many unanswered
questions for us to reason clearly.  I can resolve this here and now –’


‘No!’


The room fell silent, shocked by
the force of Fabian’s shout.  Roused from their fireside sleep, Prospero
and Merlin lifted their heads.  Sensing the suddenly tense atmosphere,
Merlin whined and scampered to Amber, seeking reassurance. 


Fabian continued in a voice like
ice, ‘I absolutely forbid you to read Onieroi again Mistral.’ His eyes
held hers, hard as stone.  ‘You will not do it.’


She gazed back, her own nearly as
dark, but blazing with an emotion that was neither anger nor defiance, but
something indefinable, ‘I will because I have to.  I can find the answers
to all our questions!  We can plan then Fabian – you know it makes
sense.  I can even plant the information in Onieroi’s mind about Melsina
and Leo’s wedding.’


‘No!’  


‘Wait!’  Cassius held his
hand up, silencing his mother before she argued back.  ‘How can you plant
information in Onieroi’s mind?  As a Seer you can only observe and feel,
not influence.’


‘When I saw the amazon army in
Onieroi’s mind I wished I had my swords, and then I had them.’  Mistral
offered her son a shrug.  ‘I willed it – and it happened.’


‘Like in Onieroi’s maze.’ 
Phantasm said thoughtfully.  ‘You were already pregnant then and you defeated
the maze ... I wonder –’  


‘What brother?’  Phantom
asked when Phantasm fell silent.  


‘Oh, just an idea ... but it
bears no relevance to this conversation.  It can wait till later –’


‘Fabian.’  Mistral grasped
Fabian’s wrist and spoke to him in a rapid whisper.  ‘Tell me why you
don’t want me to read Onieroi.  You know it won’t harm me, or our
children!  Please, please tell me it’s not because of Saul!  I
thought I had made that right with you?’


‘I have overcome my jealousy, but
not my fear for your life.  You were in a trance for two days
Mistral!  Onieroi’s divine touch may not harm you or our children but time
does!  Your body needs to nourish them, not starve them!’


‘But –’


‘I said no!  I will not turn
on this!’


Fabian’s voice had risen to a shout
again.  Mistral didn’t need to look round to know that everyone was
staring at them.  She sighed and let go of his wrist but kept her eyes on
his, speaking in a quiet voice, ‘May I ask a question?’  


His face was as expressionless,
his eyes granite.  He afforded her the briefest of nods.  


‘I’ve hesitated to ask this
question because of the answers I might hear, but did you –’ she paused and
looked around the table, her gaze resting on Phantom and Phantasm, ‘did any
of you actually try to bring me out of that trance?’


There was a long moment of
silence while the family all shared surprised and guilty looks.


‘Well, no.’ Phantasm finally
admitted.  ‘When your mind repelled Cassius so powerfully none of us dared
to try anything ... er, like before.’


Mistral closed her eyes and
sighed, ‘For that at least I am grateful.’  She opened her eyes to gaze at
Fabian with something close to hurt.  ‘But you?  You didn’t try to
bring me back?  Were you so angry with me that you wanted to leave me there?’


Fabian’s face was shocked, ‘I
could never wish you harm!’


‘Then why didn’t you try and
bring me back?  I would always come back for you.’ 


‘Cassius failed to reach you!’


‘Forgive me Fabian, but I am not
Bonded to Cassius.’


‘I –’ Fabian’s face worked but no
words came out, he was too appalled at how blind his anger had made him. 


Mistral looked around the table,
‘I will read Onieroi for one turn of the hourglass then Fabian will bring me
out.’


‘How?’  Phantasm frowned.


Mistral smiled and turned to
Fabian.  She bent her head and murmured something too low for anyone else
to hear.  


‘Ready?’  Mistral looked at
Delphine who had fetched the hourglass from the dresser.


She nodded once, her blue eyes
wide with apprehension.


‘One hour Mistral, not a moment
more.’  Cain warned.


Mistral closed her eyes and drew
in a deep breath, holding it until she felt her heartbeat slow.  She
concentrated on the beat, letting the slow, resilient pound fill her ears and
her mind, drawing her down into her own body, becoming the pulse of life as it
gradually slowed … then became still.


She opened her eyes and gazed
around, not at the blood-red sky and blackened landscape of before, but a
square of grey light that seemed to be moving.  Was she behind a
waterfall?  She studied the opening more closely, aware that every second
she spent in Onieroi’s mind measured far longer in her own.


The opening was not natural, but
a definite square shape; it had been carved from the black rock.  The
walls leading up to it were smooth, but unadorned by paintings or
tapestries.  She could hear a low moaning sound, too constant to be that
of a creature in pain.  It was the wind.  With a start she realised
that the dim light of the entrance was obscured not by water, but by
snow.  The moaning was the sound of a blizzard.  Onieroi was staring
at it, transfixed by the shapes the swirling snow made.  Mistral felt his
blankness, a deep resounding nothingness that was both startling and strangely
beguiling.  It would be nothing for him to stare at the storm until it
abated and the spring rains came.  Time was meaningless to him. 
There was no sense of urgency in his thoughts, or even any concept that time
was passing.  He was immortal.  


How long had she been there
already?  Tearing her gaze away from the snow Mistral began to work. 
She closed her eyes and concentrated on an image of the parchment Fabian had
held in The Cloak and Dagger.  Melsina and Leo’s wedding invite. 
Holding the image clearly in her mind she called up a memory of Hedera confessing
her life to Onieroi at the lake edge two days before.  She held the
pictures side by side in her mind’s eye then forced the walls of her mind to
contract and merged the two together.  


Next, she turned her gift
inwards, weaving through Onieroi’s mind, sifting through the myriad of images
that presented themselves to the slender-tipped touch of each Sight
tendril.  Soon, Mistral began to panic.  Onieroi had existed for over
a thousand years.  It could take forever to find the single memory she
sort.


The blizzard moaned and howled
like a wild beast.  The noise unnerved Mistral, distracting her while her
gift roamed through the endless memories in the vast cavern of Onieroi’s
mind.  Then another sound stole into her consciousness.  No more than
a whisper, a velvet growl that pulled her from dark depths.


‘No!  I haven’t found what I
came for yet!’  She struggled against Fabian’s pull, but could not. 
The unbreakable ties of Bonding were drawing her to him with an irresistible
force.  In desperation she yelled out a name, not for one moment really
thinking he would answer.


‘Saul!’


‘Yes.’


‘Oh!  Oh Saul!  You’re
here!’


Saul sighed, his brown eyes
amused, ‘Where else would I be?’  


Mistral felt Fabian’s voice tug
at her mind; she knew she only had seconds left, ‘Saul!  I can’t
stay!  And I doubt Fabian will let me come back!  I need –’


‘I know.  Go to your
Mage.  I will have your answer.’


‘But how will I –’


He smiled and vanished.


Mistral opened her eyes to see
Fabian gazing at her.  He was holding her face between his hands, singing
so softly that she was amazed she’d heard him deep in her trance.  She
listened to the words for a moment and smiled.  ‘You remembered.’ 


He nodded and stopped singing the
ballad Mistral loved.  His eyes searched her face for a long moment, then
he suddenly pulled her closer and kissed her. 











Crumpled Shirts and Dog Hair





Mistral lay in a bath of hot
water and gazed out of the window at the deep pink sky.  She turned to
point out how beautiful the sunset was to Fabian and saw him stretched out asleep
on top of the bed with Prospero beside him.  She smiled and lay back
against the rolled top of the bath, letting her gaze rest on the dark beams of
the ceiling above her.  The room Brutus had given them was one of the best
at their tavern.  The walls were panelled in dark oak and the wooden floor
strewn with brightly coloured rugs.  A fire of oak logs burned in a
polished grate, giving off little smoke but plenty of heat.  The bath was
set before the fireplace; a graceful slipper-shaped affair supported on brass
feet that was sadly only big enough for one.  It amused Mistral that she
could lie in a bath in front of a roaring fire and be in the same room as the
bed.  She turned to look at the bed again and raised an eyebrow.  It
was magnificent, as fine as the one in their mansion at the Council.  It
was set upon a dais, reached by a double row of steps, the elevated position
drawing even more attention to the tall barley twist posts and crimson
drapes.  As she looked at the bed Prospero gave a low snore and rolled
over, resting a paw on Fabian.  He didn’t stir.  His face was more
relaxed than Mistral had seen it since she had woken from her deep trance three
days before.  She watched him for a moment, studying the features of the
man she loved.  Only when he was asleep and she was freed from the
arresting power of his eyes could she do this.  Her eyes moved over the
rumpled dark hair, spread out across the white pillow.  Amongst the black
a few strands of silver shone, a permanent reminder of his brush with
Onieroi.  The skin of his brow, so often furrowed in thought or concern
and usually because of her, was now smooth in sleep.  She was slightly too
far away to make out the black sweep of eyelashes, but she knew they were
there, casting faint shadows over the sharp ridges of his cheekbones.  His
jaw was shadowed by a week’s growth of beard that would be gone tomorrow when
he would shave for his daughter’s wedding.  Mistral sighed.  Then he
would be almost too handsome and she would want to shrink against his side,
knowing that other women must look at him paired with her and wonder why. 
She preferred him how he was now, tousle-haired, unshaven and his shirt
creased.  Her Mage.


Mistral trailed a hand through
the water and watched the curls of steam rising up, letting her mind turn back
to the night before.  She had read Onieroi for what felt like seconds, but
an hour had passed.  She had told the others that she had implanted a
false memory of Hedera having received an invite to Melsina and Leo’s
wedding.  The twins had both folded their arms and made disparaging
comments about the likelihood of that but, as Cassius pointed out, Onieroi
wasn’t to know how extensive the invitation list was.  Fabian had refused
to let her read Onieroi again to see if her ploy had worked, but the messengers
that Cassius sent out to ask the heads of the amazon tribes to attend a meeting
had all returned with acceptances, leading them to the conclusion that Onieroi
had taken the bait and was waiting for Leo’s wedding to finish all his enemies
in one fell swoop instead of trying to seek an alliance with the amazons … but
without solid proof it was only an assumption, and Mistral hated making
assumptions.  She was not a creature given to imagination and preferred
only to deal in reality.  She had to smile at the irony of this, given
that she was a Seer and privy to the secret dreams and desires of anyone she
chose, and also had a ghost living somewhere in her mind.


Saul.


She sighed and closed her eyes, calling
his name for what felt like the thousandth time since their brief conversation
in the labyrinth of Onieroi’s mind.  She had left him searching for
answers and desperately wanted to hear his findings, but so far all she’d heard
in response was the sound of her own breathing.  She hadn’t told Fabian of
Saul’s involvement, only that she’d been pulled from Onieroi’s mind before
finding what they needed to know, but had been secretly trying to call Saul
into her mind whenever the opportunity arose to stare vacantly into nothingness
without being observed.  A difficult task in a small house with ten other
people staying there.  


‘Yes Mistral?’


Mistral gasped out aloud,
‘Saul!  You’re back!’


‘Yes Mistral.’  Saul
repeated his greeting, his voice sounding weary.


‘Did you find what we needed to
know?’


‘I think so –’


Mistral suddenly wished she
hadn’t decided to try and call Saul up when she was in the bath, ‘Er, you can’t
see where I am, can you?’


A deep sigh, ‘Yes Mistral.’


‘Oh for crying out loud! 
Come back in five minutes!’


An even deeper sigh sounded in
her head and Saul’s face appeared in her mind, his warm brown eyes tired but
amused, ‘I’ll close my eyes if it makes you more comfortable.’


‘Yes.  Do that.’ 
Mistral snapped.  ‘And don’t peep.’


Saul’s smile deepened but he
obediently closed his eyes.


‘What did you find out?’ 
Mistral asked quickly.


‘Onieroi does plan to use the
amazons, but here’s the interesting thing.  His taking of Hedera’s life
drained him, and it shocked him.  Amazons neither want nor need love, and
have very little to give either.  He still wants to use them, but knows
he’ll have to spend time with his following to grow strong from their devotion
before he meets with the amazon chiefs.  Just being in their presence will
weaken him.’


‘Amazons can suck the living
force out of him?’  Mistral exclaimed then frowned.  ‘So, the race is
on to secure their loyalty.’


‘Hmm, looks like it.’


‘Did he fall for the fake memory
I planted?’


‘Hook, line and sinker. 
He’s holed up in the Northern Range now deciding whether to try and enlist the
amazons and declare war on the Isle, which will take time, or seize the
opportunity to destroy us when we’re all together for the Council
wedding.  Gods aren’t given to acting in haste and the wedding is, by his
divine reckoning, at fairly short notice, so he’s undecided.  So for the
moment, the Isle is safe while he has a celestial think.  Oh, by the way,
changing the wording on the invite was a nice touch to make it seem like his
Leoship had invited the whole damned Isle.’


‘Probably has, pompous –’


Saul laughed but kept his eyes
closed, ‘Hasn’t changed then?’


‘He’s worse.’


Saul nodded and yawned.


‘Do the dead get tired?’ 
Mistral asked curiously.


‘No.  Not really, but I know
I should be exhausted after sifting through a couple of hundred years’ worth of
Onieroi’s memories and old habits die hard.’


‘Try having children, it’s
knackering – oh!  By the way, you’ve got added godfather duties.’


‘I know.’  Saul smiled then
yawned again. 


‘I’ll let you go now, but thanks
Saul.  I’m really grateful.’


He began to fade from her mind,
rippling like a stone had been cast into his reflection, ‘For what?
 Reading Onieroi, or not opening my eyes?’


‘Both.’  


His voice was a faint mocking
murmur in her mind, ‘Seen it all before anyway.  Your Mage may be a brave
man, but he’s a lucky one.’


Mistral’s eyes flew open, wide
with anger, but Saul was gone and she was alone.  She turned and looked
out of the window.  The colours of sunset had faded to leave the sky a
pale indigo, smattered with the first few twinkling stars.  


In the kitchen downstairs an
impromptu party was gathering pace.  Everyone was either seated or stood
around the long pine table.  Xerxes was passing around flasks of
increasingly foul-tasting liquors, exhorting everyone to sample the contents –
which only Grendel seemed happy to do.  Samson was playing his fiddle to
amuse Samsara, gurgling happily on Gemma’s lap.  Brutus and Amber were
entwined by the stove, supposedly watching the stew that was cooking, but only
having eyes for each other.  Delphine, Marietta, Liliana, and her sisters
were all talking at once about the wedding that would be taking place there the
following day.  Marcus and his twin brothers were huddled at the other end
of the table, playing knuckle bones and making moody predictions about how
horrendous their page boy outfits were going to be.  Cassius, the twins,
and Cain were seated beside them, the only ones in the room to be holding a
conversation that wasn’t wedding-related.


‘Back at the mountain house,’
Phantom muttered to his twin, ‘you spoke of Mistral being pregnant when she
defeated the maze.  You said it was a matter that bore no relevance to the
conversation being held then, but can we speak of it now?’


Phantasm glanced around then
nodded cautiously, ‘I think we will not be overheard.’  He beckoned them
closer, his expression grave.  ‘This can go no further.  It is a very
sensitive matter.  Cain?  Did you know that Mistral was carrying
triplets before she read Onieroi?’


Cain shook his head, ‘No.  I
only discovered she was expecting multiple babies when I examined her after she
left the trance.  Is it relevant?’


Phantasm frowned, ‘I’m not sure
–’ his gaze suddenly sharpened.  ‘Did Mistral know?’


Cain shook his head, ‘Definitely
not.  It was a complete shock to her.’


‘How could she not know?’ 
Phantom hissed under his breath.  ‘She reads all of her babies!’


Cain shrugged, ‘She had no idea
that she was carrying twins with Fabian and Samson until I detected their
separate heartbeats.  Yes, she read her baby and she heard a heartbeat –
why should she search for another?  And sometimes the hearts beat in
time.  It would be hard for her to know whether there was more than one
foetus in the womb until they began to form thoughts that she could hear.’


Phantasm looked thoughtful, ‘So
you don’t think her being with child thrice over is a result of reading
Onieroi?’


‘I couldn’t say for sure.’
 Cain replied carefully.  ‘But what I can say is that her pregnancy
is at precisely the stage I would expect.’


‘So it’s not accelerated, like it
was with Amber?’


‘No.’


Phantasm gave a satisfied nod,
‘Then that fits with my theory.’


‘Oh do share please!’ 
Phantom muttered impatiently.  ‘The suspense is killing me!’ 


Phantasm leaned forward, lowering
his voice even further so that they all had to bend to hear him, ‘Mistral was
already pregnant when we entered Onieroi’s maze.  She admitted it to us
before we walked through the fog, right?’


They all nodded.


‘Three is a powerful
number.  Some theories claim it is the divine number.  Sorcerers
believe that the power of three increases the strength of a spell. 
Warlocks are ordered to cast in threes during battle for this same
reason.  I believe that Mistral being pregnant with triplets has increased
her power threefold.’


‘That’s a big assumption
brother!’  Cain muttered sharply.  ‘What proof do you have?’  


 


Phantasm shrugged, ‘She defeated
Onieroi’s maze, and she’entered his mind unharmed and undetected.’


Phantom’s eyes widened, ‘You
think she’s immune to the touch of the divine because she’s carrying triplets?’


Phantasm shrugged, ‘It’s not a
theory I would ever risk putting to the test, but ... yes.’


‘Hell’s teeth!’  Cain
hissed.  ‘Never let Mistral know of your theory!’


‘No.  Mistral thinking she’s
even more indestructible than she already does would not be a good idea.’ 
Phantasm agreed.  ‘And I think that Mage De Winter should remain ignorant
of my theory too – at least for now.  The worry of what recklessness she
might indulge in armed with tripled power would probably send him onto an early
pyre.  He’s prone to being overprotective when she’s pregnant with just
one baby, I dread to think what he’s going to be like now she’s carrying
three!’


‘He has every reason to be
concerned for her during this pregnancy.  Mistral may be tougher than boot
leather, but carrying and birthing triplets is no easy matter.  I’ve never
admitted this to anyone, but it was touch and go at one point when she was in
labour with Fabian and Samson.  I wasn’t convinced they would both survive
... but they did.  She’s strong and has an incredible pain threshold, but
triplets –’ Cain shook his head then continued in a thoughtful voice. 
‘Twins, triplets and quads are common amongst fairies.  I would like to
spend some time with the fairy tribe that inhabit The Velvet Forest to learn
from their midwife, maybe even assist in a birth ... but I’m not sure Delphine
will approve.’


Phantom laughed, ‘No.  Given
fairies’ somewhat colourful reputations and considering some of your previous
exploits with a certain half-fairy dressmaker in the Valley, I’m pretty sure
that Delphine wouldn’t want you within a two mile radius of a whole tribe of
them!’


Cain stiffened, ‘I would never
disappoint Delphine by being untrue!  Why the hell would I look at anyone
else – let alone a fairy – when I have her?’ 


‘Why indeed brother?’ 
Phantasm murmured.  ‘But I do sometimes wonder how you managed to summon
enough wit to persuade her to marry you when you’re flummoxed by the most
simple of problems.’


‘What do you mean?’  Cain snapped,
looking affronted.


Phantasm sighed, ‘Take her with
you Cain.  Delphine is a healer too, she’ll know of the risks Mistral
faces and will definitely want to learn how to help birth multiple babies.’


‘Oh!  I didn’t think of
that.’


‘Evidently.’


By the time Mistral roused
herself from the bath all that remained of the sunset was a glow of silver
touching the black sky.  She padded damply over to the bed to wake her
husband and go join the celebrations she could hear starting downstairs.  


Despite her intentions it was
much later when she and Fabian finally appeared downstairs.  The tavern
was lit by the soft glow from the torches hanging in iron brackets around the
walls.  A fire roared in the huge inglenook.  Everywhere Mistral
looked she saw her family and friends leaning against the bar, or sat at one of
the tables; drinking, talking and laughing.  As Delphine had ordered, the
invitation list had been strictly limited, but to Mistral’s surprise Leo was
there, his hard face softened by a smile as he stood talking to Amber, one arm
around Melsina’s waist.  Melsina was dressed with her usual impeccable
taste, her hair and make-up immaculate, but instead of casting critical looks
at the other women present she was gazing proudly at Leo.  Amused, Mistral
risked a sneaky look into Melsina’s mind and was astounded by what she Saw.


‘I hate to tell you this,’
Mistral muttered to Phantom when he walked over a few moments later with drinks
for her and Fabian, ‘but your mother’s in love – and I can tell you now, it’s
not with the status or power she’s going to get.  She’s fallen in love
with Leo!’


‘I know.’  Phantom heaved a
sigh, his face that of a woebegone angel.  ‘She’s already told me to
expect brothers or sisters soon.’


Mistral choked on her drink and
Fabian laughed.  Murmuring something about going to greet his brother, he
left her with Phantom.  She immediately gasped with excitement and pointed
to an imposing elven woman being introduced to various people by Xerxes.
 ‘Oh look!  Diannah’s here!  I’ve always wanted her and Melsina
to meet!’


Diannah looked as Mistral
remembered her.  Tall and straight-backed with a steady blue gaze that
spoke of an iron will.  She had raised Brutus and Xerxes alone when their
Mage father had left and never taken another husband despite being attractive,
in an austere sort of way.  


‘Mother and Diannah.’
 Phantom mused.  ‘Truly a formidable pairing.  I hope they get
on.’


‘Oh they will.  They come
from the same school of parenting.  Only Melsina covered her iron-fist
with a silk glove.’


‘Hmm, I think she’s losing her
touch now though.  The three Rochforte boys are looking like they’ve been
at some of Cain’s infamous brews.’


Mistral laughed and waved back at
Beniot who was grinning and waving a little too enthusiastically at her from the
other side of the room, slopping ale from his tankard over his sleeve.  He
turned back to continue talking with his two brothers, Marcus, and Mistral’s
twin boys.


‘On the contrary.’  Mistral
said.  ‘I think she’s finally learning that a little imperfection brings
balance to life.  Those are three normal, happy boys.’


‘Hmm.’  Phantom responded
dubiously and watched the Rochforte boys roar with laughter at some story
Marcus was telling them.


‘Looks like they’re all getting
on.’  Phantasm commented as he joined them.  ‘Not sure that’s a good
thing ... on second thoughts, if it encourages Samson and Fabian to improve
their French then I’m all for it.  Now,’ he turned to Mistral and lowered
his voice so that they couldn’t be overheard, ‘any news from Saul?’


Only the twins knew that Mistral
had left Saul with instructions to search Onieroi’s mind and that she’d been
trying to reach him to find out what he’d discovered.  Having only just
healed the rift her last contact with Saul had caused between her and Fabian,
she’d been careful not to mention it to anyone else.  She looked quickly
for Fabian before replying and was reassured to see him talking with Leo and
Cassius.   


‘Yes I’ve Seen him,’ she
muttered, not even daring to say Saul’s name lest Fabian look across and see
her lips form the word.


‘And?’  Phantasm shifted his
position slightly so that he was blocking her from Fabian’s direct line of
sight.


‘Onieroi fell for the fake
invite.  So now he’s torn between plans to attack when we’re gathered for
the wedding, or continue with his original plan to enlist the amazons. 
That’ll take longer – and he’ll miss the opportunity the wedding will present –
but it would give him more time to plan and prepare.  But here’s the catch
... amazons have the opposite effect on him to his following.  Hedera
actually drained Onieroi when he took her life.’


Phantasm nodded, ‘That makes
sense.  Amazons are largely loveless creatures.  They see it as a
weak emotion.  It is a wonder the race continues to exist with such a poor
view of love.’


Mistral suddenly frowned, ‘Come
to think of it, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a male amazon – but they must
exist.’


‘They do, but most are drowned at
birth.  Only the strongest male babies are allowed to survive.’
 Phantasm let out a breath and looked suddenly lost for words.  ‘I
cannot find a way to put this politely Mistral, but male amazons provide a …
service.  When they are no longer of an age to be deemed useful, they are
executed.  There are no amazon pairings of love, only the products of physical
matches arranged to produce a strong daughter, or a short-lived son.’


Mistral was too astounded by the
amazons’ callous attitude towards motherhood to even comment.  She nodded
mutely and wondered what the hell Cassius was going to offer such a hard-faced
race to deter them from taking Onieroi’s promises of freedom and equality.


‘That’s a bit of a harsh picture
brother.’  Phantom said.  ‘Yes they are fierce, independent, and have
little time for love, but if we all fell in love as much as nymphs and fairies
did the Isle would be overpopulated!  All races have their good and bad
points, amazons are no different.’


‘You keep telling yourself that
brother, but if I ever wake up to find one sitting at the kitchen table having
breakfast with us we will be having words!’


Phantom laughed, ‘Never going to
happen, however you are right.  I am trying to think of their more useful
qualities or the meeting we’ve got coming up with the heads of the amazon
tribes is going to be over before it gets started.’


They all turned as a cheer went
up.  Amber and Brutus appeared from the kitchen, holding hands and
grinning.  


‘Ah, here comes the blushing
bride!’  Phantasm smiled and clapped along with everyone else.  


‘I sincerely hope those
red-cheeks have been caused by slaving over a hot stove and not for any other
reason.’  Phantom muttered, glaring accusingly at Brutus.  


Mistral smiled and watched her
daughter laughing with Brutus, who looked happier than she’d ever seen. 
She didn’t care what they’d been doing in the kitchen, but doubted very much
Brutus would do anything to ruin what was going to be the happiest day of his
life.  


‘So, nothing else to
report?’  Phantasm whispered as conversations broke out around the tavern
again.  


‘Um, no –’ Mistral caught Fabian’s
eye across the room and felt a blush spreading over her cheeks to rival her
daughter’s.  


‘Well I know something that’s
going to wipe that saucy grin off your face, Lady De Winter.’  Phantom
said snippily and nodded to where Eudora was marching in through the tavern
door with Liliana’s army of sisters behind her, all with linen wrapped items
laid over their outstretched arms.  ‘Those are the dresses and outfits for
tomorrow.’


‘Yes, but not for me.’ 
Mistral said quickly.  ‘It’s an informal wedding, there’s only –’ she
paused to do a swift tally, ‘thirty eight guests and most of them are
family!  So I can actually dress how I want to for once!’


‘No, sorry, but you are the
mother of the bride and you will be dressed –’


‘Appropriately.  I
know.’  Mistral finished wearily.  


An even louder cheer than the one
before rang out.  Mistral and the twins looked around for the cause. 
It emanated from the group sat near the fire, consisting of Serenity, Clovis,
and Gleacher.  Imperato and Alyssa were stood beside them, their regal
faces illuminated by the firelight to reveal amused smiles.  The cause of
the amusement was Bryden, bent on one knee and gazing up at Serenity.  


Mistral looked at Bryden in the
age old posture of a man asking for a woman’s hand in marriage and groaned, ‘Oh
please no!  Not another flaming wedding!  I think I’m going to be
sick!’  


‘Haven’t you got a single ounce
of romance in that heart of yours?’  Phantom sighed.


‘Nope.’


Phantasm smiled while his brother
rolled his eyes.  He knew that Mistral might lack the more whimsical
elements of love, but she held in abundance the stronger ones; fiery passion
and a fierce loyalty that, to his mind, far outweighed any theatrical romantic
gestures. 


When Serenity gave her blushing
assent, Bryden rose to his feet with a victorious roar and began calling loudly
for the Divinus to make it formal between them.


‘He wants to get married right
now?  How much has he had to drink?’  Phantom asked incredulously.


Mistral eyed the half-full goblet
on the table where Bryden had been seated and recognised the dark,
viscous-looking liquid, ‘I think he’s had an unwisely large dose of Cain’s
manticore liquor.’


‘That explains a lot.’


‘What is there to wait
for?’  Bryden cried when Serenity made panicked noises.  ‘Forgive me,
but I am hardly in the first flush of youth, and should you wish to enjoy this
old body before it is beyond use –’ he paused while the room laughed and
Serenity’s blush deepened.  ‘Then I suggest we take advantage of the fact
that all our friends are gathered to witness us make our vows formal!’


‘But your sons aren’t
here!’  Serenity blurted desperately.


Bryden waved a hand dismissively,
‘I shall send them the good news by messenger in the morning!  Ares will
be thrilled to know that his aging father has taken a wife again.’


‘Mistral!’  Phantom turned
to her, his eyes shining with the salacious glint she knew to dread. 
‘Please read Chieftain Wolfsnare for me when he gets that message!  It’ll
be priceless!’


Mistral laughed but was saved
from answering by Bryden roaring for the Divinus again, demanding that he wed
them on the spot.  


Cassius stepped forward, his
quiet voice bringing a much needed sense of order to the room, ‘I offer my
congratulations to you both, Master Wolfsnare and Mistress Lightwater, but beg
of you to permit me to perform my first duties of marriage for my sister and
her betrothed.  It is a memory I should like to keep.’


Bryden frowned but he nodded, ‘Of
course, of course.’


‘However.’  Cassius
continued with a slight smile.  ‘I am not the only one present tonight
bestowed with the power to join two people in wedlock.  Perhaps Mage
Sphinx could be persuaded to perform the duty?’  He turned to look at
Leo.  


Mistral expected him to refuse
but he merely inclined his head in a humble gesture, ‘I would be honoured.’


The guests for Amber and Brutus’
wedding quickly gathered in an arc around the fireplace where Bryden and
Serenity stood facing one another.  The gentle umber light softened the
marks time had etched on their faces to make them appear younger. 
Serenity gazed at Bryden, her eyes shining expressively.  The hand that
held his trembled a little, but more from the excitement of a long awaited
moment finally being reached than from nerves.  Bryden stood straight and
proud, his head held high.  The tavern was full of the people that were
not blood to them, but were family.  Fabian and Mistral held hands while
they listened to the words spoken at their own wedding, and countless others
since.  After his former show of exuberance, Bryden grew serious; the
proud chieftain once more.  He gave his replies in the same rich, musical
voice Mistral recalled hearing for the first time at The Festival of the Arcane
– back when she was only an apprentice and Saul was still alive.  Refusing
to let herself dwell on regrets of the past, Mistral focussed on the
ceremony.  Serenity was speaking now, her replies softly spoken but
firm.  She finally had her man.


There was a burst of laughter
when Xerxes passed Bryden a brass curtain ring to use in place of a wedding
ring and a resounding chorus of cheers when Leo then pronounced them man and
wife.


After that the evening quickly
grew in tempo.  Wine flowed; talk and laughter filled the air like the fragrant
cedar wood smoke from the fire.  Suddenly exhausted after the long ride
and the strange week she’d had, Mistral sat at a table near the back, content
to nurse her half-tankard of ale and watch everyone enjoying themselves. 
With a relatively small number of people in the large tavern, the party took on
a natural fluidity.  People were not wedged in at tables by a press of
other drinkers but were free to move around the room.  They flitted from
conversation to conversation, like butterflies moving from flower to
flower.  Mistral was happy to talk with anyone that came over but remained
seated, watching the celebrations escalate with amusement.  As one of the
few guests still sober, she felt like she was the audience of a lively comedy.  Diannah
and Mistral sparred lightly in conversation for a few minutes before finding
kindred spirits in each other and fell to discussing the difficult task of
raising sons with many a deep sigh and shared exclamation.  Brutus was sat
with Amber on his knee and Merlin on hers.  The little dog was asleep,
curled into a tight ball of fluff that Amber cradled protectively with one
hand, the other holding Brutus’.  Samson was singing a bawdy ballad to the
tune he was playing on his fiddle.  Gemma sat watching him with the same
look of amused exasperation she wore whenever he played up to a crowd. 
Mistral’s sons were together, laughing and joking with the Rochforte boys, now
firm friends.  Only Cassius was away from them, his head bent in serious
talks with Leo.  Delphine was standing nearby with Cain; her facing
glowing with enthusiasm at whatever he was telling her.  Mistral watched
as her daughter clapped her hands delightedly and toyed with the idea of
reading her mind to find out what had pleased her but quickly decided not
to.  With a sudden pang she realised that she would soon be reluctant to
read Amber too.  Her daughters had grown, and their minds now held
thoughts Mistral had no wish to hear.  She sighed and placed a hand over
the burgeoning swell at her waist, wondering what fresh anxieties her next
three offspring would force upon her.


‘Are you in discomfort?’  


She looked up to see Fabian
gazing at her, his dark eyes concerned.  She shook her head, ‘No. 
Just tired.  Triplets seem to be three times more wearying to grow.’


He smiled and rose to his feet,
taking her by the hand to lead her up to a bed warmed by Prospero.


Despite the liveliness of the
atmosphere it wasn’t late when Xerxes called an end to the evening and sent
everyone to their rooms.  The Warrior boasted enough rooms, at a push, to
accommodate all of the guests without too much uncomfortable sharing going
on.  Amber and Delphine were together, no doubt to talk late into the
night in excited whispers while Cain endured Brutus’ snoring.  Bryden had
helped in the allocation of rooms by conveniently marrying Serenity and
allowing Marietta to officially give them one room instead of providing two
only for the second to remain suspiciously unused.  The Rochforte boys had
their own room, as did Marcus and his twin brothers, but they all stayed in one
room together to play knuckle bones and finish the bottle of liquor they had
managed to pilfer from behind the bar.  With no unattached males to tempt
them away, the nymphs and Eudora had two rooms between them.  Grendel and
Liliana had their own room of course, no-one but his wife would share with him
out of choice.  Diannah was blessed with the luxury of a room to
herself.  She paused in the doorway to bid a warm goodnight to her new
friend Melsina, who was brazenly sharing the room next door with her betrothed.


Mistral slept deeply, her mind
eased by Saul’s news that Onieroi had no imminent plans to act, in particular
with regards to attacking the Valley.  For now, there was peace and the
chance to celebrate a happy event.  She woke in Fabian’s arms to the sound
of polite knocking on the door and rolled over to let him get up.  She
watched him sleepily as he pulled on a pair of trousers and walked over to open
the door.  After murmuring a few words to the person on the other side he
returned to the bed bearing a tray.


‘I took the liberty of requesting
breakfast in bed for us.  Hungry?’


Mistral quickly sat up, yawning
and dragging a hand through her hair, ‘Hungry?  I’m starving!’


Prospero crawled out from under
the bed and rested his head on the mattress beside her, his pale blue eyes
hopeful.  Mistral smiled and ruffled her dog’s fur.  ‘Yes Prosp,
there’s enough for you too.  But you’ll just have to wait until I’ve fed
Fabian’s three hungry children first.’   


Fabian smiled and got back into
the bed beside her.  They shared breakfast and talked about the night
before, laughing at Bryden’s antics and wondering if, now the manticore liquor
had worn off, he had any regrets. 


‘No serious ones I shouldn’t
think.  He and Serenity have been lovers for months ... and even if he did
have any there’s no way Serenity’s going to let him go now she’s finally got
him.’


‘Ah, now that I can understand.’
 Fabian leaned over to kiss her.  ‘There is no way I would let you go
either.’


Mistral smiled and watched him
leave the bed and walk over to the sink.  Having eaten her fill, she
placed the tray on the floor for Prospero to finish and sat back against the
pillows.  Hooking her arms around her bent knees, she watched Fabian begin
to shave.


First he filled the basin with
water and splashed some onto his face.  Leaving his skin wet, he faced
himself in the mirror above the sink while he worked the soap into a lather,
massaging it into his beard.  Next he reached for his razor.  Opening
the steel blade out from its ivory handle he tilted his head to the side and
began to shave.


Mistral watched him perform the
ritual she had seen hundreds of times.  He had taught their sons to shave,
and would no doubt teach Marcus and the two boys she was carrying now.  He
never varied in his technique.  He would begin from the top section of his
beard, beneath his cheekbone, and shave down to the edge of his jaw in long,
even strokes, his face set in a mask of concentration.  


Fabian’s eyes met hers in the mirror
and he paused, holding the razor away, ‘I see sadness in your eyes.’


‘Do you?’  She was
surprised, unaware of any such feelings.


‘I do.’  He frowned, holding
her gaze in the mirror.  ‘I regret more than words can say allowing my
anger to rule me and give reason for the trust you have in me to be
damaged.  I want to repair that damage Mistral, more than that, I want to
make your trust in me stronger.’  He smiled at her suddenly guarded
expression.  ‘Have no fear.  I have no grand gift to give, but a small
gesture of how much I trust you in the hope that it will be
reciprocated.’  He folded the steel blade of his razor back into its
handle and held it out to her.  


Mistral slid from the bed and
padded over to stand behind him.  Taking the ivory handle, she pulled the
blade out again.  


He eyed her in the mirror, ‘You
could make a fortune barbering in that outfit.’


Mistral smiled and pressed the
blade to his skin, continuing where he had left off.  She finished the
left side of his face and began to shave under his jaw, shaving upwards from
his throat to the underside of his chin until she had completed one side of his
face and paused to rinse the blade in the basin.  


‘Why so sad Mistral?’  He
asked quietly.  ‘Are you not happy that Brutus and Amber are to be
married?’


Mistral met his dark eyes in the
mirror, ‘No, it’s not that.  I am pleased for them, really I am. 
Although I am beginning to wonder if my brothers think I’m just here to produce
wives for them.  Oh, it’s nothing serious Fabian, just me being stupid.’


He reached up to still her hand
as she prepared to shave the right side of his face, ‘I beg to differ. 
Tell me what troubles you.’


She sighed and dropped a kiss
onto the bare skin of his shoulder, avoiding the searching look he was giving
her in the mirror, ‘It’s just that when you’re clean shaven and dressed finely,
like you will be today, I realise how completely unworthy I am of being with
you.  It’s not so bad today, everyone here is a friend, but it’ll be
different at Leo’s wedding.  It’ll be all jewels, pomp and splendour and I
know that nearly everyone there will look at you and wonder why you’re with
me.’


‘Wonder?’  Fabian
laughed.  ‘That is something I do every morning I wake up and see you
beside me.’  He took the razor from her and dropped it into the sink then
turned to take her in his arms, his expression suddenly serious.  ‘You
really have no idea do you?’


‘Of what?’


He sighed in exasperation, a
sound that was painfully familiar to Mistral.  She sank her head onto his
chest, expecting the worst, but to her surprise he suddenly laughed.


‘It’s not you they wonder at, but
me!  You have a beauty that needs no finery or adornments to make it shine
... even more so when you are with child.  Then you seem to almost glow
with a beauty that leaves me scarcely able to believe you are mine.’ 
Fabian paused and lifted her chin with a finger to make her meet his
eyes.  ‘It is true Mistral.  I hear the murmurs of disbelief when you
step into a room on my arm.  Too often have I seen Cassius laughing
quietly during Council meetings.  At my insistence he has let me into his
gift to hear the thoughts of those that admire you –’ he caught the sudden
flash of fire in her eyes and smiled.  ‘Have no anger Mistral, Cassius
only laughs because he knows that any brave enough to voice their admiration
would find themselves facing your fury first then my own, swiftly followed by
the twins, Cassius and, yes, despite the faults I had cause to find with him,
Eximius.  For he was a champion of yours too Mistral, you have a spirit
that reminded him a little of my mother’s.’


‘But I have none of her
elegance!  Her poise!  Your mother was a true lady, not like
me!  I’m not fit to bear the title she held!  I –’ she faltered and
dropped her head onto his chest again.  ‘I’m frightened that I will shame
Cassius now he’s the Divinus ... and you more so than ever now that your son is
the Divinus and your brother Head of the Mage Council.’


Fabian sighed softly and lifted a
hand to stroke her hair, ‘You do not shame me or our son but make us both
proud.  And as for possessing elegance and poise, then I defy anyone to
challenge you in a duel, or outshoot you in archery.  You, my tigress,
have a quickness of hand and spirit that leaves most of the male population
quaking.  And, if it would help prove to you my sincere wishes to
re-establish myself in your favour, I will leave this room and attend our
daughter’s wedding today with my face as it is.’


Mistral lifted her head to regard
his soapy, half-shaved face and laughed, ‘Really?  You’d do that for me?’


He smiled, ‘When will you realise
that I would do anything for you?’  


Mistral listened to the phrase
said so often between lovers, but as she gazed into the dark stillness of his
eyes she knew that he would, and had.  He had ridden across half a
continent to find her, killed for her, nearly died in her place and compromised
his beliefs to use the force that lived within him to protect her.  


She bit her lip, ‘Then could I
ask you not to be angry when I tell you something?’


His smile did not waver, giving
her the confidence to confess.


‘When you called me back from
Onieroi’s mind I hadn’t found out everything that we needed to know ... so ...
I –’


‘Asked Saul to complete the
task,’ he finished softly and sighed.  ‘I guessed as much.  And I
know that you were reluctant to tell me because of my anger before.  I am
ashamed that I allowed my pride to drive a wedge between us.  I swear it
shall never happen again.’  He gazed at her, sorrow filling his eyes. 
‘Forgive me for my foolish male pride and let me make reparation for the wrong
I have done you.  Ask anything you want of me Mistral, and I will move the
heavens to give it to you.’


She lifted a hand to stroke the
smooth skin of his freshly shaven jaw, ‘All I ever want from you is your
time.  But,’ she paused, her eyes suddenly becoming calculating, an
expression so unfamiliar it made Fabian smile.  She was so easy to read
that he already knew what she was going to ask.  ‘If you really mean it,
then send Phantasm away when he comes knocking to bully me into some hideous
dress for Amber’s wedding and let me go dressed as I want.’


He caught her hand and lifted it
to his lips, his dark eyes dancing with amusement, ‘For you I shall send away
anyone that comes knocking and you can attend our daughter’s wedding in
whatever clothes you wish.  But –’ he abruptly sighed and turned her
hand over to study the palm, ‘I shall miss those silk stockings –’


Mistral watched Fabian kiss the
palm of her hand and cursed silently, knowing that she would stand Phantasm
tugging at her hair, bemoaning the tangles, then suffer his endless fussing
while he forced her into some foul creation of silk and velvet because she knew
it would please Fabian.  And there was nothing on the Isle she would rather
do than please her Mage.


Fabian looked up and suddenly
smiled, gesturing to his face, ‘Now, are you intending to leave me half-shaved,
or shall we continue while you tell me what Saul discovered?’


‘Oh, yes –’


Fabian turned back to face the
mirror and Mistral began shaving the right side of his face while she related
Saul’s findings.  


‘So, to cap it off, somehow we’ve
got to break it to Leo that I’ve used his forthcoming nuptials as bait to lure
Onieroi away from his following so that we can destroy them.  I doubt he’s
going to take it well.’  


‘On the contrary.  I think
Leo will have already seen the opportunity his wedding presents and made
preparations for Onieroi’s attack – such as anyone can prepare for the wrath of
a god.  However, I might suggest that this is kept from Melsina; it might
mar her moment of glory.’


Mistral laughed huskily and
leaned closer to whisper in Fabian’s ear, ‘I don’t think she’ll care.  For
someone that’s thrived on hearing about scandal all her life Melsina’s behaving
pretty scandalously herself right now.  She collared me last night and
asked me to read her and it looks like the twins are going to have a sibling
before too long.’


Fabian smiled, ‘A niece or nephew
for you and I then.’


‘Hmm, it’s far too early to know
which, although I was surprised at how definite the presence of another life
was.  If I didn’t know that she and Vilius had more of an arrangement than
a marriage I would have assumed it was his.’


‘Sylvads only carry for four
months.  Melsina’s child will grow quickly.’


‘Oh, that explains it then.
 I was worried that the suddenness of her pregnancy would raise questions
as to who the father was, and I’ve had quite enough of that with Leo and Mage
Grapple ... right, I’ve finished.’  Mistral dropped the razor into the
sink then stepped back to admire her work.  ‘Damn.  I’ve done too
good a job.  I should’ve missed a few bits.  You look far too
handsome now.’


Fabian offered her a sardonic
look in the mirror then turned and ran his gaze over her with deliberate
slowness, ‘So, are you intending to go as you are to our daughter’s wedding?’


Mistral shrugged nonchalantly,
‘You said I could go as I liked.’


‘You might cause a bit of a
stir,’ he growled and pulled her into his arms.  


A light knocking on the door made
Fabian sigh and ease his hold, but Mistral wrapped her arms tighter round him,
‘Shh, don’t say anything!  He might think we’re not here and go away!’


‘No I won’t Mistral!  I can
hear you giggling in there!  It’s time you got ready!  Delphine’s
waiting for you!’


‘Can’t answer the door,
sorry!’  Mistral called back cheerfully.  ‘I’m not dressed yet!’


‘Good!  Then at least I
won’t have the usual battle of wrenching Mage De Winter’s shirt off your
back.  Please wrap her in a sheet Mage De Winter, and I’ll take her to
Delphine’s room.’


Mistral gasped as Fabian swung
her up into his arms, ‘No Fabian!  You promised you’d send him away!’


‘And so I shall.  With you.’


‘Oh!  I can’t believe I fell
for your lies!  You are in trouble De Winter!  Wait till I get –
oh!  Get that sheet off me!’


Throwing a furious sheet-wrapped
Mistral over his shoulder, Fabian opened the door then plonked her into
Phantasm’s waiting arms.


‘You’ll pay for this!’ 
Mistral howled as she was carried away down the corridor.  ‘In blood!’


Doors were opening along the
corridor and sleepy faces peering out to see what the commotion was about.


‘S’goin’ on?’  Marcus asked
blearily.  


Fabian smiled at his son, ‘Only
your mother threatening to kill me.’


‘Huh.  S’that all. 
Wake me if something exciting happens.’  


‘It will get very exciting if you
and your brothers don’t get up right now Marcus!’  Delphine’s voice rang
out along the corridor.  ‘I want all three of you clean and in my room in
ten minutes!’


Marcus snorted and made to close
the door.


‘And just to make sure you don’t
go back to sleep, Diannah’s offered to come in and supervise.’


Marcus let out a squeak of
fear.  He’d heard plenty of stories from Xerxes and Brutus about their
formidable mother.  Their bedroom door closed and a series of muffled
thumps and curses announced that he and his twin brothers were getting up. 


Mistral found herself deposited
on Delphine’s neatly made bed and began to untangle herself from the bedsheet,
swearing like a tom cat.  


‘They got you too huh?’ 
Amber sighed and sat down next to her, clad in only what looked like one of
Brutus’ shirts.  Her head was a mass of strange tube shaped objects. 
She caught her mother’s questioning look and sighed.  ‘I was still asleep
when Delphine and Phantasm pounced on me armed with these.’  Amber pointed
to her head.  ‘Apparently I’m going to be curly.’


‘What?’


Amber nodded sombrely,
‘Curly.  It’s the way to look.’


‘I’m damned well not going to
wear those things on my head!  You look ridiculous!’


‘The curling rolls come out
Mistral.’  Phantasm sighed and approached with the wary expression of one
walking towards a caged lion when they know the door isn’t locked.  ‘Now,
are you going to be difficult today?’


Mistral folded her arms and
crossed her legs, jigging one foot up and down angrily, ‘That depends on what
ridiculous get-up you expect me to wear.’


Phantasm walked over to where a
row of colourful clothes were hanging on a long iron rail.  He ran a
finger lightly along the rail until he reached the hanger he was looking for
and pulled it out.  ‘For you.  A special request made by Mage De
Winter.’


Mistral stared at the clothes and
gave a low laugh.  They were beautifully made, but identical to the black
trousers and shirt she wore every day.  She suddenly felt guilty for
railing at Fabian when he’d obviously planned this.  She sighed and rose
from the bed to wander over, still wrapped in her linen sheet.  ‘They’re
very nice brother, but have you got something a little more ... formal?’
 She turned to scan the rail.  ‘I was thinking of silk or velvet … maybe
some shoes I can’t walk in, and some of those stupid long sock things Delphine
insists I wear to keep me warm.’


Doing his best to hide a smug
look, Phantasm hung the shirt and trousers back up and pulled a dress out, ‘How
about this?’


Mistral eyed the dress.  It
looked uncomfortable, awkward to walk in, and the neckline was far too low for
her growing curves.  ‘It’s perfect.’


Delphine’s bedroom quickly became
frantic with activity when Mistral’s twin boys and Marcus were shepherded in by
Diannah.  Diannah’s face wore a steely expression that was tempered by the
wink she dropped in Amber’s direction.  ‘When we have a moment, I would
love to tell you a few stories about the boy that became the man you are about
to marry.’


Amber grinned at her soon to be
mother-in-law, ‘Yes please!’


Diannah smiled and made to leave
but Delphine quickly turned from her task of teasing the rollers from Amber’s
hair, ‘Oh please stay Diannah!  I have a dress I’d like you to look
at.  I didn’t know if you’d want something making up or not ... if you
don’t like it that’s fine.’


Diannah smiled and Mistral
wondered again whether her daughter had some untapped gift.  She knew from
the burst of relief in Diannah’s aura that she had no suitable clothes for a
wedding and had been worried she would let her son down in her simple elven
attire.  She watched Delphine pull a pale blue dress from the rail and
knew that it would fit perfectly the woman Delphine had never met, yet had
somehow managed to instruct Eudora to make a dress for.


While Phantasm tugged at the cots
in her hair and began to pin it into some ridiculous edifice on top of her
head, Mistral watched her sons’ reactions as they were presented with the
outfits they would be expected to wear.  Clutching the bundles of material
miserably to their chests, they vanished behind the folded screen in the corner
of the bedroom to change.


Mistral blotted out Phantasm’s
complaints about her lack of care for her appearance by listening to the quiet
swearing as her sons struggled into their unfamiliar garments and the other
growing sounds of preparations taking place in the tavern.  She could hear
Liliana and her sisters giggling and shrieking in one of the rooms while they
dressed.  Pots and pans banged in the kitchen where the barmaids were hard
at work preparing the wedding feast.  The sound of male laughter rang out
from the main tavern room below them.  The lucky menfolk were obviously
enjoying a tipple of something to steady the groom’s nerves.  She let her
mind wander, listening to Fabian’s thoughts.  He had finished dressing and
taken Prospero out for a walk.  The fresh snow crunched beneath his
boots.  The air was sharp and clear; beyond the last pink tinge of sunrise
the sky was a swathe of gentle blue.  She sighed, wishing she were with
him.  


‘There, hair done.  Want to
see?’


‘Um, in a minute –’ she looked
around to make sure that no-one would hear her whispered words.  ‘I need
to tell you something.’


He arched an eyebrow, his emerald
eyes registering polite interest.  An artist’s model holding a pose. 
He already knew.


‘Your mother is expecting.’


He closed his eyes and his
shoulders dropped slightly, ‘I suspected when I saw her drinking water last
night.  Not yet married and pregnant.’  He shook his head.  ‘The
shame of it.’


There’s no shame in falling in
love brother.  And she does love him.  This is no marriage of
convenience.  On either sie.’


Phantasm looked at her keenly,
‘Mage Sphinx loves her too?’


Mistral nodded, ‘Oh yes. 
He’s always admired her beauty, of course, she’s totally his type ... but he
started to think differently about her when she walked into a full Council
meeting to take responsibility for the Rochforte boys.  He was impressed
by her spirit, and he also values the considerable inside knowledge she holds
on his Council.’


‘Ah, the power of gossip.’


‘Here’s some more for you. 
Fabian knows.’


His expression sharpened again,
‘About Saul?’


‘Of course about Saul!’ 
Mistral hissed angrily.  ‘What the hell else am I supposed to be trying to
hide?’


Phantasm smiled, ‘Nothing
Mistral.  You’re a terrible liar and would struggle to hide a needle in a
haystack, but tell me what he said.’


Mistral related the conversation
she’d had with Fabian while Phantasm passed her various items of clothing until
she was decent enough to abandon the bedsheet and be presented with the dress
she had opted to wear.


‘So Mage De Winter believes Mage
Sphinx will have planned for Onieroi to attack?’


‘Yes, but what can he do? 
Onieroi’s a god!  He wiped Mage Grapple from the face of the Isle like a
speck of dust and the warlocks have no effect on him!’


‘But the amazons do.’


Mistral stepped into the dress he
held out and pushed her hands through the arm holes, ‘Good point.  I
sincerely hope that you and Cassius have worked out some pretty promises to
draw them onside.’


‘It’s a bit of a wish list at the
moment, but we’re working on it.  I would appreciate your opinion if you
and Mage De Winter could take the time to read them.’


‘Normally I would tell you that
I’d rather poke my eyes out with wooden spoons, but in this case I’m all ears,
or rather all eyes.  Yes brother.  Give me a copy to read during the
ceremony.  It’ll stop me from falling asleep –’


‘Mistral!  It’s your
daughter’s wedding!  You will sob into the silk handkerchief I’m going to
give you like every other woman in the room!’


‘Whatever.’


Phantasm’s frown of disapproval
changed to become a smile, ‘There.  You look ... well, why don’t you see
for yourself?’  He stepped aside and gestured to the long cheval mirror in
the centre of the room.


Heaving a world weary sigh,
Mistral walked towards it, already irritated by the rustle of her long silk
dress and the feel of the heeled shoes he had placed on her feet.  She
halted before the looking glass and reluctantly met her gaze in the mirror. 
The eyes were recognisable as being hers, large, dark and simmering with
irritation, but the rest of her belonged to another person entirely. 


To avoid going into a complete
meltdown, she forced herself to be objective and start at the top.  Her
hair, normally an untameable mass that behaved like it had a mind of its own,
was now swept up into an elegant knot.  She was marginally relieved to see
that Phantasm had left a few strands to curl artfully around her face and neck,
softening the effect.  Moving down, she felt her eyes widen with
shock.  Her skin was always pale, it seemed to resist the sun’s glow with
a supernatural force, and the dress she was wearing openly displayed that
fact.  Skipping over the exposed swell of her cleavage, she concentrated
on the dress itself.  The short bodice gathered beneath her bust and
flared out over her thickened waist in a smooth wave of russet coloured silk
intersected with panels of gold.  Gold flowers were embroidered around the
neck and hem, matching the gold of her heeled shoes.  She lifted the hem
of her dress and saw that her hose was of gold coloured silk too. 


‘Like it?’


‘No,’ she responded flatly. 
‘But Fabian will.’


‘Well at least one of you will be
pleased.’


Her sharp retort was lost when her
twin sons and Marcus appeared from behind the folded screen to a chorus of
delighted cries from Delphine and Diannah.  Mistral didn’t join in but was
secretly proud of the way they looked.  Each wore a white silk shirt
beneath a doublet of black velvet slashed to reveal russet silk beneath. 
Their trousers were of the softest black leather with long boots to complete
their dashing ensembles. 


‘Yes.  I do look handsome
don’t I?’  Marcus preened unashamedly in front of the mirror.


Mistral smiled, ‘You all look
very handsome.’


Fabian and Samson strolled over
to regard their twin reflections.


‘Could be worse I suppose.’


‘Much worse.’  Samson agreed
then turned to Delphine.  ‘Can we go get a drink now Del?’


Delphine smiled fondly at her
brothers and nodded, ‘But be back in twenty minutes – and don’t be late! 
Or drunk!’  She called anxiously when they almost ran from the room. 


The room suddenly became a lot
quieter once they’d gone and Mistral realised what was missing, ‘Where’s
Phantom?’  She asked with a frown.


‘Helping mother.’  


‘Oh dear.  Drew the short
straw did he?’


Phantasm shot her a look that was
meant to be reproving, but only told her she was right.  


‘I’m done.’  Delphine
declared with a sigh and stepped away from Amber.  


Amber remained stood at the
window where Delphine had been using the light to finish her hair and
make-up.  She didn’t stir when Delphine walked away but remained frozen
with Merlin held in her arms. 


‘Turn around Amber.  I want
to see how you look.’  Phantasm called. 


‘I – I daren’t –’


‘Why not?’


‘Because ... because I’m scared
of not being me!  I’m not me in this dress!  Will Brutus expect me to
look like this all the time?  Be the glamorous tavern owner’s wife? 
Because that’s not who I’ll ever be!’


Phantasm frowned and opened his
mouth to reply but Mistral touched his arm to stop him.


‘Amber?’


‘Yes mother?’


‘I know you’ll find this hard to
believe, but when I married your father I felt exactly the same. 
Actually, it was worse.  When I married Fabian I became Lady De
Winter.’  Mistral paused to give a low laugh.  ‘Can you imagine
that?  I was just a scruffy warrior, a half-breed – or so I thought. 
I had no idea of how to behave as a woman, never mind as a lady!  All I
knew was hunting and fighting.  But Fabian ... he loved me and not the
perceived image of what a wife should be.  As Brutus does with you. 
Today is just for show Amber.  Please just try to enjoy it for what it
is.  A celebration of your love and happiness.  Your life together
will be all about crumpled shirts and dog hair on the bed, misunderstandings
and making up ... but today is a chance for us all to share in the love you
have between you and wish you both happiness.’


Amber nodded jerkily and slowly
turned to face them.  Phantasm heaved a sigh of satisfaction and Mistral
felt tears prick her eyes.  Her daughter looked beautiful.  It had
nothing to do with the splendour of the russet and gold velvet gown, or her
glossy dark hair pinned into curls on her head, but her.  She exuded a joy
that made her shine.


‘Ready?’  Phantasm asked
with a smile.


Amber drew in a long breath and
nodded.  Delphine held out a bouquet of white hellebore but Amber shook
her head and looked at Merlin, asleep in the crook of her arm.


‘He’s my bouquet Del. 
Brutus bought him for me and he means more to me than a bunch of flowers.’


Delphine smiled and shrugged,
‘I’ll carry them then.’


‘Now, there’s just one final
piece missing.’  Phantasm mused then smiled when a knock sounded on the
door.  ‘Ah, and here it is.  Come in Mage De Winter, Cain ...
Samson.’  Phantasm greeted the three guests as he opened the door. 


Samson limped in, grinning
roguishly at Diannah who had changed into the blue dress which displayed a
remarkably good figure, ‘Diannah, you look sublime!  If I were ten years
younger and not married to a woman that scares the hell out of me I’d be
chasing you around the tavern asking for a kiss.’


Diannah raised an eyebrow,
looking pointedly at his injured ankle, ‘I think even a three-legged sloth
could outrun you at the moment Samson.  And even if you did manage to
catch up with me, you would regret it.  I promise you.  It goes
against my nature to injure cripples, but in your case I would make an
exception.’


‘Ouch!’  Samson pulled a
wounded expression.


‘You asked for that.’  Cain
muttered and strode towards his goddaughter.  ‘Amber, you look
amazing!  Brutus doesn’t deserve to be so lucky ... in fact, there’s still
time for you to change your mind –’


‘Stop it Cain!’  Amber cried
then grinned when she saw the familiar twinkle in his eye.  ‘How is
Brutus?’  She asked quickly.


‘Nervous, for some reason. 
Stupid fool.  I keep telling him to have a drink to calm down but he says
he wants a clear head.  Anyway, Xerxes is making up for it by drinking for
both of them.’ 


‘Oh no!  He’s not drunk already
is he?’


‘No yet, but unless we get you
downstairs soon he will be.  Here, Delphine and I bought you
something.  I admit I don’t know what it is, but she said it’s for luck –’


While Cain gave his goddaughter a
small parcel Fabian walked over to where Mistral was standing, gazing coolly at
him.  He stood before her and looked her up and down before sighing, ‘You
look exceptional, Lady De Winter, and quite different to how I expected.’


‘That was a wicked trick to play
on me Fabian!  I actually believed you’d let me down!’  She hissed
then paused and gave an exasperated sigh.  ‘Then when I saw the shirt and
trousers you’d asked to have made for me I felt so guilty for shouting at
you.  I’m sorry.’  


He smiled, ‘But you still chose
to wear the dress and not the trousers.  Why?’


‘Well, you said I could dress as
I pleased, and I have.  To please you.’


His eyes lingered on the neckline
of the dress, ‘And I am pleased.’


‘Right!  Final touches ...
here we go.  Mistral?’  Phantasm moved to her side, handing her something
he pulled out of a small black velvet pouch.  She looked down at the item
in her hand to see the diamond necklace Fabian had given her when she had
fallen pregnant with Cassius.  Phantasm moved over to give Amber something
from the same pouch.  ‘From your father,’ he whispered and stepped away.


Fabian looked at his daughter and
smiled, watching her examine the piece of jewellery that was her wedding gift
from him.  She let it dangle down so that the stone swung below her
hand.  It caught the morning sunlight and sparkled with a golden
glow.  


‘It’s beautiful!  What stone
is it?’


‘Amber.’  Fabian walked over
to take the pendant from her and fasten it around her neck.


‘Was it my grandmother’s?’ 
Amber gazed down at the teardrop shaped stone.  


‘No.  It was not a stone to
suit her colouring.  I had this made for you.’


Amber gazed at him, her deep
golden eyes confused, ‘But Brutus only asked me to marry him last week, and
you’ve been out of the Valley since then!  How did you get it made so
quickly?’


‘I had it made shortly after you
were born.  I knew you would marry one day.’  Fabian smiled and
glanced at Mistral.  ‘Experience has taught me that it pays to be prepared
for the unexpected with the women in my family.’


Mistral was struggling to fasten
the clasp on her necklace and Fabian quickly moved to take over.  She felt
the light touch of his fingers on the nape of her neck, then the familiar cold
weight of the diamond pendant dropping onto her skin.   


‘You have no need of jewels, but
it is a fine necklace and deserves to be worn by one so beautiful,’ he murmured
in her ear.


‘Flatterer.’


He laughed softly and kissed the
nape of her neck, ‘Am I forgiven?’


She sighed and closed her eyes,
‘More than.’


Excited voices sounded at the
door.  It was suddenly flung open and Marcus and the twins burst in. 
All three had a rosy glow to their cheeks and were giving off a distinct whiff
of alcohol.


‘Page boys reporting for
duty!’  Marcus announced cheerfully.


Phantasm clapped his hands
together, calling the room to order, ‘Right!  Are we all ready?’


‘No!  Wait a minute!’


Phantom appeared in the doorway,
hurriedly tucking his shirt in, ‘Sorry I’m late!  I’ve only just finished
helping mother.  She was particularly fussy about her hair this
morning.  I think it’s the hormones –’


‘What?’  Samson roared and
slapped his thigh.  ‘Leo!  The rogue!’


Phantasm gave his brother a
furious look, ‘Can we keep that piece of news quiet please?  Mage Sphinx
and mother are not yet married!  Such news would only cause unnecessary
scandal!’


Samson grinned and waved a hand
airily, ‘My lips are sealed!’


‘Yeah right,’ his namesake
scorned.  ‘You gossip worse than Del and Liliana’s sisters!  Talking
of which, you want to see what they’ve done to the tavern!  It looks –’


‘No!  Don’t say another
word!  It’ll ruin the surprise for Amber.  Now, please, is everyone
finally ready?’  Phantasm snapped peevishly.


Merlin had woken and was watching
Delphine with bright eyes as she fussed over Amber, making last minute
adjustments to her dress and hair while Amber undid the small parcel Cain had
given her.


‘What is it?’  She asked,
completely bemused by the item in her hand.


‘Shh!’ Delphine grabbed it from
her and threw an anxious glance over her shoulder.  ‘Don’t let Cain
see!  He didn’t know that was in the parcel, and he certainly won’t
approve!  I think he’s still telling himself that you and Brutus are going
to have separate bedrooms … anyway, I wore it on our wedding day – it’s for
luck.’


‘S’what Cain said too, but what’s
it do?’


‘Um, hang on.’  Delphine
quickly bent down and Amber squeaked when she felt her hands pull something up
her leg.  ‘It’s a garter,’ she explained breathlessly when she stood up
again, ‘and it doesn’t do anything – well not for you, anyway.’


Amber blushed, ‘Oh.  Right.’


Another knock sounded on the
door, it immediately opened and Gemma stuck her head around, ‘Is Amber ready
yet?  Oh!’  Her face broke into a smile at the sight of her
goddaughter.  ‘You look beautiful, my little one,’ she laughed and walked
into the room with Samsara nestled tightly against her shoulder.  ‘I
suppose I’m going to have to stop calling you that now.’


Diannah watched in amusement as
Samson limped swiftly to his wife’s side to take Samsara, a beaming smile
lighting his ravaged face.  For all his fooling, Samson was obviously a
loving husband and a smitten father.  From what little she had seen of
him, Diannah could tell that he liked to play jack-the-lad in front of other
men, but if she’d challenged him to act on his brash words she had no doubt
that Samson would have run, or rather limped, a mile.    


‘You look beautiful my
love.’  Samson murmured as he admired his wife, so often in riding attire
that to see her in a dress with her fair hair left falling loosely around her
shoulders was a rare and genuine pleasure.


Gemma smiled and eyed her scruffy
husband, ‘You look like you Samson.’


Samson grinned, ‘Would you want
me any other way?’


‘No,’ she laughed then whispered
quickly in his ear when he came closer to take Samsara.  ‘Have you given
Amber our gift yet?’  


He shook his head, ‘You’re her
godmother.’


Gemma smiled and took the small
leather pouch Samson passed her.  She walked over to where Amber was stood
with her twin brothers, all laughing at an impersonation Marcus was doing of
Bryden’s drunken marriage proposal.


‘A wedding gift for you, my not
so little one.’


Amber grinned and let Marcus take
a wriggling Merlin from her so that she could undo the pouch without dropping
him.  She opened the neck and tipped the contents out into her palm and
gave a gasp.  ‘It matches my necklace!’


‘Yes.  It was Samson’s
idea.  Your father told him about having a necklace made for you and he
thought we should have something made ready for when an occasion such as today
arose.  Do you like it?’


‘More than!  I love it!’


Gemma laughed and helped to
fasten the bracelet on Amber’s slender wrist.  The fine gold links were
evenly interspersed with ovals of polished amber.  ‘There, now you are
ready.’  Gemma touched her cheek and smiled gently.  ‘I wish happiness
for you and Brutus, and now I rather think that it’s time you went to find it.’


‘Yes, before Phantasm explodes
with impatience.’  Mistral added and gave her daughter a serious
look.  ‘Ready?’


Amber grinned, ‘As my soon to be
husband would say, I was born ready!’


‘Good.  Got your bouquet?’


‘Oh!  Merlin!’  Amber
grabbed her dog from Marcus and lifted her chin, fixing her green-eyed
godfather with a mock imperious look.  ‘Now, if you’ve all quite finished
gossiping about Melsina, I’d like to get married please.’


Phantasm sprang into action,
ordering Mistral, Gemma, Samson, Cain, Phantom and Diannah downstairs while he
arranged Amber’s procession.  Fabian took Amber’s arm at the head.  Behind
them came Delphine as the bridesmaid with the three page boys following
on.  His task complete, Phantasm went on ahead to join the guests waiting
in the room below.  


‘What do we actually do as page
boys?’  Marcus asked curiously as they left the room at a slow walk in
their sisters’ wake.


‘Try not to look bored during the
ceremony then get drunk.’  Samson muttered back.


Marcus grinned, ‘Sounds good!’ 


In the main room of the tavern a
fire of apple logs scented with herbs burned brightly in the grate.  The
stone walls had been dressed with feathery sprays of cone-laden spruce. 
Wreaths of yew and holly hung from every torch bracket and long tails of gold
and green ivory trailed gracefully to the cleanly swept floor.  The heavy
oak beams were decorated with sprigs of mistletoe tied with white ribbon to
match the berries glistening like pearls amongst the waxy green leaves. 
Liliana’s sisters converged beneath them, glancing hopefully at any male that
walked by.  


Samson made his way over to the
fire where Prospero lay stretched before the flames and placed a sleeping
Samsara between his front paws.  Smiling indulgently at his daughter, he
reached for his fiddle and tucked it beneath his chin then struck up a tune.
 At once the talk and laughter ceased and all eyes turned to look at the
wide staircase.  A sigh of approval met the arrival of Fabian and his
daughter.  Amber grinned and whispered something to her father that made
him laugh.


‘No Amber, it would not be
appropriate for you to slide down the bannister.’


‘Boring.  These bannisters
were made to be slid down!’


‘Yes, but that dress wasn’t.’ 


Still whispering, they descended
the stairs and walked slowly across the room to where Brutus, Xerxes and
Cassius were stood waiting for them.


‘You’re a lucky man.’
 Xerxes muttered to his brother.


‘I know it brother.’  Brutus
replied in an awed whisper.  ‘But I have no idea how I got so damned
lucky!’


‘Neither have I.  You’re as
ugly as sin and quite frankly, Amber could do a hell of a lot better. 
Don’t mess this up brother.’


‘I’d rather die.’


‘That would be a given. 
Now, have you got the ring?’


Brutus tore his eyes away from
Amber’s slowly approaching form to give his brother a terrified look,
‘No!  You have!’


Xerxes grinned and patted the
pocket of his velvet doublet, ‘Only joking!’


Brutus gave him a dark look then
returned his gaze to Amber.  She was mere metres from him now, and her
beauty seemed to intensify with every step she took.  He noted vaguely
that the gems at her throat and wrist were the same shade as her eyes, eyes
that were gazing steadfastly at him with the same mocking look that was at once
challenging and utterly mesmerising.  Then she was before him and Fabian
was passing her hand to him in the traditional gesture.  Merlin wagged his
tail and licked his hand when he took Amber’s.  Fabian smiled as he
stepped away, needing no greater seal of approval than that.


Suddenly it was all
formality.  An expectant hush fell across the tavern as he and Amber
turned to face Cassius.  Brutus tried to look serious and concentrate on
the words that Cassius was saying but his attention kept sliding back to the
smiling figure by his side, blatantly paying no attention to her brother but
grinning at him, her eyes shining with unspoken promises.  The service was
the traditional elven marriage ceremony Brutus had heard at his brother’s
doomed weddings, but never imagined he would be hearing at his own.  The
words flowed over him like music, spoken in Cassius’ soft voice.  


‘Do you promise your life to
another?’


Cassius’s voice dragged Brutus
away from Amber’s eyes, ‘Without hesitation,’ he replied in a strong voice then
gazed intently at Amber, waiting for her response.


A silence fell and the entire
tavern held its breath. 


‘Er?’  She replied after a
few moments, then grinned at Brutus.  ‘Course I do!  Are we married
yet?’


‘Not quite.  Apply some
patience please Amber.’  Cassius murmured, but couldn’t quite conceal the
smile that touched his lips.  


While Cassius finished reciting
the oft-repeated words, Amber winked at Brutus and made him and everyone around
them laugh, her infectious good humour spreading out like rays of sunshine
until everyone in the tavern was smiling, sharing in their obvious
happiness.  When the moment came Xerxes made a great show of patting each
of his pockets in search of the ring and drew another round of laughter when he
finally produced the golden band from the cuff of his boot and handed it to his
brother with a theatrical sigh of relief.


Amber gazed down at the ring
Brutus gently pushed onto her finger and her smile deepened.  It was a
simple gold band, flat rather than rounded, with a single stone of amber
pressed into the centre.  She had no idea how he’d managed to get it made
in time, but was sure it hadn’t come cheap.  She suddenly realised that
her husband was rich and she had no need to become a warrior for money, but
would do so because she wanted to, and Brutus would understand that.  She
gazed into his eyes, blue as summer skies, and knew that he would not only
understand but love every part of her strange nature. 


A loud cheer broke into her
private world.  She blinked dazedly and saw Brutus smiling at her. 
They were married.


Xerxes reached over to take
Merlin, ‘I’ll take your bouquet Mrs Brutus.  I think you’ll be needing
both hands to fend your husband off.’


Brutus grinned and bent his head
to gently kiss her.  Amber flung both arms around his neck and kissed him
back with an enthusiasm that won them a chorus of cheers.  Everyone was
laughing, applauding the couple who were so obviously completely in
love.    


Except Marietta.


‘Why won’t you marry me?’ 
She sobbed to Xerxes


He sighed heavily and gazed
accusingly at his brother, ‘I’m not the marrying kind Marietta, you know that.’


‘Yes you are!’  She argued
tearfully.  ‘You’ve been married hundreds of times!  Just not to me!’


‘Three times actually.’
 Xerxes replied wearily.  ‘And they obviously didn’t work out, or I
wouldn’t be with you, would I?’


‘Are you with me?’  Marietta
sniffed, looking at him hopefully.


‘Of course I am sweetheart.’
 Xerxes smiled, sensing victory.  ‘What’s a wedding compared to what
we have?’


‘I suppose so.’  Marietta
said and gave him a watery smile.  ‘You always come back to me, in the
end.’


Xerxes looked suddenly
thoughtful, ‘I do, don’t I?’ 


The wedding feast began with a
speech from Xerxes, highlighting a few of the youthful Brutus’ more memorable
mishaps before going on to describe his brother in glowing terms that had
Diannah dabbing tears from her eyes with her napkin.


Phantom’s speech as godfather was
short and heartfelt.


‘I have lost another
goddaughter.  Look after her well Brutus, and Mistral?  Please can I
have another one soon?’  


‘Working on it brother.’
 Mistral replied, resting a hand over her belly.


‘You haven’t lost me!’ 
Delphine exclaimed when Phantom sat back down beside her.


‘Oh Delphine, I have. 
You’re Cain’s princess now, not mine.’


‘He treats me like a queen, not a
princess.’  Delphine smiled.  ‘Do you know he brings me breakfast in
bed every morning then runs my bath?  If he ever stopped doing it I’d
think he no longer loved me.’


‘That will never happen.’
 Cain said quietly and leaned over to refill her goblet. 


The afternoon was spent the way
all winter afternoons should be, in warmth and comfort, surrounded by friends
and family, enjoying food, wine and good company.  Mistral leaned back on
her chair and gazed along the table, contented by a second helping of roast
beef.  Her eye fell on Marcus and she sighed, watching her youngest son
unashamedly lapping up the attention being lavished on him by the
barmaids.  


‘I think Marcus is going to be a
terrible ladies man,’ she muttered to Fabian.


Fabian looked across at his son
and laughed, ‘Maybe.  But there are worse things to be, and I think we can
manage one wayward son in the family.  Samson and Fabian are certainly not
going to give us cause for concern in that area.’


Mistral followed his gaze and
smiled at the sight of her twin sons walking to the bar, carefully avoiding the
mistletoe-hung beam where Liliana’s sisters were gathered.  The nymphs
called to them with wistful voices, but Samson and Fabian merely gave them wary
looks and walked on.


‘You know.’  Mistral
concluded with a happy sigh.  ‘If only I’d hunted most of the meat we’ve
eaten today and could be allowed to drink more than one goblet of wine, this
would go down in my memory as being one of my perfect days.’


Fabian raised both eyebrows, ‘A
wedding?  Really?’ 


She laughed, ‘I know.  I
never thought I’d say that either!  But something feels different about
this one.  It feels ... special.’ 


Fabian said nothing but took her
hand, feeling as she did, that beneath the happiness of the occasion there was
a sense of poignancy, knowing that the next time they would gather to celebrate
a wedding could easily be their last.  


 











Undisclosed Events





It was snowing when Mistral woke
the next morning.  She lay warm in bed and gazed at the two long windows
in the panelled wall opposite the bed.  Already little half-moons of snow
filled each pane, the sky beyond a swathe of white.  Fabian was crouched by
the fire, poking the embers into life.  She watched as he threw a couple
of logs on then hurried back towards the bed, his breath misting in the cold
air.  


‘Damn it’s cold!’  He
exclaimed and dived under the covers, reaching for her.


She shrieked and squirmed away
from his cold hands, but he held her tightly, stopping her from escaping. 
A loud thumping from beneath the bed made by Prospero’s wagging tail announced
the dog’s intentions to join in the game.  He crawled out and bounded onto
the bed, collapsing heavily beside Mistral with his head on the pillow, panting
happily.


Mistral grimaced at his breath
and rolled over to face Fabian, ‘Bet you wish you’d bought me something
Merlin-sized now, don’t you?’


Fabian shook his head, his now
warm hands still wrapped around her, ‘No.  Merlin may take up less room on
the bed, but he could only hope to savage an ankle if roused.  Prospero
would barely need to raise his front paws from the ground to reach a man’s
throat ... or a woman’s.’ 


Mistral sighed at his suddenly
sombre expression.  The lightness of the moment had passed, as had the
brief respite that the solstice break had afforded them.  Tomorrow the new
apprentices would register and training would begin again.  A minor detail
compared to the more urgent fact that they had a meeting in less than a week to
try and win the allegiance of the amazons and formulate a plan to destroy
Onieroi’s following.


‘What time are we meeting this
morning?’  


Fabian glanced at the clock on
the bedside table, ‘In an hour.’


The fire was growing in strength
again, warming the room, ‘I think I’ll have a bath then, before the day
begins.  I want to read the draft policies Phantasm gave me for the
meeting.  I can do it in the bath.’


‘He gave you a copy?’ 
Fabian’s expression sharpened with interest.  


‘Yes, just as we were going
upstairs last night, along with some snotty comment about giving me something
to do in bed.  They’re somewhere in that lot.’  Mistral nodded to the
jumble of clothes of the floor.


A light knock sounded at the door
and a voice called quietly, ‘Mother?’


‘That’s Delphine.’  Mistral
said with a frown and Fabian immediately rose from the bed.  Swiftly
pulling on a pair of trousers, he hurried to the door and opened it.


‘Delphine?  Is something
wrong?’


‘No, everything’s fine. 
Sorry to get you out of bed so early but Leo just knocked to ask for my
help.  Melsina’s suffering with morning sickness and he asked me if I
could make her something to ease the nausea.  I’m going down to the
kitchen to make an infusion of ginger root and I thought I’d see if mother
needed some too.’


‘Mistral?’  Fabian turned to
look at her and they both realised that it had been a while since she’d been
sick in the morning.


‘Um, no thanks Delphine.  I
think I’m past that now, but I am absolutely starving.  Do you think you
could ask one of the girls to bring me up something?  I don’t care what it
is.  Actually, on second thoughts, a plate of cold roast beef would be
good.’


Delphine smiled, ‘I’ll have a cow
sent up with some fruit and bread too.  You need to eat a balanced diet
mother, not just gorge yourself on meat.’


‘You can have the extra bits
Prosp, but the meat’s mine.’  Mistral murmured to her dog while Fabian
thanked his daughter and closed the door.


An hour later Mistral and Fabian
made their way quietly along the corridor past the closed doors, the occupants
still asleep.  The tavern was quiet, the wedding celebrations had gone on
until the early hours despite the stealthy disappearance of the bride and groom
long before the clock had struck midnight.  They descended the stairs into
the tavern.  The barmaids had already been hard at work.  The walls
and beams were stripped of the winter foliage that had decorated them for the
wedding, the tables cleared and the floors swept.  A freshly laid fire
burned in the grate.  It was business as usual again. 


 A table near the fire had
been set up for their meeting.  Parchments and quills were laid neatly at
each place.  Baskets of fresh bread rolls and steaming jugs of the herbal
drink elves took in the morning had also been set along its length.  Leo
was already seated at the head, Cassius and the twins on one side, Bryden and
Samson on the other.  Imperato was stood at the far end.  He nodded a
greeting to Mistral and Fabian as they took seats next to Samson.


‘Have you read the
proposals?’  Leo began with typical brusqueness.


Fabian nodded, ‘We both have.’


‘And?’  


‘I fear that needed as some of
the proposed reforms are, the timing is too suspect.  We can contribute
some part of the suddenness of the changes to the appointment of a new Divinus
and a new Council Head, but the amazons are sure to be suspicious.  They
are certain to ask why their race should be singled out to receive such
favour.’


‘It is not favour, merely a
righting of wrongs.  When Mage Grapple reformed the Council he determined
that the chieftains of every Arcane tribe were to be offered a seat,
irrespective of their tribe’s size or standing.  Mark the word
chieftain.  There is no female equivalent of the term, hence the heads of
the amazon tribes were overlooked.  It was a clerical error for which the
blame can rest with either Mage Grapple for not being clearer, or with his
scribe for interpreting his word too literally.  Whichever you choose, we
are left to deal with the aftermath.  The amazon chiefs are certain to
have felt slighted by this gross oversight but I can only assume that they were
too proud to voice their discontent.’


‘Or stubborn.’  Phantom
muttered.  


Cassius shrugged, ‘Whatever their
reasons for not speaking out, you can be sure it has left a festering dislike
for the Council and all it represents.’  


‘A festering dislike that we need
to overcome with some urgency.’  Phantasm added.  ‘To my mind the
question is:  how much can we take them into our confidence?’


Leo raised an eyebrow, ‘Your
meaning being?’


‘Do we trust them with the
knowledge of the importance their race bears on the future of the Isle, or
not?’


Leo frowned and made a steeple of
his fingers, ‘I have no trust for amazons.  I am not convinced they should
be informed of the power they suddenly possess.’


‘Nor I.’ Phantasm agreed. 
‘However, it still needs to be decided how we’re to manage this.  I think
that a female presence at the meeting is vital.’


‘Mistral will attend.’ 


‘No Fabian.  I can’t.’ 
Mistral said quickly.  ‘I represent everything they despise.  Having
me there would be a bad move.’


Fabian turned to her, his face
creased into a frown, ‘How can you be anything but a representation of
equality?’  


‘I am married and obviously with
child.’  Mistral said simply.  ‘They will detest me.’


‘Serenity must attend
then.’  Leo said decidedly.


‘Wearing her shiny new wedding
ring?’  Mistral said pointedly then looked at Cassius.  ‘And the same
goes for Amber.  She’s going to positively exude wedded bliss until
Brutus’ snoring loses its shine – and that might not happen soon enough for
us.’


Leo narrowed his eyes
thoughtfully, ‘So, the question is, will they be made uncomfortable by the lack
of other females at the meeting, or will it be merely the water that runs from
a bird’s back to them?  It may appear a minor detail, but it could be the
pinhead upon which the whole meeting pivots.’


‘We must consider the nature of
the race to be able to answer that question.’  Imperato said in his deep
voice.  ‘Amazons see themselves as more than our equals.  And indeed
they are beyond us.  They have the physical strength of a man coupled with
the ability to bear children.  It is a powerful combination.  We
cannot speak with them as equals since they also have the unpredictable nature
of females, yet we cannot attempt to cozen them as we might a partner we have
slighted.  They are in truth a breed apart, and whatever offers we make to
them must be based on this fact.  They will not be fooled by obsequious
offers of Council seats.’


When Imperato finished a short
silence fell.  Phantasm cast a glance at the parchment detailing the
proposals he’d given Mistral.  He frowned, noting with a burst of
irritation that it was damp, ‘Did you have to spill a drink on it?’  


‘Sorry, read it in the bath this
morning.  The steam got to it.’


He tutted then noticed other
writing on the parchment beside his own and recognised the style, ‘Ah, I see
you’ve made some notes Mage De Winter.’


Fabian shrugged, ‘A few thoughts
struck me while I was reading.  It was easier to record them directly on
the parchment than find a fresh piece.’


Leo reached for his own copy and
dipped a quill in the pot of ink before him, ‘Let us you’re your observations
brother, they may shed light on the problem from a different angle.’


Fabian considered for a moment,
‘Before I do, I should ask how many of you here have actually had dealings with
the three amazon chiefs.  I ask because to know of their characters would
be constructive when considering these proposals.’


‘Never had the pleasure,
thankfully.’  Mistral replied then looked expectantly at the twins.


‘Me neither.’  Phantom said
and his brother shook his head too.


‘I have only met Drusilla, the
chief of the tribe that have a winter home in the Dawn Forests.’  Cassius said
and looked at Leo.  ‘It was during a negotiation for hunting rights
brought about by the elven tribe that live there permanently.’


Leo nodded, ‘Yes, that is the
only contact I have had with any of the amazon chiefs too, and it is not a
memory I recall with any pleasure.  Drusilla was argumentative for the
sake of it and made the meeting heavy going.  Her tribe are nomadic during
the warmer months but maintain a small settlement in the Dawn Forests for the
hardest of the winter months.  They are voracious hunters and Chieftain
Silverside complained bitterly that they damaged the stocks of deer and forced
his larger tribe to hunt further afield during the bad weather or go
hungry.  He asked the Ri to mediate when his efforts to discuss the matter
with Drusilla were rebuffed.  It was a difficult meeting that resulted in
no outcome other than giving me a headache from listening to all the
shouting.’  Leo paused and sighed.  ‘The whole matter was a mess from
start to finish.  Hunting rights are dispensed by the Council. 
Chieftain Silverside should not have involved the Ri at all, but his distrust
of Mages brought him to the Ri and I could not refuse his request to
mediate.  The Ri tread a fine line between Mage and Arcane and a refusal
would have damaged our relationship with his tribe.  Of course, I informed
Mage Grapple of Silverside’s request; he agreed to let the Ri manage the
situation and asked to be informed of the result, such as it was.’


‘What was the outcome?’ 
Mistral asked, only half-curious.  She had no recollection of Cassius
mentioning the meeting, but that was hardly surprising.  At the first
mention of the words “Leo” and “meeting” Mistral’s attention would immediately
begin to wander. 


‘There wasn’t one.’  Leo
shrugged.  ‘It is an issue that continues to cause contention to this
day.  The amazons are not known for compromise.  They make poor
tribal neighbours.’


Bryden spoke up, his usually
proud face expressionless, ‘I have met all three chiefs at the Festival, though
they rarely attend at the same time.  I feel there is little sisterly love
between them.’  


‘I have also met each of the
chiefs at The Festival of the Arcane,’ said Imperato.  ‘Only Mara has
travelled before to consult with me on matters of the stars.  But unless
she had need of our knowledge, amazons would never seek a centaur for
company.  Our ways offend them.’


Mistral pursed her lips. 
She had no doubt that the gaol-like restrictions male centaurs placed on their
womankind offended the fiercely liberated amazons.  It offended her too,
but she knew the ways of the ancient race were too deeply ingrained to be
changed by her making snide comments. 


Samson’s scars twisted into a
grimace of disdain, ‘I’ve met all three,’ he growled.  ‘No time for
them.  They’re not fit to be allowed to bear children.’


Mistral watched the flickering
anger in his aura and understood the reason for his hard words.  Gemma’s
struggles to have a child had nearly torn her and Samson apart, not because she
couldn’t give him what she knew he so desperately wanted, but because he hated
to see her going through the torment of each failed pregnancy.  It was
easy to understand how the amazons’ cruel disregard for the lives of their male
sons would infuriate and disgust him.  


Fabian was now the only one left who
had not responded to his own question and Mistral looked inquisitively at him.


‘I have had cause to spend time
with each of the chiefs over the years,’ he said quietly.   


An inexplicable spark of jealousy
flared in Mistral at the thought of Fabian spending time with other women, no
matter how masculine they may be, ‘Why?’  Her voice was sharper than she
intended and Fabian frowned.


‘Only to seek information for
Contracts, Mistral.  Amazons are nomadic for most of the year and during
their travels they notice small details that have proved to be of use to me.’


Mistral found that she was
holding her horn beaker of water so tightly that her knuckles were white,
‘Oh?  And they just gave you the information did they?’    


‘No,’ he reached over to place a
hand around hers, easing the grip she had on the beaker.  ‘I paid gold for
their information.’


The tension between them was
broken by a rich rumble of laughter from Bryden.  He shook his head, his
long grey-streaked ponytail rippling with the motion.  ‘By the stars Mage
De Winter!  It is something when your wife is driven to jealousy at the
mere mention of you being in the company of other women!  It is perhaps
fortunate that you are a Mage and do not follow the Arcane tradition of taking
more than one wife, or I fear any others you chose would not live to see your
wedding!’


Mistral spun round to glare
coldly at him, ‘You haven’t seen your new wife when she’s angry, have you
Bryden?  Well I have, and let me tell you this.  I pity you should
you ever find cause to fall on her wrong side!  She’s got a wicked aim
when she’s throwing things!’


The twins nodded and gave Bryden
looks of commiseration.  He stopped laughing and suddenly became absorbed
in his copy of the draft policies. 


‘I think it would be useful if you
could provide us with an insight to the natures of the three chiefs.’  Leo
said to Fabian.


‘I am not impartial enough. 
I admit that I found their outlook on certain issues grated with my own views
and I have allowed it to colour my perception of them.  Perhaps Imperato
or Bryden would be able to provide a more objective description.’


‘No.  I could not speak
fairly of the amazons either.’  Bryden said shortly.  He set his
mouth in a hard line and turned away to look out of the window.


Mistral was surprised by the
strength of his anger.  His aura was a broiling mass of black and red,
prompting her to speak.  ‘Can I ask what offends you so much about the
amazons Bryden?  I’m not asking out of idle curiosity, but because we need
to know everything we can about them before next Saturday’s meeting.’


Bryden shook his head angrily,
‘Their natures offend me.’


Mistral frowned, ‘But you hosted
The Festival of the Arcane for years!  You must’ve seen every vice and
unpleasant trait of all the tribes over the years.  What is it about them
that causes the hatred I can See in your aura?’ 


Bryden let out an angry breath,
‘They are selfish creatures full of bitterness and twisted concepts!  They
give nothing to the Isle but take all they want.  They are nothing more
than leeches!  If I had my way they would be extradited from the Isle
tomorrow and the boat sunk at sea!’


The twins shared looks at
Bryden’s outburst but Mistral continued to gaze at him, a frown puckering the
skin of her brow as she listened to his thoughts, ‘They took from your tribe?’


He nodded tensely, ‘Three
girls.  Full of youthful vigour and natural curiosity.  Their parents
had overindulged them and allowed them more freedom than was wise, or
safe.  But,’ he shrugged, ‘I cannot blame them for what is done.  The
girls were allowed to play unchaperoned in the forests and met some amazons
hunting there.  They were taken in by their talk of the sisterhood, of
liberty and equality.  The amazons took them away –’ Bryden stopped and
turned to look out of the window again, staring into the past.  ‘Their
parents were devastated.  I sent out hunting parties, petitioned Mage
Grapple and the Divinus of the Ri, ordered Contracts ... but it was all to no
avail.  The girls had vanished.’


‘One of them was your daughter,
wasn’t she?’  Mistral asked gently.


Bryden gave her a sharp look and
for a second Mistral thought he was going to shout at her for invading the
privacy of his thoughts but he sighed and nodded, ‘My little Yasmin. 
Yes.  She went with them too.  I had six strapping sons and then,
when I thought my wife could give me no more children, she blessed me with a
daughter.  It was I who overindulged her, letting her run bare-foot and
laughing through the forests, playing with her two friends.  I could never
bring myself to say no to her and be the cause of her tears.  I spoiled
her and I paid the price.’


‘I could try to read her Bryden.’


He drew in a deep breath and sat
up a little straighter, ‘Thank you, but no.  It was over twenty years
ago.  The child I mourn is a woman that will scarce recall me.  It is
to the future we must look now, not the past.’


There was little anyone could say
in response to Bryden’s tragic story, so nothing was said and an uncomfortable
silence fell.  Bryden sat gazing straight ahead to avoid meeting anyone’s
eye, his face set and proud.  Mistral had never really been sure how she
felt about Bryden Wolfsnare.  During his long reign as Chieftain of the
Wolfsnare tribe he had hosted the Festival of the Arcane, each a gory
celebration of savagery resulting in inevitable fatalities, one of which had
been Saul.  But Bryden’s revelation had shown that beneath the boastful
exterior lay a man haunted by sadness and regret.  For the first time she
began to see what had drawn Serenity to him.


‘I have no quarrel with the
race.’  Imperato broke the silence to the relief of everyone at the
table.  ‘Their beliefs are their own and differ greatly from ours, but
that is the way of the Isle.  I am willing to speak of the three chiefs
and describe to you their natures as I found them.


‘I shall begin with Drusilla,
since some of you here have already met her.  She is the head of the tribe
of amazons that over-winter in the Dawn Forests.  They came from Persia,
like my own kind, and we know each other of old.  She is the most ancient
of all the chiefs and has her mind set in the old ways.  Her tribe holds
steady at around twenty members now, but it suffered great losses two decades
ago from a plague that swept through the tribe.  She is an elder now and
wears her hair close-cropped to conceal the thinness.  Do not be fooled by
the lines on her face, her mind is as sharp and hard as it was in her
youth.  She will be the most difficult of all the three chiefs to win over
as she is far older and more set in her ways.’  Imperato paused and
swished his tail thoughtfully before he continued.


‘Mara heads the tribe that
inhabit the Southern Range.  They are the least warlike of their sisters
and it was her I mentioned before as displaying an interest in our arts. 
They are a tribe that teach healing more than hunting, but only for their own
benefit.  It is beyond their imaginations to consider sharing their skill
with others.  They travel during the summer months, as is the wont of
amazons, but for their tribe it is mainly to gather herbs.  It has been
known for them to venture abroad to seek rarer ingredients for their potions
too, but I am sure that each expedition has been unsanctioned and perhaps I
speak unwisely before the Head of the Mage Council.’


Leo inclined his head briefly,
‘Your words are never unwise Imperato, and I value your insight above the laws
I am sworn to uphold.  Without them there may be no need of any laws, for
there will no longer be an Isle.’


Imperato nodded.  Shifting
his weight to tilt a hoof at rest, he continued, ‘Physically Mara is the least
conforming to her race.  She wears her hair long, and in my few encounters
with her it has always been loose.  She favours the animal skin trousers
and jerkins of her kind but I have seen her in pregnancy and then she wore a
cotton shift.’


‘She’s had a child?’ 
Phantom asked sharply.  ‘Is that normal for chiefs?’


‘No.  It is usually a task
delegated to lower members of the tribe.  But as I said, Mara is not usual
for an amazon.  She has, to my knowledge, born three daughters.’


‘She’s our in then.’
 Mistral said quickly.  ‘The soft spot.’


Phantasm nodded and made a quick
note on his piece of parchment. 


‘The final chief is
Octavia.  She heads the tribe that live in the Northern Range.  As
you would expect, given the harsh nature of their location, they are a fierce
and cruel tribe.  Their tribe is the smallest.  It stands at about
ten.  She is a hard leader and I have heard stories told of her having her
own tribeswomen burned alive as punishment for minor crimes.  They have
the lowest birth-rate.  In the time the Isle has been existence her tribe
has born only four daughters.  They will be difficult to persuade to our
cause.’


‘What’s she look like?’ 
Mistral asked, suddenly curious about the fearsome amazon.


Imperato looked her in the eye,
‘Octavia shares the similar marks of battle to Samson.’


‘Samson?’  Mistral flicked a
glance at Samson’s ravaged face.  ‘Er, so she’s got one or two scars
then.’


Samson gave her a wry grin.


‘They are her only notable
feature.’  Imperato confirmed in a strangely reserved voice.


‘So, to summarise.’  Mistral
held her fingers up to tick off each amazon.  ‘We’ve got an old crone, a
mother-earth figure, and a tyrant.  Oh great.  What the hell are we
going to offer that lot to persuade them to fight for us?’


‘Not for us Mistral.  For
the Isle.’  Leo corrected.


Mistral frowned, ‘And why are
they on the Isle?  Amazons hardly strike me as being afraid of persecution
from humankind, and their physical form would let them blend in easily enough.’


‘But not their natures.’ 
Imperato replied.  ‘They came to the Isle to live free of the restrictions
human society places on women.’


‘So they sought equality.’


‘Yes.  And compared to their
lives in the outside world, they have achieved that.  However they will
always be regarded by other Arcane tribal males as mere women, and in turn by
Mages as being mere Arcanes.’


‘What do tribal women make of
them?’  Mistral asked. 


‘They do not understand them and
they fear them, with good reason.  Amazons scorn the lives of other tribal
women and are often aggressive or abusive towards them on the rare occasions
that they meet.’  


‘So ... they have no interest in
trying to liberate their Arcane sisters?’


‘In the early days of the Isle one
or two more zealot amazons saw it as a chance to bring equality to tribal women
and travelled around preaching, but as you can imagine, the tribal males
wouldn’t stand for it and refused them entry to their tribes.  After a
while they desisted.’


‘Desisted?  That doesn’t
sound like an amazon.  Were they killed?’


‘Tribal males will go to any
lengths to protect their womenfolk.’  Imperato replied in a neutral
tone.  


‘Huh, till they get too old to
bear children.’  Mistral said before she could stop herself.  


Imperato’s expression grew
stony.  Realising she had offended him Mistral sighed and spread her hands
out in a supplicating gesture, ‘Look, I’m no amazon, but surely you can see the
fault for this mess with Onieroi lies squarely with the tribal chieftains for
making the older womenfolk feel useless once they could no longer have
children!’


‘Hindsight brings clarity, but by
its very nature it is always sadly too late to help change the event.’ 
Imperato replied stiffly.  ‘Onieroi saw an opportunity to exploit the
tribal structure to suit his purpose.  It is a structure that has served
well for thousands of years –’


‘It’s a structure that’s
flawed!’  Mistral snapped, stung to sudden anger by his pompous
words.  ‘Don’t go blaming a structure for the callous mistreatment
of those women!  Who put the structure in place?  I’ll tell you shall
I?  Since you seem so damned determined not to admit fault!  The
tribal chieftains did.  And if you display the same condescending attitude
to the amazons when you meet then you’ll be walking out in a similar state to
one of Clovis’ yearlings after he’s gelded them!’ 


‘Easy Mistral.’  Fabian
murmured and laid a hand over hers.  


Mistral fell silent but continued
to glare at her father, white-faced with anger.  After a moment she drew
in a long breath and the tension in her shoulders lessened.  ‘There. 
I’ve said my piece.  I’m sure you’ll contribute my unreasonable outburst
to being pregnant.  Erratic womanish behaviour.  No doubt you’ll say
that I’m worse than usual because I’m carrying triplets.’


Imperato’s expression immediately
altered, ‘You are carrying three young?’  


‘Two boys, one girl.’ 
Mistral confirmed in clipped tones, still irritated with him.


Imperato gave a brief smile of
pride at her news then turned to gaze out of the snow-filled window, his wise
face thoughtful.  


‘Mistral.’  Leo leaned
across the table to fix her with his cold eyes.  


She arched an eyebrow, waiting
for his lecture to begin and fully intending to have a go back.


‘You must attend the
meeting.  You present a view that we cannot see as males, and you
demonstrate a perfect balance.  You are married and a mother, yet no-one
in their right mind would ever dare to suggest that you are repressed.’


Mistral shook her head angrily,
‘I may not be all meek and mild like tribal women, but I’m no man-hating amazon
either!  I know that me being in the meeting will only antagonise
them.  I overheard Hedera and the other amazons talking in The Cloak
before they left to track Onieroi’s following.  They called me a traitor
and said they pitied me for allowing myself to become nothing more than a man’s
possession.’


‘Without you in that meeting it
is doomed to failure.’  Leo persisted.  ‘You are the Ri’s Seer, your
presence is not only required but it is imperative.  I am no longer the
Divinus of the Ri and cannot command your attendance, but I ask you to at least
consider it.’


At first Mistral was too taken
aback by Leo’s humble request to respond.  She narrowed her eyes and
regarded him with angry scepticism.  He gazed steadily back, almost
inviting her into his thoughts.  A second was all it took and Mistral was
inside Leo’s mind.  She listened to his thoughts, trying to determine if
he was attempting to play her, but she found only a firm belief that without
her presence at the meeting the amazons would be distrustful of such a
formidable male gathering and simply clam up.


She suddenly laughed, ‘So you do
think that my being there will antagonise them!  Then why want me there?’


‘At least if they are angry they
will be talking.’


‘Shouting more like.’


‘Perhaps.’  Leo offered her
a grim smile.  ‘But we cannot hope to communicate with them if they just
sit there in suspicious silence.’


Mistral shrugged and turned to
Imperato, ‘Do any of them have a pet monkey?’


Imperato frowned, ‘Not that I
recall.’


‘Good.  It didn’t do my
relations with Hedera any favours when Prospero ate hers.  I’d hate to
wreck this meeting with a repeat performance.’


‘So you will attend?’ 
Cassius asked.


‘You already know I will
Cassius,’ she sighed.  ‘And I’ve been listening to your thoughts too, by
the way, and yes, I agree that it’s a good idea for me to read them all during
the meeting and correspond in code with the twins to let them know if their
gift is needed.  But I want Serenity in the meeting too.  I’m going
to need another woman on our side to draw some of the fire away from me!’


Phantom suddenly grinned at her,
‘So you’ll be the bait to lure them into being angry enough to drop their cold
front.  In fact, wear a dress too – then they’ll be so mad that they won’t
notice you going all hazy when you read their minds and signal to us!’  He
gave a chuckle, his cat-like eyes glittering with glee at the thought of using
underhand tactics during a meeting.  


‘We shall use the gift of the
Gemini only as a last resort.’  Cassius murmured quietly.  


Phantom nodded, the serious
Magnate member once more, ‘Of course Divinus.’


‘All that remains is for us to
see if we’ve cooked up some promises sweet enough to catch our bitter
ladies.’  Samson leaned back in his chair and folded his arms.  


‘Let’s see shall we?’ 
Fabian murmured and pushed his copy of the proposal out in front of him. 
‘The first suggestion listed here should definitely remain.  To offer each
of the three chiefs a seat on the Council and correct the oversight made during
Mage Grapple’s reign would be the right thing to do whether or not we were
trying to seek their favour.


‘The second suggestion too holds
reason.  The fact that there is no term for the female leaders of the
amazon tribes led to the error of them being excluded from the Council and must
be rectified.  Who knows?  Perhaps one day there will be a female
leader of another Arcane tribe too.’  Ignoring Bryden’s snort of disdain,
Fabian continued.  ‘The suggestion of the term Chieftainess is, to my
reckoning, both appropriate and respectful –’ he looked around.  ‘Do
we agree?’


Everyone nodded and Fabian
returned his gaze to the parchment, ‘Then I find only fault with the following
suggestions.  To invite one of them onto the Magnate would cause nothing
but problems.  Amazons are nomadic for many months of the year and it
would be difficult to inform them of meetings, and their presence – should they
even deign to attend –would only be to serve the interests of their tribe since
they have little concern for any others.’


There was an audible sigh of
relief from everyone present quickly followed by murmured agreement and a much
louder cheer from Mistral.  Fabian gave her a look that to others appeared
stern but Mistral smiled, seeing in his eyes the briefest shine of
amusement.  He returned his attention to the parchment once more and slid
his finger down to the next point, written in Phantasm’s elegant script.


‘The appointment of an Agency to
deal solely with Contracts for female warriors is a suggestion that has merit
but would contradict the values the Ri strive to uphold.  The Ri are not
made up of Arcane or Mage, or even men or women, but warriors.’


‘I confess that I was clutching
at straws with that one.’  Phantasm admitted and rubbed a hand through his
hair in a gesture so uncharacteristic that Mistral realised just how much he
had struggled to come up with anything at all.  ‘It’s been stretching my
imagination to the limit to think up proposals.  Amazons are hardly
oppressed tribal women that we can offer a bit of freedom to like Onieroi has
–’ he ignored Bryden’s angry hiss and continued in an exasperated voice, ‘and
they’re so insular it’s hard to know what to offer them!’


‘And universally disliked.’ 
Phantom added.


‘Perhaps we could suggest passing
a law to make everyone like them.’  Mistral muttered sarcastically and
leaned across to read Fabian’s notes.  Seeing which point was to come next
she scowled angrily at Phantasm.  ‘I can’t believe you even dared to write
that next one down, never mind having the brass neck to show it to me!’


‘I think that my desperation
overcame my fear by this point.’


‘I laughed actually.’


Phantasm peered over at her copy
to see that Fabian had not written anything beside it but simply scored a
double line through the whole suggestion, ‘Fair comment,’ he sighed and leaned
back.  ‘I suppose it was a bit much to suggest that one of the amazons
filled in for you during your maternity leave, despite the fact that you are
going to need someone to cover when your next three arrive, and probably some
sort of nanny too.’


‘Moving swiftly on –’ Phantom
said quickly as Mistral drew in a sharp breath, no doubt to fuel the shouting
he could feel coming on.  ‘What did you think of the next point Mage De
Winter?’


‘Very little.’


‘Oh.’


‘I agree.’  Leo said,
frowning at his own copy of the proposals.  ‘To allocate hunting rights
across another tribe’s territories is a serious infringement of Council
law.  At best it smacks of blatant ingratiation – at worst it looks like a
bribe.’  He dipped his quill in the pot of ink and ran a line through the
point.


‘Which brings us to the final
point.’  Fabian said and rubbed his forehead in a distracted action. 
‘I am not convinced by your argument that appointing an amazon to teach in the
Valley school would provide balance.  I feel that they would use the
position as a pedestal from which to indoctrinate young minds with their strong
ideals.’


‘Not convinced?’  Mistral
snorted.  ‘That’s putting it mildly!  When I read that one I was
convinced that Phantasm had left the realms of reality and gone galloping
flat-out on a steed called Madness into insanity!’


‘Yes, thank you for that
constructive piece of criticism Mistral.’  Phantasm sniffed. 
‘Perhaps you would like to try and come up with something then?’


‘Actually I have.’


‘Oh?’  Phantasm raised an
eyebrow, peeved by the rejections his proposals had received. 


‘Yes.  Leo opens the meeting
by explaining Mage Grapple’s oversight then formally invites them to take up
their rightful seats on the Council.  Then Cassius can put to them the
suggestion of creating the title of Chieftainess to apply to all female tribal
leaders, not just amazons, even though there aren’t any yet.  That way
they won’t think it’s an effort to get on their good sides, if they’ve got one
that is –’


‘Asking for their approval is a
clever touch, making them feel their opinion is valued.’  Phantom agreed
but his twin merely folded his arms and looked surly.  


‘Better work on your smile
brother.’  Mistral said lightly.  ‘You need to be trying to charm
them, not imitating them.  And then,’ she paused and drew in a deep
breath, ‘I suggest that we tell them the truth.’


A silence met her words while everyone
considered the ramifications of such actions.  Encouraged by the silent
agreement she sensed coming from Fabian, Mistral listened to each of their
thoughts then waited for them to voice the arguments each were forming.


Leo was first to speak.  He
leaned forwards onto his elbows and regarded her over the top of his folded
hands.  Mistral noticed a paler patch of skin on one finger where he had
worn the ring of Divinus, the ring her son now wore.  Leo rubbed a
fingertip across the bare skin, as though missing the reassuring feel of the
metal.  ‘In Onieroi’s vision of the Isle you saw an army of amazons
marching past.  Am I correct?’


Mistral hated rhetorical
questions and gave a terse nod.


‘Did you gauge the numbers of
this army?’


‘No.  But it was big. 
I know now that time was warped when I was in Onieroi’s mind, but it felt like
it took at least half an hour for them to march by.’


Leo nodded thoughtfully, ‘A large
army then.’


Mistral gritted her teeth at
having to give another pointless answer, ‘Hmm.’


‘Before I travelled here I
checked last year’s population census in the Council library.  The three
tribes’ official numbers were recorded as follows: Drusilla’s tribe number at
twenty two, Mara’s tribe at forty one and Octavia’s at only twelve. 
According to the three Ri Agencies there are a total of fifteen amazon warriors
on their books.  I cannot say how many are living renegade, but would
hazard a guess at around twenty.’


‘Giving a rough total of one
hundred and nine amazons.  That’s hardly an army of a size to take nearly
half an hour to march past.’  Samson observed.  


‘No.’ Leo looked
thoughtful.  ‘This tells us what?  That Onieroi has no real idea of
the true numbers of amazons on the Isle?  Or was it a vision of his plans
for the future?’


‘Amazons aren’t famous for
producing children in rapid succession.’  Fabian frowned.  ‘They
usually replace a lost elder with a new child, which is why the tribal numbers
fluctuate so little.’


‘But what if Onieroi persuaded
them to step up their birth-rate to create a conquering army?’  Leo turned
to Imperato.  ‘I know little of the race Imperato.  For how long do
amazons carry and how quickly do their young reach maturity?’


Imperato was once again gazing
out of the window.  He turned to meet Leo’s questioning look, seeming to
draw himself out of deep thought.  ‘Amazons carry their young for nine
months.  The child reaches full maturity at five years of age but is
independent by three months.’


‘Huh, doesn’t surprise me. 
I can’t imagine them being much good at the nurturing part!’  Phantom
muttered sourly.  ‘I bet they hate being mothers ... probably see it as
getting in the way of going hunting or something.’  


His words struck a nerve in
Mistral, she rounded on him, her face furious, ‘My children can feed themselves
at three months too!  I don’t claim to be mother of the year, but I don’t
appreciate being likened to that heartless pack of bitches!’


‘You misunderstand, my
daughter.’  Imperato continued in a low rumble.  ‘I meant that the
amazon children are fully independent at three months.’


‘You mean adult?’  Fabian
asked while Mistral glowered at Phantom.


‘To all intents and purposes they
are physically complete, but their minds take longer to mature, and they must
complete their training before becoming a fully-fledged member of the tribe.’


‘Then I believe Onieroi is
misguided.’  Leo concluded.  ‘He only has his brief meeting with
Hedera by which to judge an entire race and has made a gross overestimation as
to their numbers.  His following will be unable to correct that error as
they will be as equally ignorant about amazons due to the sheltered lives they
have led.’


‘So for now we have the
advantage.’  Fabian said quietly. 


‘For now.  But we must make
sure we capitalise on that advantage.  This meeting with the amazons must
have a positive outcome.  Mistral?’  Leo turned to look at her
again.  ‘Explain your reasoning for telling them the truth.’


Mistral tore her gaze away from
Phantom, who she’d been giving death glares to while he mouthed silent
apologies to her.  Whatever petty arguments they indulged in on an almost
daily basis, Phantom would never want to insult her when it came to being a
good mother to his godchildren.  ‘Don’t they deserve to know the
truth?’  She demanded, venting her anger at Phantom on Leo. 
‘Onieroi’s planning to fill them with sugary promises of equality, when all he
really wants is an army to help him wipe every other race off the face of the
Isle.  Then his promises of equality will be worth nothing as there will
be no-one left to be equal with!  And we’re no better!’  She gestured
angrily to the sheets of parchment written in Phantasm’s careful hand. 
‘Sat here, concocting meaningless promises to win them over.  Why
shouldn’t they know of the effect they have on Onieroi?  If they want an
Isle to live on then surely they’ll want to help in the fight to remove him!’


‘That is just reasoning my
daughter.’  Imperato said.  ‘But we are not dealing with a just
race.  They care little for what the Isle represents.  It is a home
to them, but they would not care if it sank beneath the waves tomorrow and
forced them to swim to other shores and begin anew.  They are restless
creatures with little loyalty to the land beneath their feet.  The Isle’s
continued existence will not spur them to fight for this cause.’


‘What would then?’  Mistral
cried, throwing her hands up in exasperation.  ‘Gold?’


Imperato lifted his shoulders and
let them fall again in an infinitely weary gesture, ‘Perhaps, but the lure of
coin will pale before the promises Onieroi has to offer.’


Phantasm frowned, ‘And how can we
hope to compete with Onieroi’s offer?  He would have the amazons believe
in an Isle inhabited solely by women’’


‘We can’t compete with
that.’  Phantom concluded dejectedly.  ‘The amazons would finally
have the equality they long for.’


‘Wait!  That’s just
it!’  Mistral cried.  ‘The amazons would never have true
equality!  Onieroi can’t stand to be in their presence because they drain
him.  He will always need his sycophantic cluster of tribal women fawning
over him.  The amazons will hate that!  They’ll be placed below a
group of women they consider inferior!’


Fabian nodded and met Leo’s gaze
across the table while Samson gave a roar and banged the table, ‘Ha! 
We’ve got them!’


‘Not yet we haven’t.’ 
Cassius warned quietly.  ‘We need to plan every moment of the meeting to
ensure there are no errors.’  He looked around the table, arresting each
in turn with his dark gaze.  ‘So ... we are agreed.  The truth must
be told.’


‘Definitely.’  Mistral said
and Fabian gave a brief nod.  


The twins hesitated for a moment
then both nodded.  Imperato inclined his head in agreement and Bryden gave
a cold nod. 


‘I feel it is the only way.’
 Leo said firmly.


‘Truth is always best I say.’
 Samson said then grinned ruefully.  ‘Come to think of, that’s
probably what’s caused me so much trouble over the years.  I’m too
honest.’


Leo placed both hands flat on the
table and leaned forwards, ‘And now we must make three sets of plans.  The
first, and most important, is for the forthcoming meeting with the
amazons.  We each need to be completely clear of our roles and have
answers prepared for every possible question.  The second plan is to be
the one I fervently hope we are able to put into action where the amazons
support our cause.  The third plan we make must be for the possibility
that they refuse to lend their help to the Isle.’


Leo turned to Cassius, indicating
for him to continue.  Phantom and Phantasm quickly dipped the sharpened
points of their quills into the pot of ink and held it above a fresh piece of
parchment, waiting to record his instructions.


‘I shall make the formal
introductions as the meeting will be held in the Valley and I am the
host.  Then Mage Sphinx will outline the proposed changes and the reason
behind them.  Mother?  I wish you to read the amazon chiefs to gauge
their reaction.  I shall take the opportunity of Mage Sphinx speaking to
read your mind and hear your findings –’


The meeting continued throughout
the morning but the tavern remained quiet.  Prospero and Merlin barely
stirred from in front of the fire, and it seemed that the occupants in the
rooms above shared their sentiments.  Fat snowflakes continued to fall in
a steady succession, settling on the window sills and turning the world outside
to a landscape softly moulded in white.  


Mistral excused herself under the
pretence of needing to answer the call of nature more than once just to escape
up to the bedroom for a few moments of peace.  On her second visit she saw
Brutus’ bedroom door open and a pair of hands reach out to grab the tray of
food left outside.  She heard a laugh that was unmistakably Amber’s and
smiled.  


In the welcome quiet of the
bedroom she leaned her hands against the window ledge of one of
the windows and stared out at the snow-filled sky.  They would need
to be leaving soon to make the journey back to the Valley before
nightfall.  The Velvet Forests would provide good shelter for most of the
journey but the snow would be deep across the exposed meadows and it would be hard-going
for the horses.  A light knock sounded on her door, she turned and called
for the person to come in.


Cain appeared it the doorway and
Mistral immediately turned back to the window without speaking to him.  He
stepped into the room and closed the door behind him but stayed by the
door.  Mistral kept her back to him and let the silence draw out. 
She knew why he was here and there was no way she was going to make it any
easier for him.  


At length Cain spoke, ‘Delphine
and I are packed and ready to ride back to the Valley with you.’


‘Oh?’  Mistral didn’t turn
around.  ‘And you tracked me down in my room just to tell me that?’


Cain drew in an audible breath,
‘No ... I was hoping to catch you on your own before we left.  Phantom
said you’d come up to your room.  He also said that he’d upset you.’


‘Did he really?’  


‘He thinks he’s offended you with
some throwaway comments he made about amazons being bad mothers –’


Mistral spun round, her eyes
shining with anger, ‘For crying out loud Cain, what is this?  Are we back
at school or something?  If Phantom wants to say sorry he can tell me
himself!  And I think you’re both forgetting that I’m a Seer!  I know
he regretted his words the moment they fell from that gaping hole in his face!’


‘Yes.’  Cain said quietly
and walked a few steps towards her then halted again, his expression
wary.  ‘You are a Seer Mistral.  And that’s what Phantom was worried
about.’


Mistral turned to stare
unseeingly out of the window again.  Another silence fell between
them.  After a long moment she spoke, her voice barely above a whisper,
‘Why didn’t you tell me Cain?’  


He sighed and walked the last few
paces to stand directly behind her, so close that she could smell Delphine’s
perfume on his shirt.  ‘Yes.  I admit that I felt it best that
certain events of Fabian and Samson’s birth remain undisclosed.  What good
would it have done to have revealed them?  It would have only frightened
Mage De Winter, and probably made you even more indulgent of the boys than you
already are.’


Mistral gave a short laugh then
turned around to face him.  Her eyes searched his face for a moment then
she shook her head.  ‘No, I need to hear it, not See it.  Tell me
what happened Cain.’


‘Well,’ he began slowly, ‘after
the usual panic of you going into labour in almost any location other than the
Infirmary, we got you back to your house.  I delivered Fabian with no
problems and Samson seemed set to follow the same way, but then there were
complications.  He turned in the womb and became stuck.  You had
already given birth to one baby and had been labouring hard.  You were
exhausted.  Samson was becoming distressed and ... yes, I was worried that
I wouldn’t be able to get him out alive.’  Cain paused and shrugged. 
‘But I managed to turn him around and you did the rest.’


‘It was hard work, I admit, and
it hurt like hell ... but I never realised he was in any danger.’  Mistral
frowned at him.  ‘And you ... you were so calm, like you always are. 
I had no idea.’


‘Professional to the last, that’s
me.’  Cain gave her a quick flash of his impish grin then let it fade,
leaving his face serious again.  ‘The first rule of being a healer is to
keep a clear head and not to panic.  Panic is infectious, if I had
betrayed one ounce of my concern you’d have picked up on it straight away and
then I would definitely have lost Samson, and maybe even you too.’


Mistral heaved a sigh and wrapped
her arms around herself.  The fire had died and the room was cold
again.  She stared at the dark embers with a faraway look on her
face.  ‘You’re right,’ she finally said.  ‘I did listen to Phantom’s
thoughts when he was trying to mouth apologies to me earlier.  You’re
worried about the same thing happening with this pregnancy, aren’t you?’


‘No.’ Cain said slowly. 
‘But I’ve never birthed triplets before and it would be foolish to think that
delivering multiple babies safely is going to be simple.’


Mistral gave him a pleading look,
‘Please don’t tell Fabian.  He’ll worry himself to death!’


Cain smiled, ‘I agree that Mage
De Winter is prone to being a touch over-anxious when it comes to you and
childbirth, however, it is understandable.  His own mother died in
childbirth and you’ve never really managed to behave responsibly and let us
take you into the Infirmary when your time comes.  You have this strange
penchant for trying to give birth in the forests.’


Mistral pulled a face at
him.  


He laughed then continued in a
serious voice, ‘I want to go and spend some time with the fairy tribe in The
Velvet Forests –’


‘Er, why?’


‘Let me finish ... twins and
triplets are common amongst fairies and I want to learn from their
midwife.  I’ve asked Delphine to come with me too.’


‘Ah.’  Mistral’s face
cleared.  ‘I see where you’re going with this, you sly –’


‘Now, now.  There’s no need
for insults.  I just need someone I can trust in the shop until we get
back.’


‘Get Liliana in then!’


‘Oh, she’s good at customer
service and can chat for the Isle, but she can’t brew.  I need someone who
can make up the orders too.’


Mistral eyed him narrowly, ‘You
sure you and the twins haven’t cooked this up between you to get me on lighter
duties earlier than usual?’


‘I swear!’  Cain’s blue eyes
widened.  ‘Although, on reflection, it wouldn’t do you any harm to take
things a bit easier with this pregnancy.’


‘I’ll give you “on reflection!”’ 
Mistral snapped.  She drew in a sharp breath and held it for a moment
before expelling it in a loud rush.  ‘Oh, of course I’ll look after the
wretched shop for you – but you can wait till Samson’s ankle is better! 
Training starts tomorrow and he’s still hobbling around like some decrepit old
man.’


‘It didn’t help when he got
carried away last night and insisted Gemma dance a jig on the table with him.’


Mistral shook her head, ‘He never
really grew up you know, just mastered the art of clothing himself enough to
appear in public without causing a riot.’


Cain laughed, ‘We’re all like
that Mistral.  I –’


A peal of laughter followed by a
lower male laugh sounded from one of the rooms.  


‘Amber.’  Mistral
sighed.  ‘I hate to disturb them, but I need to speak with her before we
leave.’


Cain frowned sharply, ‘She’s
coming back with us, isn’t she?’  


‘No brother.  Fabian has
said there’s no point her coming back till next week.’


‘But training starts
tomorrow!’  


‘It’s Registration tomorrow
Cain.  You know it takes a week to get them settled into a routine and
Amber hardly needs to cover what the apprentices will be learning in their
first week.’


Cain’s face became disapproving,
‘But she should still be there.  What does it say to the new apprentices
when the second year just turns up when she likes?’


‘Take it up with the Ri’s
Training Captain, not me.’  


Cain scowled at the closed door
when another burst of laughter rang out.  Mistral could see he was itching
to go and demand that Brutus stop doing whatever was making his goddaughter
laugh and drag her back to the Valley with them.


‘She’s married now Cain.’
 Mistral said more gently.  ‘And whether you like it or not, it’s to
Brutus.  Let her have a week with her new husband.  They’re going to
be apart a lot this year.’


His scowl deepened at another
burst of laughter from Amber, ‘What’re they doing?’  He asked
suspiciously.         


‘No idea.  And I’m not going
to find out either.’  Mistral added firmly.


Cain grunted, ‘If he ever hurts
her –’


Mistral rolled her eyes, ‘Oh get
over yourself Cain!  Look, if it’ll put your mind at rest then just this
once ... and I mean only once, because this is really not comfortable for me
... I will read her and tell you what’s making her laugh.’


‘Well?’  Cain demanded when
Mistral’s eyes slid back into focus.


‘He’s telling her stories Cain,
about us all when we were apprentices.  It’s the manticore one, so she’s
laughing about my foul language.’


‘Oh.’  Cain looked
relieved.  ‘Well, that’s alright then.’


Mistral smiled and decided not to
add that Brutus and Amber were sharing a bath as well as stories, ‘Right
brother, it’s time we were leaving.’  She strode across the room and
opened the door.  ‘You had better go and fetch Grendel to carry your
wife’s five overnight cases downstairs and I’ll just have a word with
Amber.’  


When Cain made to follow her down
the corridor to Brutus’ room Mistral blocked his way with hands on her hips and
deterred him with a steely glare.  He scowled but turned away to bang
bad-temperedly on the door to Grendel and Liliana’s room. 


Mistral quickly turned and rapped
lightly on Brutus’ door.  Splashing noises came from within.


‘Who is it?’


‘S’me Brutus.  Sorry, but
we’re going now and I just wanted a quick word with Amber.’


‘Oh!  Of course!  Er
... just give me ... er ... us a minute –’


Mistral smiled as she listened to
the squeak of wet skin on porcelain and another stifled giggle.  The slap
of wet feet on floorboards preceded Brutus opening the door to peer cautiously
out.  He tugged self-consciously at the towel wrapped around his waist
when he saw Mistral standing there.


Mistral rolled her eyes and
shoved past him into the room, ‘Relax brother, seen it and stitched it all
before.’


Amber was sat on the edge of the
unmade bed, her bare legs swinging out from beneath the hem of the white silk
shirt Brutus had worn for their wedding.  She offered her mother a smile
that was completely unabashed, but held a hint of reluctance.  ‘Have you
come to drag me back to the Valley?’


‘No.  The Ri’s Training
Captain has sent me to inform you that your presence will not be required for
the first week of training.’


Amber’s smile lost its tinge of
reluctance and became a shameless grin, ‘Father said that?  Really?’


‘Yes.’  Mistral smiled and
bent to kiss her daughter on the cheek.  ‘Enjoy your honeymoon.’


‘Oh!’  Amber lifted a hand
to touch her cheek where her mother had kissed her.  Mistral was never
overly affectionate when it came to her children.  They all knew that she
loved them with an unquestionable fierceness, but also that it was just not in
her nature to hug and kiss them at every opportunity.  Far from being hurt
by this, they were grateful that she saved them from embarrassing Liliana-style
displays and bore her occasional outbreaks of emotion with stoic
attitudes.  Knowing this was one of those rare times, Amber suddenly flung
her arms around her neck and hugged her tightly.  ‘Thank you!’


‘It was your father that gave you
a week off not me.’  Mistral untangled herself uncomfortably from her
daughter’s embrace.  ‘If I had my way you’d be running circuits in the
Arena tomorrow to work off any idleness from the solstice break.’


Brutus smiled, ‘I’ll bring her
back safe on Sunday night Mistral.’


‘You make sure you do.’ 
Mistral eyed him coldly.  ‘And you can stay for dinner too.  Bring
that useless lump you call a brother with you too, if you want.  And I
suppose you’d better stay over.’  


Brutus and Amber watched the door
close behind Mistral and shared a look of amazement.


‘Well!  I never expected
that!’  Amber exclaimed.


‘You never know what to expect
with your mother.’ 


A short while later the Ri were
mounting their horses in the yard, heavily cloaked and muffled against the
falling snow.  The horses milled excitedly in the deep snow while final
preparations were made and farewells said.  Delphine was speaking
earnestly to Melsina, who looked paler than usual.  The three Rochforte
boys were talking noisily with Mistral’s twin sons and Marcus, making promises
to meet again at Melsina and Leo’ wedding.  Leo pulled his horse alongside
Fabian to speak a few last minute words with him and Cassius.  He would be
travelling back to the Council with Melsina and wouldn’t return to the Valley
until Friday evening in time for Saturday’s meeting with the amazon
chiefs.  Phantom took the opportunity of Fabian’s attention being drawn
away from Mistral to lean over and speak quietly with her.


‘I am really sorry about what I
said.’  


Mistral turned to look at
him.  His eyes were liquid pools of emerald gazing soulfully out from
beneath the hood of a dark green cloak lined with black fur.  The contrast
with his alabaster skin and green eyes was bewitching.  She hid a
scowl.  No doubt he knew that all too well.  She shrugged and turned
away, refusing to be drawn in by his act.  ‘It’s hardly the first time
you’ve put your foot in it with me, is it Phantom?’


He ignored her jibe and continued
in a quiet voice, ‘You know I think you’re a good mother, don’t you?’


Mistral turned back to him, her
eyes angry, ‘I don’t need your seal of approval brother!  And I seriously
don’t appreciate you and Cain keeping secrets from me about my boys!’ 
Suddenly she was shaking with anger and delayed shock at the realisation that she
had nearly lost one of her sons and not even known it.  ‘Never!  Never
do that again brother or I swear ... I swear –’


He reached out to encase her
gloved hand in his, holding it tightly, ‘And I swear that I had no idea until
Cain said last night.  He’s anxious about this pregnancy Mistral.  He
wants to spend time with the fairy tribe in The Velvet Forests, take Delphine
with him too –’


‘I know.’  Mistral drew in a
calmer breath and looked down at their joined hands.  The twins had been
the first people she’d met when she entered the Valley and, much as they
irritated her, she’d seen them nearly every day of her life since then. 
Their three lives were as intertwined as the gloved fingers of their
hands.  She lifted her gaze to meet his with sad eyes.  ‘But you know
it could all be for nothing, don’t you?’


His expression tightened, ‘What?’


‘Oh I don’t mean your next three
godchildren.  They’re fine.  I meant everything else –’ she gestured
with her free hand to the snow-filled landscape beyond the tavern’s yard. 
‘It might all be gone before these three are even born.’


Phantom suddenly smiled and the
anxious face beneath the hood transformed to become that of an amused angel,
‘That’s my Mistral.  Always looking on the bright side.’











Teenage Rebellion





Amber and Brutus made an appearance
to wave them off.  They stood in the shelter of the tavern doorway
grinning and holding hands, a glowing tribute to married bliss.  Xerxes
and Diannah were arm in arm behind them, smiling and waving too.  Marietta
was wisely keeping out of the way.  Diannah had made it clear that she
didn’t approve of Xerxes’ living arrangements, and since she would be staying
on for a few more days, Marietta was doing her best to keep a low profile and
avoid any unpleasant scenes.


Delphine wiped a tear from her eye
as she rode away, ‘They look so happy!’


Cain merely grunted and hunched
himself a little deeper into his cloak.


Final goodbyes were said and the
group divided with Leo, Melsina and the three Rochforte boys heading out across
the moors towards the Council and the large party of Ri heading into the
forests to begin their journey back to the Valley.  They made good
progress through the forests; thanks to the protection of the trees the wide
path was mostly clear of snow.  Before long the party naturally split into
several small groups, each holding their own conversation.  Much to
Grendel’s displeasure, Eudora joined Liliana and her sisters to speculate
loudly on Melsina’s wan appearance.  Cain and Delphine stayed together,
her bright talk disguising his grouchiness.  Mistral’s twin boys rode in
silence, their red eyes and bilious expressions speaking of an over-indulgence
the night before.  Both winced occasionally at Marcus’ continual flow of
chatter.  Gemma and Clovis were riding side by side, arguing good-naturedly
about her plans for the firebrand herd.  Bryden and Imperato were
conversing in low voices, their expressions sombre.  Serenity and Alyssa
travelled silently beside them, careful not to interrupt their husbands with
talk of their own.  When Fabian, Gleacher, Samson and Cassius rode over to
join them, Mistral knew with a sinking feeling what was coming. 


‘Mistral.’


‘Brothers,’ she sighed wearily as
the twins appeared on either side of her.


They rode without speaking for a
few moments.


‘How are you feeling?’ 
Phantasm finally ventured.


‘About what brother?’ 
Mistral asked irritably.  ‘There is rather a large field of choice when it
comes to answering that question.  Are you asking me how I feel about your
brother and his ill-thought comments?  Or the imminent apocalypse that’s
going to be Leo’s wedding?  Or maybe how I feel about finding out that
Samson nearly died when I was giving birth to him?  Or are you asking me
how I feel about knowing you tried to keep it from me?  Or maybe it’s just
a general enquiry about how I feel about carrying the three children you, your
brother and Cain think I won’t be able to give birth to!’


Phantasm gave her a reproachful
look, ‘I’m trying to make peace Mistral, not fight with you.  My brother
spoke without thinking during the meeting and he’s apologised for that. 
Cain said he’s explained his reasons for not revealing how difficult Samson’s
birth was, and he also said that you understood.  Now you know full well
that I care about you, and given the rather turbulent week we’ve all endured, I
would say it’s only natural to enquire after your wellbeing, preferably without
having my head bitten off in the process.’


Mistral heaved a deep sigh, ‘Oh,
sorry.  You’re right.  It’s been a hell of a week.  You ask how I’m
feeling?  Sad.  Happy.  Worried, no ... terrified.  Does
that cover it?’ 


Phantasm smiled and looked
straight ahead, ‘More than.’


They rode on in silence,
listening to the other conversations going on around them, until Phantasm spoke
again, ‘Sad I can understand.  You will miss Amber, yet you are happy
because she is happy.  Worried –’ he paused and met her gaze
steadily.  ‘Yes, terrified even.  That I can understand too. 
But we will be prepared.  We have the advantage of knowing what to expect,
thanks to you reading Onieroi.  And we also know what to expect with
regards to my next three godchildren.’  He suddenly smiled and shook head
at something that had amused him.  ‘Delphine is so excited about learning
from the fairy tribe’s midwife.  It’s all she would talk about last night
once Cain told her what he planned to do.  You’d have thought he was
taking her on a holiday, not going to camp out in The Velvet Forests with the
Isle’s most annoying creatures!’


‘I know.’  Mistral smiled
fondly.  ‘They’re well-suited.  I’m glad they found what they were
looking for in each other.’


A short silence fell. 
Phantasm eyed her from beneath the brim of his hood, ‘You’ve changed.’


Mistral looked surprised at the
sudden shift in conversation, ‘In what way?’


‘Well, saying you’re pleased for
Delphine marrying Cain for starters.  There was a time not so long ago
when you looked like you were eating a nettle whenever they appeared together.’


Mistral looked down at the
leather reins bunched in her hands, ‘It’s been a strange year brother.  I
thought I’d lost Fabian and, well, it changed my perspective on life.  I
know now what’s really important, and the rest of it can go to hell.’


He tilted his head and studied
her, ‘Yes.  You changed after Mage De Winter’s brush with Onieroi, but
more so recently.’


‘Have I?’  She gave him a
puzzled look.  ‘What’s so different about me now?’  


He frowned, ‘You.  You’re
different.  The way you are.  You’ve always struggled with your
identity; never knowing what blood you had, being a Seer, a wife, a
mother.  It all seemed to overwhelm you to the point where you would just
reject it all and then you’d disappear off hunting with Mage De Winter for the
weekend and he would set you to rights again.  But just recently you seem
at peace with yourself, like you finally know who you are.’  


She looked away, staring
unseeingly through the softly falling curtain of snow, ‘Yes.  I did
struggle with who I was ... who I am, for a long time.  None of the titles
seemed to fit me, but I know now that was because I was wearing them all
wrong.  I thought I could only be one at a time, when really I’m all of
them, or rather they make up a part of me.’  Mistral turned to meet his
gaze.  ‘I’m not done yet, you see brother.  There’s more of me to
come.  I can feel it.’


‘There.  That’s just what I
mean.  You’re much more self-assured.  Which you should be, Lady De
Winter.  It suits you.’


She suddenly grinned, ‘What, the
title?’


He smiled, ‘Only when you dress
up to it.  I meant the confidence.’


‘Is it confidence brother? 
Or is it that I just don’t care anymore?’


‘Oh no.  It’s
confidence.  In the meeting today you questioned Master Wolfsnare on
something that obviously pained him, and you did it very well.  If you
didn’t care you wouldn’t have even bothered.  And there’s another
thing.  You’ve started calling Master Wolfsnare and Mage Sphinx by their
first names.  And the Divinus.  Not in a disrespectful way, which
they knew – as none of them even batted an eyelid – but respectfully, as an
equal.’


Mistral shrugged, ‘What of it?’


Phantasm’s face suddenly glowed
with an emotion so powerful that Mistral could only stare while he spoke, ‘I’m
proud of you Mistral, that’s what.  I’ve watched you fight against your
destiny for years.  To finally see you embrace it and find the completeness
you were denying yourself is ... good.’


Mistral gave a short laugh at the
woefully inadequate word he chose to describe the emotion she could see blazing
in his face.  She knew Phantasm loved her in a way she had no right to
deserve, and she supposed that he was due some sort of explanation, if only to
stop his questions.  ‘Well, in answer to the use of first names. 
Cassius is my son, and while I respect wholeheartedly the position he holds, it
would feel strange to call him by any name other than the one Fabian and I gave
him.’  She paused and reflected for a moment before continuing.  ‘And
as to the others, I received my wages before we broke for the solstice holiday
and they were more than usual.  I questioned Cassius and he told me that
I’d been designated the role of Ri’s Seer once more since he was now the
Divinus, hence the increase in wages.  I outrank Imperato, Bryden,
Serenity and both of you.  In fact, propriety demands that I should insist
on being called by my title.  What do you prefer, Mistress De Winter or
Lady De Winter?’


‘It’s always been Lady De Winter
for me.  But what about Mage Sphinx?  You don’t outrank him.’


‘You mean Leo?’  Mistral
quipped lightly.  ‘Well, he’s my brother-in-law and I’m going to be the
godmother to his child.  Such familiarity demands that I call him by his
given name.’


‘Godmother?’  


Mistral gave a rueful smile, ‘I
think Melsina was overcome with gratitude when I confirmed that she was
pregnant.  She may live to regret her hasty request, but for now, I am the
godmother to the child she will have with Leo.’


‘Congratulations.  I think.’


‘Hmm, I was a bit dubious about
saying yes too, but then I thought that the poor little mite will need some
balance in its life with those two as parents.’


Phantasm gave a soft chuckle then
fell quiet.  They rode without speaking for a while.  Phantom had so
far said nothing, his sharp eyes hidden beneath the low brim of his hood. 
But Mistral knew that he had listened avidly to every word and had questions of
his own.  She bore his silent curiosity for as long as she could then gave
in with a sigh.  


‘Speak brother.’


‘I’m not buying it!’  He
burst in a low voice.  ‘You always outranked us.  You were the Seer
before the Divinus held the role, back before he was the Divinus, of course –’


‘Just call him Cassius. 
It’ll make this conversation less confusing.’


‘I can’t, sorry.’  Phantom
said quickly then, almost in the same breath.  ‘Why now?  What’s
happened to make you finally accept who and what you are?’


‘What indeed?’  Mistral murmured
and lowered her gaze to stare thoughtfully at Cirrus’ dark mane, flecked with
white flakes of snow.  ‘Maybe I’m just older.  Or maybe I needed to
lose what means the most in the world to me to learn what really matters.’


‘No.  It’s none of those things. 
I know why you’ve changed.’  Phantasm said quietly.


‘Do you?’  Mistral looked at
him sharply.


‘Yes.’  He turned to gaze at
her with his inquisitor’s eyes.  ‘And so do you.’


She held his gaze for a moment
then laughed, ‘Oh no!  Not old wives tales!  Tell me you don’t
believe all that superstitious nonsense?  What next?  Are you going
to tell me that because the Ri’s dairy herd are lying down it’s going to
rain?  I can’t tell you how many times I’ve heard the village widows
spouting that piece of rubbish!  I used to tell them that the poor cows
must get damned tired waiting for it to rain before they could have a lie down,
but they would shake their heads and swear it was true!  And now you’re
telling me that you seriously believe –’


‘In the power of three.’ 
Phantasm finished.  ‘Yes.  I do.’


‘So –’ Mistral said with
deliberate slowness, as though Phantasm were either impaired of hearing or
dim.  ‘You honestly believe that because I’m carrying triplets my gift has
increased threefold?’


‘Yes.’


Mistral made a despairing sound,
somewhere between a groan and a sigh.


‘Look at the evidence
Mistral!’  He hissed, glancing cautiously around to make sure Mage De
Winter was still out of earshot.  ‘You read Onieroi!  A god! 
And you weren’t burned to a cinder!  Not only that but you re-entered his
mind when you chose to and implanted a false memory there, like you were
walking into a library and putting a book back on the shelf!  You exude a
confidence ... no, a power that I’ve never seen in you before, even when you
were carrying Cassius and then,’ he paused and shook his head, his expression
awed, ‘you were astonishingly powerful.  But now you are carrying
three?  I doubt there is anything you could not achieve  ... or
destroy.’


Phantom looked around nervously,
‘I thought we weren’t going to mention your theory?’


Phantasm waved his brother’s
warning away with an irritated gesture, ‘I trust Mistral not to be reckless
with the knowledge that, despite her efforts to deny, she knows is true.’


‘Oh please –’  


‘No Mistral!  Don’t you dare
laugh this off!  Other signs of your change are there!  They’re
small,  but definite.  You chose to wear a dress to Amber’s wedding,
and you wore it well.  You made Master Wolfsnare admit to his daughter’s loss
being his fault in front of us all.  I cannot imagine how that must have
pained his famous pride, and yet you did it in such a way that he was almost
grateful to unburden his soul!  And earlier this week you stood up to Mage
De Winter when he refused to let you read Onieroi again.  Not with a
tantrum or pleading, but with calm reason, and he was unable to deny you.’


‘Fabian never refuses me. 
You know that.’


‘Oh, he does Mistral.  A
lot.  And you usually obey him.  But not this time.  The queen
has finally stepped out from her king’s shadow.’


Mistral’s eyes flashed, ‘I’m no
overbearing amazon brother!’


‘No Mistral.  You are
not.  You are filled with an abundance of love beyond their
imagination.  Don’t be offended by sharing some similarities with
amazons.  I assure you that you only have their more worthy qualities.’ 


Mistral made an angry sound and
looked away, ending their exchange. 


‘What do you make of Master
Wolfsnare’s story?’  Phantom promptly asked in an obvious attempt to
lighten the atmosphere between Mistral and his brother. 


Mistral seized the new subject
gratefully, relieved to have the focus away from her, ‘That’s no story
brother.  It’s all true.  He hates the amazons for stealing his
daughter.  This damned meeting is going to be hell to manage.  We need
them, but they don’t need us ... and to complicate things, most of us despise
them.’


‘Do we?’


‘Oh yes.  Fabian hates them
for their lack of belief in love when it’s something he’s always valued. 
Even before he met me, he held it as an ideal – something he thought he’d never
have.  Samson hates them for their attitude to the male children they
bear, for obvious reasons.  Leo for their selfishness and refusal to
accept that we must all work together to ensure the Isle’s continued existence,
and you two hate them because they’re women who see their femininity as a
weakness.’


The twins shared a startled look.


‘I never realised it, but you’re
right.  It offends me that amazons think they have to pretend to be men to
be strong.  Don’t they realise that women are so much stronger?  We
should know, we were raised by a strong mother, yet her femininity was the
biggest part of her strength.’


Phantasm smiled, ‘Yes.  But
I never really appreciated what strength women have until I helped Mistral give
birth to Marcus.  Then I saw the true gift that they possess.  To
bring a life into being ... it is truly amazing.’


Phantom sighed wistfully, ‘I
never thought I’d say this, but I envy you.  I wonder if Cain will let me
help with the triplets.  He’ll need a hand –’


‘Er, no he won’t!’  Mistral said
quickly.  ‘And let’s get a couple of things straight about childbirth
before you go turning it into some fairytale!  Firstly, there’s nothing
amazing about being in agony, and secondly, there’s definitely nothing amazing
about having people looking at parts you’d really rather they didn’t. 
Now, I hope that neither of you harbour any rose-coloured notions of even being
in the same room as me when these three are born because you can forget
it!  Let’s just focus on the meeting shall we?’


Phantom sighed grimly, ‘Ah,
yes.  The meeting.  I admit half of me wants the amazons to storm out
because we’ve insulted them by breathing, or some other minor crime, just so we
don’t have the humiliation of trying to ingratiate ourselves with them. 
The very thought of having to smile and be nice to that stoat-faced bunch makes
me want to be sick!’


‘Try to think of them as a means
to an end brother.  It’s what I’m going to do.’


‘Mistral.  Promise me that
you won’t get worked up during the meeting.’  Phantom said anxiously. 
‘It won’t do you any good to get angry.  Cain said you need to rest and be
calm for the next few months –’


‘What are the next few months but
a wish?  We only have the next four weeks guaranteed.  Everything
after that is dependent on the outcome of Saturday’s wretched meeting.  So
let’s concentrate on that and quit nagging me about things that might not even
come to be.’


‘I agree.  Which leads me
back to my observations on how you’ve changed.’  Phantasm said doggedly.


Mistral shot him a black look,
‘There’s more?’


‘Oh yes.  You seem less
disapproving about Brutus and Amber than you did Cain and Delphine.  Why?’


‘Is this really relevant to
discussing the meeting with the amazons?’


‘Yes.’


‘How?’


‘You’ve changed Mistral.  In
some ways you’ve become stronger, but in others you’ve become softer.  I
need to know why to be able to help the Divinus plan this meeting and use your
presence there to full effect.’


Mistral heaved a sigh, ‘Oh,
alright then.  It’s perfectly simple – but I don’t see how it will help
with your master plan.  Delphine was my first daughter and it was hard for
me to accept that she’d become a woman and chosen Cain, of all people, to be
her man.  It was easier with Amber.  I recognised the warning signs
from the first moment Brutus saw her.  Oh, nothing untoward brother, don’t
fear.’  Mistral said quickly when she caught Phantom’s sharp look. 
‘He loved her, like you love all your godchildren ... then she grew and came to
realise that she loved him too, but in a slightly different way.  She made
him realise that he felt the same way and, well, I think you know the
rest.  Like I said before, my perspective on what’s truly important has
changed.  I know that the time we have between birth and death is short,
so we should strive to fill it with as much happiness as we can.’


‘Or children, in your
case.’  Phantom remarked candidly. 


Mistral smiled, ‘Yes
brother.  Nothing makes me happier than giving Fabian children.  The
joy I see in him with every new child he holds gives my life a sense of purpose
that talk of destiny or duty never could.  I live to make him happy, and
if that is all I am, then I am blessed.’


Phantom laughed and shook his
head, ‘It’s no wonder the amazons hate you with that attitude.’


‘I know.  I’m the epitome of
everything they detest.  This meeting is going to be hard work brothers,
make no mistake.  There may be bloodshed, even if it is only from me
biting my tongue out of frustration.’


‘Let that be the only bloodshed
Mistral.’  Phantasm warned.  ‘There is rather a lot riding on this
meeting.’


‘Yes brother.’  Mistral said
meekly then stuck her tongue out at him when he turned away,
making Phantom laugh.  


They had reached the edge of The
Velvet Forests and halted in a long line to survey the meadows.  The
familiar landscape had been transformed into a smooth white blanket, blending
seamlessly into the heavy sky.  Mistral shivered, it was growing
colder.  Somewhere beyond the bank of cloud the sun was setting on the
short winter day.


Samson looked around
speculatively, ‘It’s stopped snowing.  Temperature's dropping.  If
that cloud lifts tonight there’ll be a freeze.  It’ll make travelling
difficult for any new apprentices coming in late.’


Cain leaned forward in the
saddle, his eyes sweeping the disorientating blankness, ‘I hope they’re all in
the Valley already, it would be easy to get lost out there.’  


‘Snow is like lies.’
 Cassius said quietly.  ‘It disguises the truth and blinds us. 
We must believe in every step we take or become hopelessly lost.’  


Cassius.  I sincerely
hope that you’re not going to start talking poetic guff like that all the
time.  It makes you sound conceited.


Sorry mother.  It’s the
centaur in me.  


Hmm.  Centaurs. 
Never knowingly used one word when seven will do just as well.  Did I ever
tell you that I once went to a centaur funeral?  I nearly fell into the
pyre when I dropped to sleep halfway through.  Luckily your father caught
me.  He has a higher boredom threshold than me and somehow managed to stay
awake.  It’s the only time I’ve nearly died from boredom.  


They all turned to look
enquiringly at Cassius when he suddenly laughed.  Shaking his head, he
abruptly spurred Sky into a gallop across the snow-covered meadows.  


Mistral’s twin boys shared a
look, their hangovers vanishing at the sudden prospect of a race.


‘Oh, that’s a challenge if ever I
saw one!’


‘One he’s going to regret too.’


With a wild shout they kicked
their horses on to chase after their brother, the Divinus of the Ri.  At once
there was a flurry of snow and a warlike yell as Marcus charged after them,
Zeus snorting like a bull as he plunged gamely through snow that reached to his
knees.


Mistral watched others take up
the chase.  Even Gleacher joined in, his perpetually hard features lit
with a glint of competitiveness.  She noticed that Imperato and Alyssa had
gone, no doubt slipped quietly away to return to their tribe whilst the group
were riding through the forests.  Imperato hadn’t said goodbye, and
Mistral wondered if he was still angry with her.  


‘What’s wrong?’  Fabian
asked, hearing her sigh.


‘Oh, only that I think Imperato
is a bit miffed with me for my outburst in the meeting.  It looks like I’m
going to have to apologise to him.’


He raised an eyebrow, ‘Really?’


‘Well he won’t, will he? 
Centaurs think nothing of holding a grudge for a couple of hundred years. 
But I won’t be around that long, and Alyssa will miss out on her
grandchildren.’  Mistral heaved a deeper sigh.  ‘No, it’s down to me. 
I’m going to have to apologise for offending his manly chieftain pride. 
Even though it’s a load of –’


Mistral’s words were lost as
Fabian suddenly leaned across and kissed her, ‘I love you Lady De Winter,’ he
growled softly.  ‘Never forget that.’


‘I won’t,’ she gazed at him
breathlessly, ‘but please keep reminding me.’


They watched the group of riders
galloping across the meadows, now little more than dark shapes in the dim
light.


‘Shall we?’  


‘Oh yes.’


With a grin Mistral dug her heels
into Cirrus’ side.  At once the powerful horse lunged forwards, Prospero
bounding by his side.  They raced across the meadows, heedless to the
failing light or the dangers hidden in the snow.  Both horses were
sure-footed and so familiar with the lie of the meadows that they could have
galloped home blindfold.  They quickly caught up with the rest of the Ri
and slowed to a steadier pace as they approached the North Gate.


The two retired warriors on
lookout duty were shovelling snow to clear the entrance.  They paused in
their work and stepped aside to allow the party to ride through.  Cassius
halted to speak a few words with them and enquire on events in the Valley
during his absence.  The gift of Sight meant that he had no real need of
their news, but he asked to let the warriors know that he valued the hours they
spent freezing on lookout duty.


‘It’s quiet enough
Divinus,’ one of the warriors replied.  He leaned on his shovel,
obviously glad of the chance to rest.  ‘Warriors are restless
though.  There’s been fights in The Cloak most nights.’


‘Ay, reckon there might be
something else for them think about now though,’ the second warrior said
knowingly.  ‘Chieftain Larch rode through not ten minutes ago.  Face
like thunder on him.’


Cassius thanked them both and
rode on.  The party followed closely behind, all curious to know why the
chieftain of the largest elven tribe in The Velvet Forests was in the
Valley.  They curbed their questions and remained silent until the
warriors on lookout duty were no longer in earshot.


‘What do you See mother?’ 
Cassius asked quietly.  


She frowned, her eyes vague,
‘Yes.  I See Chieftain Larch.  He is angry ... and frightened too ...
but I can’t See why.  He’s in the village square ... arguing – Oh!’


Cirrus slipped on the smooth snow
of the freshly shovelled path.  Distracted by Sight, Mistral was jolted
and lost her stirrups.  Frightened by his mistake, Cirrus immediately
propped and shied, sending Mistral sprawling over his shoulder.  She swore
and clung onto his mane but was saved from falling by Fabian swiftly reaching
over and pulling her back.  He released his hold on the back of her cloak
to quickly grab Cirrus’ bridle, calming the horse with softly spoken words
while Mistral settled herself back in the saddle and gathered the reins again.


‘Leave Chieftain Larch now
Mistral.  I will not risk you falling.’  Fabian’s words were quietly
spoken, but his eyes were hard.  He looked not at Mistral, but
Cassius.  ‘We shall see what is happening with our own eyes soon enough.’


Cassius could not risk using
Sight himself or he might fall too, forcing him to ride into his own Valley in
blind ignorance.  A tense silence fell across the group.  Unable to
travel at more than a steady walk on the treacherous snow, they continued their
descent at a frustratingly slow pace.  Another sound gradually became
audible over the drawing of breath and jingling of harnesses. 


‘Hear that?’  Phantasm
muttered to his brother.


Phantom nodded, ‘Shouting. 
There’s one hell of an argument going on if we can hear it up here!’


The muffled shouting grew louder
with every step, fuelling their impatience to know the cause.  At last
they rounded the final bend in the path and the village square came into
view.  Most of the square was hidden by the growing darkness, but a pool
of light from the open door of The Cloak and Dagger illuminated a small knot of
people by the entrance.  A much larger group of shadowy figures were
gathered around them, like an audience.  As Mistral watched several more
warriors came out of the tavern bearing torches and joined the crowd, holding
the flames aloft to illuminate the scene.


Chieftain Larch was shouting at
what looked like a tribal woman.  She was not shouting back, but nor was
she showing any signs of being cowed.  Both had their hoods drawn back and
Mistral noted that the woman’s long plait was grey, not blonde, and the woollen
cloak and dress she wore were black.  A tribal widow.  A movement in
the widow’s shadow drew Mistral’s attention.  Three girls were huddled
behind the widow, shielded from the shouting chieftain.  There was no
mistaking that they were elven too.  Each had the pale skin, blue eyes and
blonde hair that identified the race. 


Mistral quickly scanned the
growing crowd of warriors to gauge their mood.  Some wore frowns of
disapproval, but most were clutching mugs of beer and laughing, enjoying the
show.  A group of amazons were stood together with sardonic smiles on
their hard faces.  The tribal widow began to shout back at the chieftain
and a few warriors whistled and cheered, urging her on.  The crowd were
growing rowdy.  Fuelled by ale, their pent-up frustration could quickly
turn to violence.  Mistral cast a worried look at Fabian.  He was
staring at the crowd of warriors, his expression tense.  He obviously
realised the danger of the situation too.


‘Easy now!’  Floris was
stood between the shouting chieftain and the elven women, his face flushed from
the effort of trying to control the situation.  


Cassius cantered Sky across the
square, pulling her to a snorting halt beside the flustered tavern owner,
‘Thank you Floris.  I shall take matters from here.’


Floris grunted and stomped
gratefully back to the safety of his tavern.  The crowd of warriors
immediately fell silent in the presence of their Divinus.  Sky pawed nervously
at the snow-covered cobbles, unsettled by the tense atmosphere.  Cassius
held her steady and spoke a few words to calm her.  Only when she was
quiet did he draw back his hood to address the chieftain.  


‘Chieftain Larch.  May I ask
why you have sought to create this shameful display in my Valley?’ 


Mistral watched her son calmly
take control of a situation that had been on the verge of becoming a riot mere
moments before and felt a burst of fierce pride.  He had not raised his
voice to call the warriors to order but they were all silent, listening
carefully to the reply the chieftain gave their Divinus.  She had no doubt
that if Chieftain Larch replied with disrespect then he would not be leaving
the Valley alive.  


‘I apologise Divinus.’ 
Chieftain Larch responded in a tight voice.  ‘I have come here to escort
home three of our tribe’s daughters who have wandered into the Valley by
mistake, lost in the snow –’


‘They are not lost, but
found!’  The elven widow snapped scornfully.  


Chieftain Larch glared furiously
at the woman and Mistral thought he would fly at her, but before he could move
the twins strolled casually between him and the widow, blocking his path. 
They halted and slowly drew back the hoods of their cloaks to reveal their
startling good looks, effortlessly capturing the full attention of the elven
women.


Phantasm smiled charmingly at the
widow, ‘Are these your daughters, good mother?’  


The widow gave a harsh laugh,
revealing several missing teeth, ‘Sweet talk is wasted on me, my pretty. 
I’m too old and sour to fall for it!  No.  These are not my
daughters.  I was barren.’  She lifted her chin and glared defiantly
at Chieftain Larch.  ‘Or my husband was.  But these things are never
the fault of men, are they?’


Mistral expected the audience of
warriors to laugh at her bold insult, but they remained silent, watching the
chieftain closely.  A few hands moved slowly to rest on the hilts of their
swords.  


Chieftain Larch reddened, ‘You
poisoned your womb with your bitter thoughts Hulda!  And now you have
spread your poison and infected others!  Your husband was too lenient with
you!  I would have had you whipped until you knew your place!’


‘Pah!’  Hulda spat in the
snow.  ‘Women should know their place, should they?  Well I know
mine!  To remain behind closed doors and not taint your sight with my aged
looks until I am tinder for my pyre!’


Chieftain Larch opened his mouth
to shout back but one of the girls stepped out from behind Hulda and spoke, ‘Is
that what I will become too?’  


Mistral studied the girl. 
She was tall and slender and looked about of an age to be married, but her hair
hung in two long plaits in the elven style of an unmarried woman.  Her
pale skin was clear, her blue eyes wide.  She was very pretty. 


Chieftain Larch frowned but when
he spoke his voice was more controlled and held an almost pleading note to it,
‘You know your duty is to marry and produce children.  You have always
known.  And you were happy with your place in life until this ... this witch
filled your mind with her lies –’


‘Lies?’  The girl echoed,
meeting the Chieftain’s gaze unflinchingly.  ‘How are Hulda’s words
anything but the truth?  She merely told us that to be a wife and a mother
can bring joy and fulfilment, but to enjoy it while it lasts because there is
little else once our purpose has been served.  I don’t want to become what
she describes!  Nothing but a shadow in the corner of my hut after my
children have grown and my husband prefers the company of others to mine.’


‘What would you have me do with
the elders?’  Chieftain Larch threw his hands up in despair.  ‘They
are too frail for manual work, their sight is too poor to sew, and one might as
well wish to cultivate their company as a gaggle of geese for all the sense
they talk!’


‘Are you asking what I think
father?  Because that would be a first!’


Mistral drew in a sharp breath,
now she understood the girl’s boldness.  


Chieftain Larch seemed to sag
slightly at her words.  He gazed at his daughter, his expression suddenly
sad, ‘Your mother was my favourite wife.  She died giving birth to
you.  My sorrow at her loss was also my joy at your arrival.  I have
sons aplenty, but I wanted the sweetness of a daughter to lighten my
days.  And you did.  I named you for the light and happiness you
brought me, my Dawn.  Why do you want to hurt me and leave the
tribe?  The Valley of the Ri is no place for you.  You should be at
home where you are loved.’


Mistral could see that his words
were having a strong effect on his daughter.  Her blue eyes slowly filled
with tears, but she shook her head, ‘I want to be more than just a vessel for
children that is cast aside once it is of no use!’


‘So do
we!’     


The other two girls peered
bravely out from behind Hulda’s back but didn’t dare quite meet the gaze of
their chieftain.


‘So.  You three think you
can be warriors!  Could you take another’s life when you have no quarrel
with them, but do it for the clink of coins in your hand?  Have you the
stomach to go into battle and shed blood for a cause that means nothing to you? 
Could you step over the fallen bodies of your comrades and stand in their gore
to fight in their place?’


Dawn lifted her chin and gazed
back at her father, her expression defiant, ‘I could.  But not for
coin.  I would do it to feel valued.’


‘Valued!’  Chieftain Larch’s
voice rose in anger again.  ‘By the RI?’


‘Enough!’


Silence immediately fell at
Cassius’ resounding shout.  The girls quickly hid behind Hulda
again.  


‘It would be foolish to insult
the ways of the Ri when you are stood in our Valley.’  Cassius reminded
the chieftain in a quieter voice. 


Chieftain Larch bowed his head
respectfully, ‘I apologise Divinus.  I spoke in anger with my daughter,
not at the ways of the Ri.’


Cassius gave a curt nod and turned
to the girls, ‘We shall resolve this matter in the Main Hall.’  He looked
briefly at the twins who nodded and began to escort the girls and Hulda up the
path to the Main Building.


Bryden and Samson stepped forward
to stand on either side of Chieftain Larch, subtly barring his way from
following after the girls.


‘We will join them in a moment
Chieftain Larch.’  Cassius reassured him quietly then looked across at
Fabian, Mistral and Serenity.  ‘Please join us.  This requires the
Magnate’s presence.’  


Clovis gathered the reins of
their horses and led them away.  Cassius dismounted last of all and walked
up the path to the Main Building with Chieftain Larch, neither speaking. 
Bryden, Samson and Serenity followed close behind.  Only when it
became clear there was no threat of violence to their Divinus did the crowd of
warriors began to disperse.  Most headed straight back into the tavern to
continue their evening of drinking and gambling, a few wandered back towards
the village and their beds.  Wearing scowls of disappointment, the amazons
strode off into the darkness of the village.   


Fabian took Mistral’s hand to
lead her up the path to the Main Building but she resisted, looking anxiously
across the nearly empty square for her sons.  What little light the
torches had cast over the village square was gone, leaving it shrouded in
darkness.  A group of five figures appeared in the lit doorway of the
tavern, three of them being shooed out by the other two.   


‘We’ll sort the boys out Mistral,
don’t worry!’  Cain called cheerfully while he and Delphine deftly herded
her three reluctant sons across the square towards the village.  


Relieved to see that her boys
were in safe hands, albeit ones prone to administering the odd sharp slap,
Mistral let Fabian pull her on, ‘Did you see the looks on the amazons’
faces?  They loved seeing Chieftain Larch being humiliated!  Huh, I
wouldn’t put it past them to have somehow caused that scene just for their own
amusement.’


‘It would certainly amuse amazons
to lure a chieftain’s daughter to the Valley of the Ri.’  Fabian
agreed.  ‘There is definitely more to this than a simple case of teenage
rebellion.’  


Mistral nodded, ‘I think so
too.  Hulda’s hardly your average downtrodden tribal woman … but I got the
feeling she hasn’t always been that outspoken.’


‘Definitely not.  Her face
was unbranded.’


‘What do you mean?’  Mistral
turned to look at Fabian, frowning in puzzlement. 


Fabian kept his eyes fixed on the
path ahead of them as he replied, ‘Elven women with sharp tongues have an “S”
branded on their left cheek as punishment for being a scold.’  


Mistral stared at him, too
appalled to speak.  They mounted the steps to the entrance hall in silence
and paused to hang their cloaks up on the long row of hooks.  Fabian took
her hand again and they walked more slowly down the corridor to the Main
Hall. 


‘Do not let their ways cloud your
judgement in this matter,’ he murmured.  ‘We need to find out the truth
here, not go on a crusade for the rights of elven women.’


‘You mean don’t lose it like I
did in this morning’s meeting?’


‘You did not “lose it” in the
meeting this morning.  But a frank exchange of views with your father is
quite different to entering into an argument on the status of tribal women with
a traditionalist like Chieftain Larch.  I would like you to keep a low
profile and read Hulda, find out who or what gave her the idea of coming to the
Valley.’


Mistral nodded.  They had
reached the double doors to the Main Hall which had been left open for them,
affording a view of the room beyond.  The fire had been lit, but only
recently, and the large room was still cold.  Torches blazed along the
walls with extra light coming from multitudes of candles set in iron sconces
around the room.  Cassius obviously wanted as much light in the room as
possible.  Mistral smiled, it was a trick Leo had deployed in meetings
several times.  As Seers it did not matter to Mistral or Cassius if the
meetings were held in total darkness, but the other attendees felt vulnerable
in the bright glow that exposed every look or a gesture.  The room had
been set out ready for Registration with rows of chairs facing a long table in
front of the fire.  Hulda and the girls were sat on the far end of the
front row; Chieftain Larch had taken the seat nearest to the door, leaving
several empty chairs between them.  Cassius and the rest of the Magnate
were already seated at the long table facing them.  No-one was speaking.
 The setting was formal; the atmosphere similarly so. 


Fabian paused in the doorway,
ostensibly to close the doors, but really to finish his whispered conversation
with Mistral, ‘And read Chieftain Larch too.  He’s hiding something. 
I’m no Seer, but there’s guilt in him.’


Mistral gave the faintest of nods
then walked with him to take their seats at the table, facing the chieftain and
the four elven women.


Cassius waited until Fabian and
Mistral were seated then rested his elbows onto the table and leaned forwards,
clasping his hands in a thoughtful pose, ‘Chieftain Larch.  Please explain
yourself.’


It was not natural for the
chieftain to be on the receiving end of instruction.  He fidgeted
uncomfortably on his chair then abruptly stood up and began to pace the floor
before the row of chairs.  Stopping short of where Hulda and the girls were
sat, he paced back to his chair before turning to face Cassius.  Mistral
hid a smile, knowing the chieftain was buying himself a few seconds of time to
prepare his story.  She sighed and leaned back in her chair, letting her
eyes mist over as she began to probe the chieftain’s mind.


‘Two weeks ago the renegade god
you hunt attacked our tribe during the night.  We knew nothing of it until
the morning when the night watchmen were found dead.  They had been killed
before they had the chance to raise the alarm.  I do not think they knew
what hit them.’  Chieftain Larch’s eyes grew haunted as he relived the
memory.  ‘There was not a mark on their bodies, no blood ... nothing.’ 


‘Did Onieroi harm anyone
else?’  Cassius asked.  


‘No.’ Chieftain Larch sighed
and suddenly looked unusually humble.  ‘Only my pride.  He took
several of the female elders away, and one or two younger women who were newly
widowed.’


Cassius nodded.  It fitted
with reports of other raids Onieroi had carried out on tribes across the Isle.


‘I sent out search parties, of
course.’  Chieftain Larch continued in a brisker tone.  ‘But they
found no trace of the women.’


‘Why didn’t you report the attack
to the Ri?’  Bryden asked sharply.


Cassius gave no sign of
irritation that Bryden had spoken, but continued to regard Chieftain Larch
closely.  It was a standard tactic.  Each of the Magnate were
designated roles during meetings like this, and either Bryden or Imperato
always assumed the role of inquisitor.  As respected chieftains they could
ask questions of other high-ranking Arcanes that would only cause offense if
asked by another member of the Magnate.


‘It was a tribal matter.’ 
Chieftain Larch replied shortly, but his eyes grew cautious.


‘I am sorry for the loss your
tribe has suffered, Chieftain Larch.’  Cassius said smoothly. 
‘Please be assured that both the Ri and the Council are doing all possible to
find a solution to the threat that Onieroi poses to us all.’  


Chieftain Larch inclined his head
fractionally, but his eyes didn’t lose their guarded look.


‘And now.’  Cassius
continued in a firmer tone.  ‘Please tell me what led to the display I
witnessed in the village square.’


Chieftain Larch shot Hulda a
glowering look, ‘Hulda is, as she confessed to you all, childless.  She
was widowed young and never remarried.  Too many had born witness to her
sharp tongue to risk the same treatment her husband suffered.’


Hulda scowled at him but said
nothing.


‘She would take care of children
in the tribe when their mothers had need.  It was a good arrangement that
fulfilled the barren ache in her and provided a service to the tribe.  I
admit that I had need of her too.  My wives are passed now and I have only
sons.  I needed another woman to teach my daughter how to become a woman
herself.  Hulda undertook that duty – and how I regret the day I allowed
that viper into my daughter’s life!  She has filled Dawn’s head with
bitterness and lies, made her turn from everything she had always believed in,
and persuaded her and two others to come to the Valley and seek the life of a
warrior.’  He paused and turned to his daughter with genuine anguish in
his eyes.  ‘When I found that Dawn had gone ... and Hulda too, I knew what
had happened.  I rode immediately for the Valley and found them trying to
seek a room at the tavern, but all the rooms were taken.  They were going
to sleep in the hayloft!  My Dawn ... the chieftain’s daughter, planning
to sleep in the straw like a stablehand.’  


Cassius spoke again, his face
expressionless, ‘Am I to assume that you do not wish your daughter to receive
instruction in the arts of a Ri warrior?’


Chieftain Larch turned to
Cassius, his expression cautious, ‘Forgive me if I offend you, but no Divinus,
I do not wish my daughter to be a warrior.  Dawn is destined to be a wife
and a mother, not a warrior that knows death instead of life.’


‘Sometimes we save lives by
bringing death.’  Fabian murmured softly.


Chieftain Larch eyed Fabian
warily, ‘I do not dispute the valuable service the Ri provide to the Isle, Mage
De Winter – merely that it is not for my daughter.’


‘And how old is your
daughter?’  Bryden asked.


‘She is nineteen.’ 


Bryden nodded, ‘Beyond the age of
consent and an adult.  She may make her own choices in life.  If she
chooses the Ri then we look forward to seeing her at Registration tomorrow.’


‘No!’  Chieftain Larch’s
agonised shout reverberated around the room.  He stared at Bryden with
desperate eyes.  Mistral saw Fabian’s hand slide onto the hilt of his
dagger. 


‘Chieftain Larch.  Please be
seated.  This hearing is not over yet.’  


Cassius’ words were softly
spoken, but Chieftain Larch obeyed with meek compliance, completely at odds
with his angry outburst.  Mistral smiled, knowing that the twins would no
doubt have had a hand in his sudden good behaviour. 


Cassius turned to the elven widow,
meeting her hard eyes, ‘Mistress Hulda.  Please tell your story.’


She shrugged and spread her work
roughened hands out, ‘What is there to tell?  I was born and raised in
Chieftain Larch’s tribe, married the first man that asked and soon wished I
hadn’t.  Between us we could not make a child, and then he had the poor
sense to die in some stupid skirmish with a band of nomadic drows hunting in
our tribe’s territories.  He left me with nothing and I had to find my own
way.  I began to take the other wives’ babies when they needed a
rest.  Children can be a trial.  Men have no idea how hard it
is.  I admit I was pleased to feel useful and to have care of the children
that I knew I could never have.  I know not whose fault it was that my
marriage was barren, but I knew no man would look at me again, even though I
was still young.  Men!’  She spat the word contemptuously. 
‘They always blame women for such things.  Let the heavens forbid that the
fault should lie with them!’  


‘Tell me of Onieroi’s visit, Mistress
Hulda.’  Cassius asked gently.  ‘Why is it that you refused his
offers of freedom?’


‘The fraud in the bronze
mask?’  Hulda laughed.  ‘I wouldn’t have trusted him to wash my
linen!  Never trust someone that hides their face, that’s what my husband
always said.  Only thieves and assassins hide their faces –’ she suddenly
stopped and pressed a hand to her mouth.  ‘Please forgive me
Divinus!  I meant no disrespect.’


Cassius smiled reassuringly, ‘And
we have taken none.  Please continue.’


‘Oh.  Well ... the masked
man ... Onieroi he called himself ... he came knocking on the door of the
widows’ quarters in the middle of the night when we were all abed. 
Someone got up and opened the door to ask who it was and he just walked in,
bold as you like!  I was furious.  Told him to get out and show some
respect to womenfolk, but he just looked at me with these eyes that seemed to
be on fire and started spouting off about how we deserved more from life. 
Oh yes?  I said to him, got something better to offer have you?  He
said yes, and went on to talk about a future where women were revered for the
power they possessed, the power of giving life.  Well, the other widows
just lapped it up.  You could see it in their stupid gaping mouths and
wide eyes.  They were looking at him like he was a honey and almond cake,
too good to be true.  When he asked them to come with him and be free you
couldn’t hear yourself think for the rustling of nightgowns as they leapt from
their beds and ran after him.  But not me.  Oh no.  I’ve been
drawn in by a man’s empty promises once before, and I won’t be again.  He
didn’t notice that I stayed behind, I expect he was too pleased with himself
for catching all the others.  They went willingly enough, and I wish them
luck, but no amount of sweet talk could have persuaded me to follow that
creature.  Men!’  She exclaimed again.  ‘They only have
themselves to think of, and I don’t care to be the one to nurture another
wounded male ego.’


‘How did you come to be in the
Valley tonight Mistress Hulda?’  


The widow sighed and seemed to
calm down after her angry outburst, ‘I have cared for Chieftain Larch’s
daughter on a number of occasions since my husband passed.  Although his
other two wives didn’t pass until fairly recently, they refused to entertain the
thought of raising a daughter they saw as being born to a competitor. 
Stupid isn’t it?  We’re all born equal, so what changes in the few short
years before we die?’  She sighed wearily and patted the hand that Dawn
placed on her arm.  ‘I loved all my charges, Divinus.  Without
question.  I was overjoyed to be allowed a purpose in life when I thought
I had none.  But, much as I didn’t trust the honeyed talk of that armoured
paramour, neither could I shake the truths that his words had rung in my
mind.  Dawn could see I was troubled after his visit and she questioned
me.  She was always a perceptive child, too much so I feared.  I told
her of my thoughts, made her my confessor, but instead of hearing her shocked
anger I heard her quiet agreement.  She said that I had voiced the fears
she had only admitted to herself when she woke in the middle of the
night.  We spoke of what might be if things were different and of Ri, yes,
the freedom that the Ri offer to women in exchange for their willingness to shed
blood for money.  We agreed it was a small price to pay considering the
amount of sweat, blood and tears we shed in our daily lives as tribal women for
no reward at all.  It was my brave Dawn who said we should leave the tribe
for the Valley.  She said that Esther and Martha felt the same as her and
begged me to take them with us.  I agreed, what else could I do?  So
we fled at first light and came here.’  She paused and shrugged. 
‘The rest you know.’


Cassius regarded her over the top
of his clasped hands.  She returned his dark gaze with something close to
defiance.


‘Thank you Mistress Hulda.’ 
He switched his gaze to meet the wide blue eyes of the chieftain’s
daughter.  ‘Mistress Larch.  Please tell me your story.’


She immediately bridled, ‘It is
no story!  It is the truth!’


He raised a hand, ‘I have no wish
to belittle your words, merely to hear them.’


Dawn Larch raised her chin a
little higher, as if saying “well that’s alright then” and spoke.  Her
voice was clear and firm.  She was obviously educated and confident, used
to speaking in front of people that held positions of importance.  She met
Cassius’ eye with a gaze that was bold and also held a hint something
else.  ‘Hulda speaks the truth.  I saw that something had changed in
her since her sisters were taken.  She seemed withdrawn and
melancholy.  I pressed her, and she admitted to me how she felt.  I
was ... overjoyed.  I had felt the same for many years but never dared to
admit it.  I know my place Divinus.  I am to be married and bring
forth children to populate my father’s tribe.  It is not a prospect that I
have any wish to reject, only what follows after my duty has been done. 
I’ve spent time with the tribal widows.  They are a sad group. 
Forgotten and lonely.  I don’t care to join their ranks.’  She drew
in a breath and lifted her shoulders, continuing to hold Cassius’ gaze. 
‘If the Ri will take me, then I wish to train and become a warrior.  I can
shoot the bow and I can track.  The rest I am willing to learn.  I am
not afraid.’


‘No.’ Cassius smiled
softly.  ‘I can see that.’  He laid his hands down onto the table and
exhaled a long sigh.  ‘And now I have a problem.’


The five elves stiffened, waiting
for him to speak again.


He took his time, fixing each in
turn with a searching look before settling his gaze on Chieftain Larch, ‘Each
of the girls are above the age of consent.  Should they wish to take the
black and become an apprentice in the Ri, I have no reason to refuse them.’


‘No!’  Chieftain Larch leapt
to his feet and turned to his daughter, his expression wild.  ‘Come home
Dawn!  I swear I will not force you to marry out of convenience!  You
can choose your husband!  Even wait till you find one that your soul Bonds
to if you wish!  I cannot abandon you to this life!  I am your
father!  It is my duty to provide for you and protect you!  Please
... please come home.’


Dawn bit her lip, fighting back
tears, but she shook her head.


Chieftain Larch sank back into
his chair, his expression defeated, ‘And there you have the answer to your
problem Divinus.  My loss is your gain.’


‘Not so, I’m afraid.’
 Cassius murmured softly.  ‘My problem remains.’  He paused and
regarded the chieftain and his daughter coldly.  ‘You are both lying to
me, which is rather foolish considering that my mother and I are both
Seers.  Now, would you care to speak the truth for the benefit of my
Magnate and the poor widow who you have both sorely used?  Or, if you
prefer, you may simply apologise for wasting my time and leave the Valley to
sort your problems out without involving the Ri.’


Chieftain Larch looked as though
he had been slapped.  Dawn stared at Cassius in horror while her two
friends shared puzzled looks.  Hulda had a frozen look on her face that
held a touch of resignation, as though she knew it was her fate to be let down
by those closest to her. 


‘I’m sorry Divinus.’  Dawn
broke the silence in a quiet voice.  She dropped her gaze to hide the
shame colouring her cheeks.  ‘I admit that I wanted to come here for other
reasons than to be a warrior.’


Hulda started and turned to look
at her, ‘Why did you want to come to the Valley if not to be a warrior, Dawn?’


Dawn raised her head and looked
directly at Cassius, ‘To be near you.’


Chieftain Larch stared at her,
too shocked to speak, but Cassius gazed calmly back at Dawn, his expression
unreadable.


‘I’ve seen you riding through the
forests.  You always looked so sad ... so beautiful, but so sad.  I
knew I could ease that sadness, and you could ease mine.  You would not
cast me aside when my body failed me.  You would value the thoughts in my
mind and the company I gave you.  The Ri do not judge, do they?  They
accept all, regardless of blood or standing.  I want to be your
wife.  I am of good blood.  I will give you strong children –’


Life quickly returned to
Chieftain Larch’s frozen expression and a shrewd look replaced the shock, ‘It
would be a good match Divinus,’ he ventured tentatively.  ‘A
chieftain’s daughter –’


Mistral silenced him with a
steely look, ‘We are not here to discuss your daughter’s marriage potential but
the sorry debacle you created in the village square!  Is there nothing you
won’t turn to your advantage?’


Angry colour flooded Chieftain
Larch’s face but Cassius raised a hand, holding him to silence, ‘Forgive
my mother’s words.  She is protective to a fault of her children.’


Chieftain Larch gathered himself
enough to reply stiffly, ‘I understand.  It is the nature of all mothers
to be so.’ 


‘And fathers too I think.’
 Cassius murmured softly then turned to meet Dawn’s unwavering blue
gaze.  For a moment he said nothing, but just looked at her, as though
weighing up the possibility of marrying her.  Then he sighed gently,
‘Mistress Larch.  You possess a rare combination of spirit, intelligence
and pleasing looks.  You will be a wife worthy of any man, but it cannot
be me.  I have a duty to the Ri and the Isle that leaves me with little
time to spare for anything else.  You deserve far more than to be lonely
and neglected.  I envy the man who wins your hand, for I am sure he will
be a happy one.’


Dawn held her head high, but her
large eyes filled with tears and her lips trembled slightly as she spoke, ‘I
would be content with what little spare time you could find to spend with
me.  I am an elven woman.  We know patience and we know our place. 
I would give you only love, not hard words –’


Hulda took her hand, squeezing it
gently, ‘Hush Dawn, you’ve had your answer.  Say no more and save your
pride.  The Divinus is right, you will be courted by many hopeful
suitors.  One of them will win your heart.’


‘No they won’t!  They’ll all
be elves who want to marry a chieftain’s daughter, not me!’  Dawn burst,
finally giving in to tears.  ‘I don’t want to wake up one day and find
I’ve missed my life!  My children grown and by husband bored by me! 
I want a man who sees more than the mother of his children and seeks my company
because we are friends, not just husband and wife!’


Hulda patted her hand soothingly
and made hushing noises, as a mother to a child.  Serenity rose quietly
from her seat and walked over to them.  Holding her hands out to the two
frightened looking elven girls, she spoke softly to them.  ‘Come with me
to my Infirmary.  I have a camomile potion that will settle your frayed
nerves and restore your energy.’  Serenity offered a friendly smile to
Hulda.  ‘And I may also be able to find something a little stronger for
your nerves too, Mistress Hulda.’


Stumbling slightly, her pretty
face streaked with tears, Dawn let herself be led from the room.  She
offered Cassius one last beseeching look, but his expression did not
alter.  He waited until Serenity had closed the door behind them before
speaking again.  Any hint of compassion for Dawn left his face when he
turned to Chieftain Larch.  


‘Perhaps now you will speak
honestly.’


‘Divinus?’  Chieftain Larch
tried to look affronted, but it was a poor effort.  His eyes darted
nervously from Cassius to Fabian, who still had one hand resting on the hilt of
his dagger.


Cassius let out an angry breath
and leaned back on his chair, ‘I see you wish to persist with your
charade.’  He eyed the chieftain coldly for a moment.  ‘Tell me
Chieftain Larch, why did you seek to conceal the fact that Onieroi had taken
from your tribe?’


Chieftain Larch’s expression
became truculent, ‘As I said, it was a tribal matter.’


‘No.  It was not.’  For
the first time Cassius’ voice held a hint of anger.  He leaned forwards,
placing both hands flat on the table either side of a piece of parchment. 
‘This is the report of Hedera’s visit to your tribe.  It states clearly
that you met with her in person to answer her questions.  It also
documents that she told you she was one of five warriors Contracted to search
the Isle for any trace of Onieroi’s following and that any information you had
would be of value to the Ri.’


‘Yes, I met with the
amazon.’  Chieftain Larch shrugged, feigning nonchalance.  ‘But I had
nothing to tell her then.  Onieroi attacked our tribe several days after
her visit.’


‘And did you not think that this
information would have been of use to the Ri in our search?’


‘Obviously not.  Or I would
have informed you.’


‘So, you failed to recognise the
significance of Onieroi leaving behind a living tribeswoman who had both seen
his face and knew well the women he had taken.’


Chieftain Larch frowned, ‘I fail
to see how Hulda could have told you anything of use.  You can see she’s a
troublemaker –’


‘Spare me your lies!’  


Chieftain Larch flinched under
the coldness of Cassius’ anger and immediately fell silent. 


Cassius clenched his hands and
continued in a tightly controlled voice, ‘Using the gift of Sight I could have
read Hulda’s memories of her fellow widows and then been able to form a
connection with them.  We could have found Onieroi’s following without –’


‘Risking the life of my wife and
my unborn children.’  Fabian growled.


Chieftain Larch shot Fabian a
terrified look, ‘Mage De Winter!  Please listen!  I would never wish
to endanger the Lady De Winter!  I – I didn’t realise that Seers could do
that –’


Cassius studied him for a moment
then gave a small sigh, ‘At last.  A word of truth has left your lips.’


Chieftain Larch’s panicked eyes
swivelled back to Cassius, ‘But Divinus!  You make it sound as though I
was deliberately hindering the search for Onieroi’s following!  Why would
I do that?’


‘Why indeed.’  Cassius said
softly.  He picked up the report and ran his gaze over it, his expression
thoughtful.  Heaving a sigh, he laid the report down and regarded
Chieftain Larch impassively.  ‘Onieroi was unusually merciful to your
tribe, was he not?’


Chieftain Larch flushed, ‘How can
killing the guards and taking away several of my tribeswomen be called
merciful?’


‘He left alive a tribeswoman that
had seen his face and knew the women he had taken.  That is either stupid,
or merciful.’


Chieftain Larch made no response,
but the colour slowly drained from his face.


‘Shall I speak the words you
refuse to?’  Cassius offered politely when the silence lengthened.  


‘I – there is nothing to speak of
Divinus!  I awoke to find my guards killed and several womenfolk
gone!  I swear it is the truth!’


Cassius sighed, ‘Oh there is
truth in your words.  You are an adept liar, but I learned the fine art of
dissembling from genuine masters.  You mix truth with your lies to believe
what you say, but your eyes betray you.’  He paused and smiled.  ‘As do
your thoughts.’


Chieftain Larch made one final
attempt to continue with his charade.  He lifted his chin and met Cassius’
stare with as much confidence as he could muster.  ‘I have no idea what
you mean.’


Fabian growled and tightened his
grip on the hilt of his dagger.  Mistral made no move to restrain him and
glared coldly at the chieftain.  The twins were emotionless statues, their
eyes hard as marble.  Bryden’s expression was contemptuous – Samson’s
filled with loathing.  He stared at Chieftain Larch as though he would
like nothing more than to run him through with his sword, then wipe the blade
clean on the chieftain’s richly embroidered cloak.  


‘The truth then.’  Cassius
began in a clear voice.  ‘You did meet with Hedera, and at the time had
nothing to tell her as Onieroi had not yet attacked your tribe.  Again it
is true that Onieroi attacked your tribe, killing the guards and leaving with
several of your womenfolk, but rather oddly, leaving a living witness
behind.  And the final truth.  You do wish the Lady De Winter no
harm.  But the rest, including your chivalrous dash to the Valley to
prevent your daughter from taking the Ri’s black, is all a mesh of lies woven
to protect your tribe.’


Chieftain Larch gasped and shrank
back into his chair, ‘No!  Dawn is precious to me!’


‘No.  A daughter is precious
to you, not the person Dawn has become.  You want a daughter who will
obediently marry and present you with a string of grandchildren.  Dawn has
openly told you she rejects that as her destiny, and in turn you have rejected
her.  When she left the room in tears you made no attempt to go after her
and offer the comfort a father should when his daughter has suffered a
disappointment.  You are the worst of fathers Chieftain Larch, concerned
only with what connections a good marriage might afford you.’


Instead of leaping to his feet
and proclaiming outrage at Cassius’ accusations, Chieftain Larch gave a low
moan of pain and pressed his hands to his face, hiding his shame as Cassius
went on to detail his deceptions.


‘Hulda did refuse Onieroi’s
enticements to join his following, and he would surely have killed her had you
not taken that moment to burst into their hut and confront him.  I commend
your bravery Chieftain Larch.  To face a god armed with only a hunting
knife is truly courageous.’


Chieftain Larch lifted his head
and regarded Cassius with some of his old pride, ‘I am the chieftain.  It
is my duty to protect my tribe.’  He heaved a deep sigh and seemed to sag
again, almost aging before their eyes.  ‘I do not sleep so well now. 
The worries of the future lay heavy on my mind.  I take to wandering the
village at night –’ he gave a short laugh.  ‘My little domain. 
I was sleepless on that night, like so many others ... and in my wanderings I
found the guards dead by their posts.  I knew at once from the lack of
wounds that the god Onieroi had come to pillage my tribe.  I ran to the
widows’ hut knowing that he would go there first and ... he was there.’ 
He gave Cassius a hollow-eyed stare.  ‘He just looked at me with these
burning eyes while I shouted and waved my hunting dagger at him.  I
thought ... no ... I knew he was going to kill me.  I saw this
light shimmering around him like some kind of halo.  It began to flicker
like fire, reaching for me.  I knew once those flames touched me, my life
would be forfeit.  I fell to my knees and then –’ he paused and
frowned.  ‘Then he was gone, and there was only me and Hulda in the hut.’ 


‘Did you wonder why the god had
spared you?’


‘I knew not and I cared
not!  All I knew was that my tribe were safe and I would do nothing to
endanger that.  I would tell no-one of his visit, but I knew that Hulda
was a weakness.  She had seen the god and knew the women too.  You
are right, I know of a Seer’s power to read minds through the memories of
others.  The old Divinus, Aloysius Broadoak, was a cousin of mine. 
We remained close until one of my tribesmen was killed by a Ri
apprentice.  He refused to name the apprentice and I never spoke with him
again.’


‘I know of the story.’  Cassius
said quietly.  ‘It was not the fault of the Divinus.  There was
corruption in the Magnate that has long since been eradicated.’


Chieftain Larch shrugged, ‘So you
say.  But you can understand that I bear little trust for the Ri.  I
saw my silence as the only way to secure my tribe’s safety.  I was certain
that if I came to you with news of Onieroi’s attack and presented Hulda as a
living witness, then Onieroi would vent his wrath on my tribe and wipe us from
existence.’


‘So when you found Hulda had left
with your daughter and her two friends you rode hard for the Valley, not to
stop Dawn, but to prevent Hulda from speaking.’


Chieftain Larch nodded sadly, ‘I
have long known that Dawn has little enthusiasm to be a tribal wife.  I
blame myself.  She is my only daughter.  I confess that I indulged
her and gave her ideas above her station.  And now I have a thankless
daughter as reward.’


‘You stupid fool!’  Mistral
exploded.  ‘Are you so blind that you can’t see what’s in front of your
face?  You have a daughter blessed with spirit and intelligence that loves
you dearly, and you wish for less?  You are nothing but a pompous buffoon,
Chieftain Larch!  When the day comes I shall happily spit on your burning
pyre for daring to belittle the love that girl bears you!’


Chieftain Larch had obviously
never been spoken to like that in his life, and definitely not by a
woman.  He gaped at Mistral, then his face slowly turned puce with rage,
‘How dare you?’  He spluttered furiously.  


‘Oh, how many times have I heard
that?’  Mistral rolled her eyes then turned to Phantasm, her expression
suddenly curious.  ‘Any idea?’


‘No Lady De Winter.  More
than my mere male mind could hope to recall.’


‘Ah.’  Mistral turned back
to Chieftain Larch with a smile.  ‘A man that admits fault.  How
refreshing.’


‘Am I to be taunted by your
Magnate for doing all I could to defend my tribe?’  Chieftain Larch
appealed furiously to Cassius.  


Cassius smiled, ‘Forgive my
mother.  She is with child and it only serves to fuel her already
considerable spirit.  I feel that there is nothing more to be gained from
tonight’s meeting.  Perhaps you would accept the hospitality of the Ri for
the night before you return to your tribe in the morning.  A night’s
relief from your duties as chieftain might afford you the time to reflect on
what is truly important to you.  Master Wolfsnare will direct you to one
of our guest rooms.’  Cassius inclined his head, politely but firmly
dismissing Chieftain Larch.  Bryden rose from his seat and strode to the door,
pointedly holding it open.


Chieftain Larch rose to his
feet.  His anger had faded to leave him looking shaken.  He stared at
the gathered Magnate, but they merely returned his look with studied
indifference, politely waiting for him to leave.  Left with nothing else
to do but that, he turned and walked to the door with unsteady steps. 
Bryden drew the heavy double doors shut behind him, offering Mistral the ghost
of a smile before he closed the doors fully.


‘You know what?’  Mistral
declared.  ‘I think he’s starting to grow on me.’


Phantom frowned, ‘Who? 
Chieftain Larch?’ 


‘No!  That worm should be
stuck on a hook and cast into water as far as I’m concerned!  I mean
Bryden.  He’s not the stuck up chieftain he pretends to be.  He’s
alright really.’  


‘Not one of the many pompous
buffoons masquerading as chieftains that we have littering the Isle
then?’  Phantasm asked lightly.


‘No brother.  He’s Ri.’


Cassius clapped his hands,
snapping Mistral and the twins out of their banter.


‘Yes Divinus?’  Mistral enquired
archly.


‘Please concentrate mother. 
There is much we need to discuss before we can go enjoy the joint of venison
Delphine is preparing –’


‘Venison!’  Mistral
gasped.  ‘Get on with it then, or you’ll have a starved and over-spirited
pregnant woman to contend with.’


Fabian smiled and finally
released his grip on the hilt of his dagger to take her hand, ‘Why did Onieroi
leave so suddenly Mistral?’  


‘Not because of Bryden in his
nightshirt that’s for sure, although it would definitely have been enough to
make me run for the hills.  Onieroi attacked Chieftain Larch’s tribe on
the same Sunday that we conquered his maze.  Remember how we left it
melting?  Well it would probably have taken hours to completely
disintegrate, and only when it was gone would he have felt its loss.’


Samson gave a low laugh, ‘He
sensed the death of his precious whore and ran to find her killers.  Only
you had already left and were tucked out of his divine sight in the last place
he would expect a challenge to come from – a Valley of half-breeds.’


‘Yes.  Once again we are
hidden by our blood.  Who would have thought that the shame with which we
are veiled is also the shield by which our lives are protected?’


Mistral rolled her eyes at
Phantasm, ‘Fine words brother, but what’re we going to do with the refugees
drinking camomile tea in the Infirmary with Serenity?’


‘Martha and Esther are quiet
girls with enough sense to keep their heads down and fit back into tribal life,
but Hulda definitely can’t return to her tribe.’  Samson said gravely. 
‘Chieftain Larch will do anything to secure her silence.  If he doesn’t
kill her on the return journey, some of his longstanding tribe members will the
moment she enters the village.  They will see her actions as nothing short
of attempting to kidnap the chieftain’s daughter.’


Phantom frowned, ‘Hulda is far
too old to train as a warrior.’


‘Maybe.  But she has other
skills just as valuable.’  Mistral looked at Samson.  ‘Gemma is
staying in the Valley for good now, isn’t she?’    


He gave a brief smile,
‘Yes.  We’ve bought Mage Grapple’s house and she’s struck an agreement
with Clovis.  She and Samsara will live here now.’


‘And who will look after
Samsara?’


Samson’s smile faded, ‘It’s a
problem that we haven’t found an answer to yet.  At Brintor her housekeeper
took care of Samsara during the day to let Gemma work, but she didn’t want to
come to the Valley.  Gemma isn’t keen on using one of the village
widows.  She says they gossip too much and she wants our business to
remain private.’


‘Hmm, so your nanny will need to
understand the importance of knowing when to speak and when not to?’


‘I suppose so –’


‘Like a tribal woman would?’


‘Oh!’  Samson’s face
cleared.  ‘I see what you’re aiming at now Mistral!  Er – I mean Lady
De Winter – and, yes!  Hulda would make a perfect nanny!  She’s
ignorant of Valley gossip and will be grateful enough of the work not to become
interested in it!  She’ll be ideal!’


‘And she won’t be short of work
either.’  Phantasm murmured, casting a sidelong glance at Mistral. 
‘I am sure the Lady De Winter may find that three young are more than even her
two capable hands can contend with.’


‘We’ll see about that brother.’
 Mistral retorted sharply then turned to Cassius.  ‘But what about
Dawn?’


He gave her a look that she knew
well.  


Tell me Cassius.


I admit I was tempted by the
thought of having a wife to offer comfort in the lonely hours of the night, but
she deserves more than me.


No Cassius.  You deserve
more than her.  Dawn’s just a giddy girl convinced that she’s in love with
a romantic ideal she’s spied riding through the forests!  You were right
to refuse her stupid request.  You will meet a woman strong enough to
stand by your side, but such women are not in abundance on the Isle.  You
must tap into that centaur blood in your veins and embrace some of their
patience.


You mean the same blood that
inspires me to spout poetic guff?


Yes Cassius.  The very
same.  All races have their good and bad points.  And thank you for
reminding me that I need to ask you for some time off this afternoon.


Oh?  Why? 


I need to go see
Imperato.  To apologise.


Mother.  I am speechless.


Notably.  Look, we’re
started to get strange looks from the others.  So, come on then.  Can
I go, or what?


Of course you can ... but what
about Dawn?


Dawn is a strong-willed young
woman who’s developed an infatuation with you, but it’s not your problem. 
Her father will wake up tomorrow morning and realise that he’s been a boorish
oaf and it’ll be all snot and tears when they meet in the Refectory for
breakfast.  You’ll see. 


No I won’t.  I hate
emotional scenes.


Liar.  You love
them.  I saw your expression when you married Brutus and Amber.


It was the best gift I could
give them.


Yes Cassius it was.  And
one they will never forget ... or wrap up and give to someone else at solstice.


Mother!  Have you ever
done that?


Oh, only every year
Cassius.  Your godfathers have given me some rubbish over the years! 
One time they gave me a sewing kit!  And it wasn’t a medical one. 
Can you believe it?


‘Divinus?’  Phantom asked
politely when Cassius burst out laughing for no apparent reason.


He lifted a hand and gestured to
the opening door, ‘Let us wait for Bryden and Serenity to join us before we
continue.’


‘I’ve put Chieftain Larch in the
third guest room and asked Bernadette to take a meal up.’  Bryden
announced as he resumed his seat beside Serenity.


‘Hulda and the girls are going to
bed down in the Infirmary for the night.  It’s completely empty since
training hasn’t begun and the warriors aren’t working at present.’  Serenity
added.


Cassius nodded, ‘Thank you. 
Did any of them have anything else to say?’


‘Martha and Esther looked
relieved to be going home.  They’re just impressionable girls who both
look up to Dawn.  They were taken in by Dawn spinning them tales of an
adventurous life in the Valley but soon realised that they’d agreed to far more
than they’d reckoned on.  Arriving in the Valley to find themselves the
cause of a near-riot must have been a rather frightening experience for two
sheltered elven girls.’  Serenity smiled, then her expression became
sad.  ‘Hulda was very quiet.  I think she’s worried about what will
become of her.  I gave her a fairly strong dose of valerian so she’ll
sleep well, despite her troubles.’


‘Good.  Do not fear for
Hulda, I think we may find a way to resolve her situation.’  Cassius said
then paused.  ‘And Mistress Larch?’  


‘Tearful.  But she’s a
resourceful girl.’  Serenity gave a short laugh.  ‘Just look at the
mess she caused tonight – all on a whim!’


‘Oh this was no whim.’  Mistral
snorted angrily.  ‘I read Dawn as well to find out the full truth behind
this mess, and Hulda’s loyalty to her is stronger than she deserves.  It
wasn’t Hulda that spoke of the Valley of the Ri to Dawn, but the other way
around.  When Hulda confessed of Onieroi’s visit Dawn saw her opportunity
to have a legitimate reason to flee to the Valley and play the distressed
maiden in the hope that it would stir Cassius.’  


‘But where did Dawn get the idea
of coming to the Valley?’ Phantom frowned.  ‘The Ri are hardly Chieftain
Larch’s favourite topic of conversation!’  


‘No.  He distrusts us. 
Sadly, with good reason.’  Mistral turned to Fabian.  ‘When we were
walking up to the Main Building, we both said we suspected that one of the
amazons had been filling Dawn’s head with talk of the free life women lead in
the Valley.’


He nodded but kept silent,
waiting for her to continue.


‘Well, we were right.  It
was Hedera that spoke with her when she visited the tribe to question Chieftain
Larch for news of Onieroi.  Dawn was enthralled by Hedera’s tales of
liberation and adventure and asked all about the ways of the Ri, oh and our new
Divinus featured quite prominently in her questions too.’   


‘Hedera wasn’t the type to engage
in idle chat with other women, you can be sure that she had an ulterior motive
for talking to Dawn.’  Phantasm mused.  ‘The question is, was she
simply on some strange recruitment drive for the Ri, or was she trying to be
vindictive and cause Chieftain Larch trouble?’


Fabian frowned, ‘I think we have
seen enough of Dawn’s bold nature to assume that she would have instigated the
conversation with Hedera.  Once Hedera realised that Dawn was the
chieftain’s daughter she would have been only too pleased to try and plant the
seed of rebellion in the girl’s mind.  I’m inclined to believe that it
would have been for Hedera’s selfish amusement.  You all saw the amazon
warriors tonight.  They took sadistic pleasure in witnessing Chieftain
Larch’s humiliation at his daughter publically defying him.’


‘Hmm, hardly the actions of
people who care about the bigger picture.’  Phantom said gloomily.


‘Quite.’  Fabian agreed
softly.  ‘I think Hedera’s actions and the way her sisters revelled in the
chaos they caused only serves to highlight how delicately we must handle the
meeting with the amazon chiefs next week.’


‘I know, I know –’ Mistral
had the grace to look slightly apologetic.  ‘I let my temper get the
better of me ... again.  I’m sorry I shouted at Chieftain Larch, but it
was either that or I slapped his stupid face.’


‘There is no need to apologise
Lady De Winter.’  Bryden said firmly.  ‘Your words were justly
deserved.  I think I speak for us all when I say that you merely voiced
the thoughts in all our minds.’


‘Perhaps worded a little more
forcefully than I would have personally liked, but yes,’ Phantasm
continued, ‘Chieftain Larch was in need of being told a few home truths.’


Cassius turned to Bryden, ‘And
how was Chieftain Larch when you left him?’


‘Miserable.  So he should be
too.  I only spoke with him to tell him that he’s a damned fool if he
didn’t listen to Lady De Winter’s advice.’  Bryden shook his head. 
‘If I found Yasmin again I certainly wouldn’t waste breath on berating her and
calling her thankless.  I’d be glad to set eyes on her alive and
well.  The ignorant fool has no idea how fortunate he is.’


‘Between your words and the food
Bernadette will serve him I doubt Chieftain Larch is going to sleep very well
tonight.’  Phantasm remarked with an uncharitable smile.


‘He doesn’t deserve to.  If
his conscience doesn’t prick him during the night then I think we should put a
poison-quilled porcupine in his bed to make sure something does.’  Samson
growled.  ‘Did you hear him in the village square?  Telling his
daughter that he named her for the light and joy he brought her. 
Brought!  Past tense!  I knew then that he’d already disowned her and
there was another reason for his visit to the Valley.’


Mistral suddenly remembered
something Gemma had told her when they had been sitting in her kitchen in
Brintor, ‘Appearances mean a lot to Chieftain Larch.  He kept a horse in
livery at Gemma’s yard because he has a lover in the town and doesn’t want to
be recognised on his usual horse when he visits her.  As if anyone would
care if he kept a whole village of lovers!  He’ll see Dawn’s rebellion not
as a cry for help, but as bringing shame on him and his mighty name.’  


Cassius drew in a breath and laid
both hands on the table, ‘I think there is nothing more to be gained from
speculating on Chieftain Larch’s failures and we should draw this meeting to a
close.  Are we all in agreement that there is no further action the Ri
need to take in this matter?’


‘What about Hulda?’ 
Serenity asked.


Cassius looked at Samson who
nodded, ‘I will speak with Gemma tonight about employing Hulda as a
nanny.  I can’t make any promises – Gemma’s got a mind of her own about
these things – but I’ll do my best to persuade her to at least come and meet
Hulda in the Infirmary tomorrow morning before Registration begins.’ 


‘We can ask no more of Gemma than
that.  Thank you Samson.’


‘And Chieftain Larch?’ 
Phantom asked.


‘I think that a night of
indigestion and hard words will give him plenty of time to think on his
actions.’  Cassius smiled.  ‘However, I have no wish for him to learn
of the true reason that Onieroi left his village before he had completed his
work.  I trust Chieftain Larch as little as he trusts the Ri.  I
believe that he would attempt to track down Onieroi and offer the information
in return for his tribe’s safety.’


Everyone nodded in
agreement.  A short silence fell then Serenity sighed and asked the
question no-one seemed willing to, ‘And ... Mistress Larch?’


Cassius kept his face
expressionless, ‘Her future is her own to make.  She is not my concern.’


‘Would you object should she wish
to stay in the Valley and register as an apprentice?’  Serenity persisted.


‘The Ri has need of capable
warriors, whether male or female.’  


Serenity nodded and bowed her
head, knowing that she had pushed Cassius as far as she dared.  











Sauce for the Boar





‘Ready to do it all again?’


Mistral smiled and breathed in
the scent of Fabian’s sleep-warmed skin, ‘Always.’


He laughed, a pleasing rumbling
sound that reverberated through his chest, ‘I sometimes fear you will grow
bored by the routine.  Another Registration.  Another year of
training.’


‘No,’ she lifted her head to look
at him.  ‘There’s no routine with apprentices.  Every year is
different.  I love the challenge of turning the desperate runaways we get
into warriors.  It’s satisfying.’


He smiled and brushed her hair
over her shoulder, ‘Yes.  I like giving them a sense of purpose too, a
place in life.  It was the same for me in my youth.  I came here
searching, and found the answers I needed.’


‘So did I.’ Mistral smiled at the
memory of the angry girl who had come to the Valley to train and found far more
than she had ever imagined possible.


Fabian was quiet for a moment,
his expression thoughtful.  At length he spoke.  ‘You cried out in
your sleep last night.’


‘Did I?’  Mistral
frowned.  ‘I don’t remember anything.  What did I say?’


‘Cassius.’


‘Oh.’  Mistral’s face
changed.  ‘Yes,’ she sighed heavily and laid her head back down on
Fabian’s chest.  ‘Dawn crept up to his room in the middle of the night.’


Fabian tensed.  The hand
that had been lazily stroking her skin became rigid.


‘Oh, don’t worry.  He turned
her away ... in a gentlemanly way, of course.  But he worries me
Fabian.  He holds love in such high regard that I fear he will ever meet someone
to fulfil his expectations.  He sees you and me and some kind of marker of
how a marriage should be.’


‘Bonding.’


‘Call it what you want, but even
if some weird force hadn’t persuaded you to want me I know that I would always
have wanted you.’


Fabian smiled and pulled her
closer, ‘Nothing could have made me want you more than I already did
Mistral.  I will never forget the first time I saw you.  I knew then
that I had found my tigress.’


‘Even if I was covered in straw
and stinking of stables.’  Mistral laughed then lay against him, listening
to the sounds of their house waking up.  Their twin boys were up
surprisingly early, no doubt eager to dash off to Scrimshaw and Scuttle to see
what Contracts were available for newly Qualified warriors.  Marcus was in
the bathroom, having a decidedly premature and possibly life-threatening
attempt at shaving.  And Amber was ... not there.  


Mistral sighed and lifted herself
up onto one elbow, ‘Shall I make breakfast for our diminished family?’


Fabian rolled over to wrap both
hands around her waist, ‘There’s nothing small about our family Mistral, and by
June we are going to be awash with children.’


‘I hope so Fabian.’


‘I will do anything to make it
so.’


After breakfast, Mistral and
Fabian walked Marcus to school before making their way back through the village
to the Main Building.  Since Samson was overseeing the start of
Registration they had no real need to hurry and took their time, talking
quietly as they walked along the cobbled main street.  The village was teeming
with activity at the start of another year.  Several panicked-looking
apprentices were dashing into Eudora’s shop for last minute items, even more
into Toothe and Nayle.  Mistral smiled as she glimpsed Bryden and Serenity
in the jewellers choosing a wedding ring to replace the brass curtain ring he
had married her with.  The saddlers was packed with newly Qualified
warriors demanding armour for their horses in preparation for the mercenary
Contracts they intended to take.  Cain’s shop was busy too, the door
propped open to avoid the annoying ding of the bell every time it was
opened.  Mistral and Fabian paused to watch Delphine and Cain dealing with
the influx of customers.


‘Do you think Cassius is right
sending out the parties so early?’  Mistral asked.


‘Yes.  They need to be
working.  And it is a practical decision.  With the heavy snowfall it
will take time to travel up to the Northern Range and get into position.’


Mistral nodded but didn’t look
fully convinced.  After the meeting with Chieftain Larch had ended,
Cassius had announced to the warriors gathered in The Cloak and Dagger that
Onieroi’s following had been located and they would be leaving in the morning
to travel to their location.  The warriors were pleased to have an end to
their enforced rest, but Mistral was worried that Cassius was acting before
they were fully prepared.  The meeting with the amazons wasn’t until
Saturday, and everything rested on their decision.


‘What if the amazons don’t want
to join us?’


‘Then it is even more vital that
our warriors are in place and ready to act.’ 


‘Yes but – oh!’  Mistral
quickly pressed closer to his side to avoid being barged by a group of nervous
looking apprentices hurrying up to the Main Hall for Registration. 


Fabian glared at their scurrying
backs, ‘They will regret shoving my wife out of the way!’


‘Oh yes.  They will.’ 
Mistral agreed darkly and Fabian laughed.  


They had reached the village
square and paused to watch the warriors preparing to leave.  Horses were
tied along the paddock fence; their steamy breath rising in the cold air. 
Warriors spoke in low purposeful voices as they adjusted girths and attached
saddlebags.  They would be travelling together until they reached the
Northern Range, then they would divide in four groups and head to their
separate locations to await the signal to attack.  Gleacher Shacklock was
walking amongst them, issuing last minute instructions to the four party
leaders.  


‘Chieftain Larch.’  Fabian
pointed to a cloaked figure riding across the square on a heavy grey stallion.


‘And there’s Dawn, Esther and
Martha.’  Mistral added, nodding towards three girls leading shaggy forest
ponies from the stableyard.  


Esther and Martha mounted their
ponies and waited meekly behind Chieftain Larch.  Dawn led her pony up
alongside her father.  He leaned down to speak to her and she laughed at
whatever he said then shook her head.  He spoke and again and she suddenly
tilted her face up to give him a kiss on the cheek.


‘Like I said.  All snot and
tears.’  Mistral murmured smugly.


Fabian gave her a puzzled look
but a figure walking across the square caught his eye, ‘Cassius.’


Mistral’s smugness faded as she
watched her son walk over to bid farewell to the chieftain.  Chieftain
Larch nodded stiffly in response to Cassius’ polite words but Dawn said
nothing.  Mistral wondered if she was affronted by his refusal of the
night before, then she suddenly stepped forwards and kissed Cassius on the
lips.  Mistral gasped, feeling her son’s shock as though it were her own.


‘And now perhaps when you ride
through the forests you will think of me and smile.’


Then she was gone, kicking her
pony into a trot after her father, leaving Cassius staring in stunned
silence.  The elven girls rode past him, giggling, but too afraid to look
at him.  Fabian laughed and pulled Mistral away, leading her towards the
Main Building and the new batch of apprentices that awaited their arrival.


‘I don’t know what’s worse
Fabian.’  Mistral muttered, not sharing in his amusement at the scene she
had just witnessed.  ‘Sons or daughters.  It was hard watching
Delphine fall in love with Cain, not so bad with Amber and Brutus, but my boys
–’ she scowled and shook her head, too angry to finish her sentence.


‘I think Cassius will always cause
you heartache when it comes to love.  Through the gift you share he has
Seen our love and it is only natural for him to wish the same for
himself.  Who wouldn’t?  You must let him find his own way. 
And, much as it will pain you, that may mean him making a few mistakes along
the way.’


‘Hmph.’


Fabian glanced at her
disapproving expression and smiled, silently pitying the girl brave enough to
become their daughter-in-law. 


They walked along the corridor to
the Main Hall, continuing to discuss the safer topic of the imminent
destruction of Onieroi’s following.


‘Four parties, with or without
the amazons, will approach the location from different directions.  Even
if Onieroi senses their presence he will only be able to attack one at a time.’


‘It’s cold maths, isn’t
it?’  Mistral frowned.  ‘One of them will succeed.’


Fabian paused outside the double
doors to the Main Hall, ‘Lives will be lost, but we must look to the end
result.’


‘The ends justify the
means.’  Mistral sighed while Fabian opened the doors.  ‘But it
doesn’t make it any – oh!’


Fabian and Mistral paused in the
open doorway, both taken aback by the scene that met their eyes.  Samson
was stood at the table set before the fireplace.  He turned to offer them
a bemused look, then strode over to greet them.


‘Bumper crop this year, isn’t
it?’  He muttered while Mistral and Fabian surveyed the room.  ‘Seen
the wild card yet?’  He nodded meaningfully to a lone figure standing by
one of the long windows.


Mistral’s eyes swept across the
busy room to study the apprentice Samson was referring too.  She gave an
involuntary gasp as she recognised the olive skin and long limbs of the amazon
race.  ‘An amazon male?’  


Samson nodded, ‘Seen his neck?’


Mistral studied the exposed skin of
the apprentice’s neck above the collar of his shirt.  There was a
strangely pale ring, like a tan line.  ‘What caused that?’


‘An iron collar.’


Mistral frowned, ‘What?’


Samson nodded, his face hard,
‘He’s a runaway Mistral.  He wore a slave collar.  Somehow, he’s
broken free and come here.’


Fabian swore and Mistral pulled a
face in agreement.  ‘Oh why now?  His timing couldn’t be worse!’


‘I know.’  Samson agreed in
a low mutter.  


‘Let’s proceed with Registration
then find out which tribe he’s from.’  Mistral said quickly.  ‘It
might not be so bad if it’s Mara’s.’


Fabian nodded and stepped forward
to call the room to order and deliver the Registration speech Mistral could
remember Leo making at her own.  Under the cover of Fabian’s words she
turned to whisper to Samson, ‘So many women!’


‘I know.  I think it’s
what’s been happening with Onieroi.  It’s made them all edgy.  Their
chieftains can’t protect them from Onieroi, but they think the Ri can.’


Mistral shook her head, ‘The
tribes are going to have to change Samson.  If they don’t, they’ll die
out.  The younger generation just won’t accept the lives their elders
led.’


‘Times are changing, that’s for
sure.’  Samson agreed quietly.


They fell silent for a moment and
listened to Fabian speaking.


‘Oh!  How’d it go with Gemma
and Hulda?’  Mistral suddenly whispered.


‘Good.’  Samson muttered
back.  ‘Gemma’s agreed to a month’s trail.  Now the warriors are
leaving the Valley rooms are coming free and Hulda can lodge with one of the
other widows.  Gemma didn’t want her to live in, just be there during the
daytime.’


‘I can understand that.  Let
me know how it goes, I want to know what Gemma thinks of her.  I might
need Hulda too.’


‘Oh?  The twins nagged you
into seeing sense have they?’


‘Never.  But Fabian might
have persuaded me that I’ll need some help.  This time anyway.’ 


‘This time?  You want
more?’  Samson grinned when Mistral blushed.  The girl Fabian had
once compared loving as being like trying to hold burning sand could also
appear so vulnerable that his fierce over-protectiveness of her was almost
infectious.  ‘You never cease to amaze me Lady De Winter.  I swear
I’ve never met a creature more capable of dealing out death that’s just as
determined to produce life.’  


‘It seems to be my
destiny.’  Mistral smiled wryly.  ‘But it doesn’t get easier when
they grow up either.  I’ve just had to watch Chieftain Larch’s daughter
throwing herself at Cassius in the village square – and she tried to sneak into
his room last night, the brazen hussy.’


Samson scowled, imagining how he
would feel if it were Samsara being courted so enthusiastically, ‘There’s a
saying for women like her.  What’s sauce for the boar is sauce for the
sow.  Damn it, I’ve been a saucy boar in my time, but I don’t want my
daughter meeting my type!  Being a parent is a Contract no-one in their
right mind would take.’


‘And there’s no gold in it
either.’


‘Not the kind you can spend
anyway.’


‘Time to sign.’  Mistral
nudged Samson.  ‘You going to ask the amazon which tribe he came from
then, or do you want me to read him?’


‘I’ll ask.’  Samson said
quickly and moved away, leaving Mistral puzzled at the abruptness of his
response.  She listened to his thoughts for a moment then realised that
Samson was trying to protect her from hearing firsthand the cruel slavery the
amazon had endured.  She frowned and watched the amazon take his place in
the line.  Aside from the mark around his neck, there was little evidence
of him being badly treated.  


The long line of apprentices
approached the table to sign their names on the parchment, each overseen by
Samson and Fabian.  Many of the women were so nervous that their trembling
hands could barely grasp the quill.  When the amazon male came to sign,
Samson leaned over and read the name he wrote.


‘Bram.  Welcome to the Ri.’


The amazon looked up, his
expression guarded.


‘What tribe do you hail
from?’  Samson continued in a conversational tone.


‘Does it matter?  I thought
the Ri cared not for blood or standing.’


Samson shrugged, ‘We don’t. 
Forgive my polite curiosity.  I meant no disrespect.’


Bram nodded warily, ‘I am from
the east.’


Samson smiled warmly, ‘Then
welcome to the west.’


Fabian and Samson watched the
amazon walk over to take a seat with the other apprentices.


‘Drusilla’s tribe.’  Fabian
said quietly.   


‘One that cleaves to the old ways
such as she will not take kindly to losing a – a ... damn!  What name can
you even give to that creature?  He is a man, but denied the pride that
any man feels!  He’s more pitiable than any tribal woman I’ve ever seen!’


‘And one we must try to conceal
from Drusilla’s sight on Saturday.  If she sees him here it will not help
our cause.’


Fabian moved away and addressed
the apprentices again, finishing by asking them to follow him up to the
Training Room on the third floor.


‘The initiation test is going to
be a joke this year!’  Mistral exclaimed under her breath as she watched
the apprentices file out through the door.  ‘Some of those females look
like they’d fall over if you blew on them!’


‘I doubt many of them will still
be here in the morning.’  Samson muttered back.  ‘There’s always a
few that find it too hard and vanish during the night.’


Mistral pursed her lips
thoughtfully, ‘Hmm, the first week’s a real teller for them, and us ... but
what if they don’t go?  How the hell are we going to turn that bunch of
weak-kneed women into warriors?’


‘We’ll teach them Mistral.’ 
Samson grinned.  ‘With your gentle words of encouragement and my patience,
how can we fail?’


Mistral laughed and shook her
head, ‘Thank the stars we’ve got Fabian.’


They followed the last apprentice
out of the door, talking quietly while they made their way along the corridor
and up the stairs to the third floor.


‘Bram doesn’t look like he’s been
badly treated.’


‘No of course not.  They’d
want their cockerel to have fine feathers and be able to crow.’


Mistral pulled a face, ‘That’s so
crude Samson!’


He shrugged, ‘Maybe.  But
it’s the truth.  They need a healthy father to produce strong
daughters.  Drusilla is not going to be pleased that he’s managed to
escape.  He’ll have to be replaced.’


‘Surely they have more than one
male amazon in each tribe?’


‘Oh yes, they always keep at
least three healthy males in service.  But his escape means they’ll have
to let a male baby live in order to replace him.’


Feeling suddenly faint, Mistral
leaned a hand against the wall and sucked in a shaky breath.  Samson’s
panicked voice seemed to come from a long way off, his words echoing oddly in
her head. 


‘Mistral!  Are you
alright?  Do you want me to get Fabian?’  


Mistral shook her head, and drew
in a steadier breath, ‘S’alright Samson.  It’s just this talk of drowning
babies like unwanted kittens.  It makes me feel ... sick.’


‘Tell me about it.’  Samson
growled and placed an arm around her shoulders.  


She leaned into the support he
offered, letting the ringing in her head clear.  Ahead of them they could
see the open door to the Training Room and hear Fabian calling out the names of
the first two apprentices.


‘Better?’  Samson asked
quietly.


Mistral nodded and drew herself
together, ‘Let’s go watch this lily-livered lot cuddling each other.’


Samson laughed softly and walked
into the torchlit room.  The air was faintly musty, a combination of sweat
soaked into the padded floor and smoke from the torches.  There were no
windows, only a huge mirror that covered one of the narrow ends of the
rectangular room.  Mistral met her reflection’s gaze in the mirror and saw
that she looked pale.  She sighed.  No doubt Fabian would already
have noticed and be worried.  


Samson had vanished but reappeared
moments later carrying two chairs taken from the Meeting Room.  For once
she was grateful for being fussed over and sat down with relief.  For the
next hour they worked, sharing the odd comment on a bout and making notes on
each apprentice’s performance.  In total there were twenty four
apprentices, ten of which were female.  Of the females most were of elven
or dryad descent, but there were also two hobs that Mistral couldn’t help but
warm to.  Their impish smiles and quick humour reminded her of Cain. 
Both were easily beaten in their bouts, their opponents being much larger, but
they took their defeats well and didn’t seem to mind the bruises already
beginning to blossom on their faces.


‘I like them.’  Mistral
whispered to Samson.  ‘They’ve got spirit.’


‘Hobs.’  Samson laughed
quietly.  ‘They make up in character what they lack in stature.  Big
little people –‘ he suddenly frowned.  ‘I still can’t get my head
around Delphine marrying Cain.’


‘I know.  I admit I imagined
her marrying someone taller, but,’ she paused and shrugged, ‘love is blind.’


‘And for that I am eternally
grateful, or I’d be one lonely elf.’  


Mistral smiled, ‘I never see your
scars Samson, only the stories they tell.’


‘And they tell a few!  Oh,
here we go, another wet lettuce flops its way onto the floor –’


Mistral looked up to see another
young female elf walk hesitantly to the centre of the floor and wait for her
equally nervous opponent to approach.  When Fabian called for the bout to
begin they both took a couple of faltering steps towards each other, then
halted and looked at Fabian uncertainly, as though waiting for him to tell them
what to do.  A long moment of silence stretched out then Fabian heaved a
sigh. 


‘Time.’  


‘Have we failed?’  One of
the girls asked tremulously.


‘That depends on what you were
trying to achieve.’  Fabian replied evenly. 


‘I – I was trying to be accepted
as a Ri warrior –’


‘Then you have not failed.’


The girl’s face crumpled in
confusion, ‘But I was useless!  I didn’t even manage to engage my
opponent!’


‘You lack confidence, not the
ability to learn.  Concentrate on your studies and not your fears.’


The girl lifted her chin a little
higher then nodded and returned to take a seat against the wall. 


‘See how good he is?’ 
Mistral murmured wonderingly to Samson.  ‘I’d have gone mad at her, called
her a pathetic wimp and probably reduced her to tears – but Fabian’s made her
feel like she can do it.’


‘Hmm, we’ll see if she turns up
to breakfast tomorrow.’


‘Pessimist.’


‘Realist.’  Samson corrected.



The last bout was between two
well-matched male opponents, their colouring and build spoke clearly of having
yarthkin blood.  


‘They’re going to be good.’ 
Samson grunted and made a note on his piece of parchment.


Mistral nodded and suddenly
thought of Saul.  An idea began to take shape in her mind. 


‘Right Lady De Winter, time for
you to do your thing.’


Samson’s words snapped Mistral
from her thoughts.  She looked up to see Fabian gazing expectantly at
her.  She rose to her feet and began to walk slowly around the room,
studying the face of each apprentice she passed.  Most met her gaze with
nervousness, some with defiance, and one or two with belligerence.  Those
she noted and gave looks in return fierce enough to make the stoutest heart
quail. 


Mistral completed her circuit
then walked over to murmur her findings to Fabian, ‘The full-blooded elf has
Elven Song, but that’s it.’


He nodded and made a note on his
piece of parchment before dismissing the apprentices, ‘Lunch is being served in
the Refectory.  I will see you back in the Main Hall in an hour for
weapons inspection.’


Fabian, Samson and Mistral spent
a few minutes discussing the apprentices once they’d left the room, then moved
on to the schedule for the afternoon.


‘Want to get them out in the
Arena?’  Samson grinned.  ‘Maybe let them hear a few of Lady De
Winter’s more choice phrases?’


Fabian smiled and shook his head,
‘It will be just you and me this afternoon Samson.  Mistral is going to
see the centaurs.’


Mistral grimaced, ‘Oh thanks for reminding
me.  I’d forgotten about going to grovel to Imperato for his imperial
forgiveness.’


Samson frowned, ‘Are you going
alone?’


Mistral gave him a pained look,
‘Oh don’t you start –’


‘The twins have agreed to
accompany Mistral.’  Fabian cut in quietly.  


With timing that was too perfect
to be anything but staged, the twins appeared in the Training Room
doorway.  


‘Your escort awaits you Lady De
Winter.’  Phantom smiled and swept his arm across his body in a mocking
bow.


‘Couldn’t I have done this alone?’ 
Mistral muttered to Fabian.  ‘You know I hate apologising!  Why make
me have an audience?’


Fabian smiled and leaned forwards
to kiss her.  Capitalising on her momentary departure from reality, the
twins looped an arm each through hers and swept her out of the room.  


They ate a hurried lunch together
in The Cloak, then Mistral fielded the twins’ questions about the new
apprentices while they saddled their horses and rode out of the Valley. 
The freeze Samson predicted had covered the snowy meadows in a glassy
sheen.  The horses’ hooves broke the crisp layer with a startling crunch
at every step, making Cirrus snort and toss his head.  At Mistral’s
insistence Prospero was with them.  He bounded around excitedly and rolled
in the snow, gathering white bobbles in his shaggy coat.  She laughed at
his antics while the twins muttered together about the amazon male.


‘Of all the ill luck!’ 
Phantasm burst angrily.  ‘Why did that amazon have to come to the Valley
now?’


‘That’s what Samson and Fabian
said.’  Mistral sighed.  ‘But he has, and now we’ve got to manage the
situation as best we can.’


‘Manage?  There’s no
“manage” about it!  What we’ve got to do is keep him out of sight on
Saturday.  Damn!  The Meeting Room overlooks the Arena, and it’s on
the same floor as the Training Room.  We can’t take the risk of Drusilla
seeing her runaway!  Where can we send them to train?’


‘Send them out on a hunt?’ 
Phantom suggested.


Mistral snorted, ‘No
chance!  Most of that lot couldn’t hunt for a lost sock!  Anyway,
who’d take them out?  We’re all in the meeting!’


‘Good point.’  Phantasm
conceded with a frown.  ‘What can we do to keep them out of sight
then?’  


‘I know!  We’ll put them on
detail in the village.’  Phantom said quickly.  ‘Send the amazon into
the tannery.  No-one will see him there.’


‘Ah, yes, that would do
it.’  Phantasm gave a relieved sigh and moved effortlessly onto the next
subject, the one Mistral had been dreading.  ‘Did Mistress Larch depart
with her father this morning?’


‘Yes.’


‘And were they under good terms?’


‘It would have appeared so.’


A short silence fell.


‘I see some tension in you
Mistral.  Is there something you’re not telling me?’


‘No.’


‘Liar.’


‘Oh, for crying out loud! 
Why do you always need to know the details?’


‘Details matter Mistral. 
You know that.’


‘Well know this!  That saucy
mare went galloping up to Cassius’ room in the night and tried to jump into his
bed, but he was too chivalrous to accept.  As if that wasn’t enough, she
had the bare-faced cheek to kiss him before she left this morning when she
should have been blushing with shame!’


‘”Saucy mare”?’  Phantom
laughed.  ‘I’ve never heard you so reserved!’


Phantasm ignored his brother and
gave Mistral a hard look, ‘You are too close to Cassius.  If you don’t let
him make mistakes, how will he learn?’


‘It’s not me brother, it’s
him!’  Mistral flared.  ‘I admit I don’t like seeing some elven hussy
looking at him like she wants to eat him, but he’s the one that turned her away
last night, not me!  I know that boys will be boys, I’ve had you lot for
brothers, haven’t I?  But Cassius ... he sees love as something more than
a passing of the hour.  He sees –’


‘What you and Mage De Winter
have.’  Phantasm finished quietly.  ‘Yes.  It must be hard for
him.’


Mistral shrugged and looked away,
ending their conversation.  They rode in silence through the forests,
brushing past snow-covered undergrowth and startling roosting birds into
flight, their warning cries loud in the still air.  Before long the wooden
fence surrounding the centaur settlement appeared through the trees ahead of
them.  The centaur on guard called out a terse demand, then bowed his head
respectfully when he recognised the chieftain’s daughter and the Gemini riding
towards him.


‘Well met Storm.’  Mistral
greeted the centaur formally.  ‘I have come to see Imperato.’


‘He is in a meeting Lady De
Winter.’   


‘Is it going to take long?


‘That would depend on what
measure of time you were applying Lady De Winter.’


‘How about the “I’ve got no time
to spare” measure of time?’  


Storm frowned seriously, ‘I am
not familiar with that concept.  Is it a recent school of thought?’


‘No Storm.  It’s as old as
the hills, which is what I’ll be if I wait for Imperato to finish one of his
epic meetings.  I’ll just go find him shall I?’  Mistral kicked
Cirrus into a trot past the frowning centaur and rode into the village where
she’d been born.  Simple log dwellings encircled an open space where the
centaurs would gather for meals and meetings.  Imperato and his tribe were
there now, he at the centre with his serious-faced clan surrounding him,
swishing their tails thoughtfully while they listened to him speak.


Weary of formality, Mistral
spurred Cirrus on and pushed through the disapproving centaurs until she reached
her father.  There she halted and dismounted, passing her reins to an
apologetic looking Phantasm with barely a glance.


‘Imperato.’


‘My daughter.’


‘I was hoping we could have a
word in private.’


Imperato swished his tail, ‘I
see.  That is well, but I have other matters that must be addressed.’


Mistral arched an eyebrow in a
look that made the twins cringe, ‘Oh?’


To her surprise Imperato smiled,
not at her, but at someone over her shoulder.  She turned to see Alyssa
walking towards her.  The graceful centaur was nervous at entering a
meeting, but the smile of greeting she offered her daughter was warm. 
Still smiling, she held a hand out to Mistral, ‘Please come with me my
daughter.  Imperato has a wish for you to see something.’


‘He does?’  


Mistral was too taken aback to
refuse.  She let Alyssa take her hand and lead her out of the circle of
centaurs and back into the village.  After a moment Mistral realised that
the twins had not followed but remained in the meeting.  She glanced over
her shoulder and saw them listening intently to whatever Imperato was
saying.  They both nodded then Phantasm began to speak.  Mistral
recognised the look on his face and rolled her eyes.  There was no need to
bother listening in; she could tell from the earnest expressions on the twins’
faces that it was a subject sure to bore her to tears. 


‘Where are we going Alyssa?’


Her mother gave her a shy smile,
‘You’ll see.’  


Mistral shrugged and walked with
her mother past the neatly kept homes, deeper into the village, until they reached
a much larger building where smoke rose from a central chimney.


‘Whose home is this?’ 
Mistral asked curiously.


‘It is where the widows house.’


Mistral frowned, wondering why
Imperato had asked Alyssa to show her that, but before she could ask, the door
opened and a giggle of laughter preceded the appearance of a centaur child.


He had short ruffled hair and
bright eyes.  His young upper body was bare, as all male centaurs were and
his horse body was that of a colt – legs too long and awkward for his rounded
body and a wispy tail that flicked and twitched continually.  Mistral had
seen centaur young before, but never laughing.  The race were given to
being serious and Mistral assumed they were born that way.  She watched
the young centaur laugh and break into tangle-legged canter, running away from
someone inside the hut.  Another figure appeared in the doorway, as
opposite to the young centaur as it was possible to be.  The face of the
female centaur was wizened like a November apple, her skin mottled, her long
grey hair sparse.  She folded her thin arms across the leather tunic she
wore and gave the young boy a reproving look.


‘Thy will return Taurus! 
And I shall see thy hide tanned!’  She threatened with no real
force.  


Mistral struggled to decipher her
words.  The centaur spoke with a heavy dialect and the phrases she used
were old-fashioned.  ‘What are you showing me Alyssa?’  She asked her
mother quietly.


‘Come.  See.’  Alyssa
smiled and walked over to the old woman.  ‘Jacosta, please may we enter?’


The old woman nodded and stepped
back, bowing her head politely.


Mistral followed Alyssa into the
hut.  It was different to the other huts she had been in; much larger,
with an old-style central fireplace.  With no chimney to direct the smoke out,
the air in the hut was heavy, but not unpleasantly so, and the heat was
welcome.  Mistral found herself staring around with surprise at the
widows’ quarters.  There were no beds.  The centaurs would lay by the
fire to sleep.  One side of the hut was given over to domestic necessity;
pots and pans hung from hooks above a long, narrow table used for preparing
their meals.  A dresser stacked with wooden platters and cups stood beside
a deep stone sink.  A large table sat before the kitchen area.  There
were no chairs and the table was laid, not with platters of food, but pieces of
parchment and pots of ink.  Books were laid open along its length and
three more centaur young were stood around, swishing their short tails while
they studied.  


‘I don’t understand.’  


Alyssa looked at Mistral, her
grave face filled with pride, ‘Imperato heard the truth in your words.  He
has given the widows a more active role in our tribe again.  They now help
with the young, teach them our history and ways.  Of course, they study
the stars with Imperato, but the widows have also lived a long time and know
much too.’


‘Oh!’  Mistral blinked and
looked around the hut again.  There were two more elder centaurs at the
table with the young.  One was pointing something out in a book while the
other watched the children working, a patient look on her wrinkled features.


‘I – I don’t know what to say
Alyssa ... I came here today to apologise.  When you left without saying
goodbye yesterday, I thought I’d offended Imperato –’


‘He was deep in thought. 
And when Imperato thinks, little else can happen.  That is why he did not
wish you farewell.  When we returned to the tribe he called a meeting with
the widows and told them that he wished them to help teach our young.  And
now they are.’  


Mistral watched the widows for a
few moments more.  They did not acknowledge her presence and for once she
was the quiet bystander, free to observe.  A chastened looking Taurus
returned with Jacosta, grim-faced at his back.  He took his place at the
table and resumed his studies while she stood by him, a smile lifting the
corners of her mouth as he began to recite the lesson he had run away from.


Mistral stepped quietly from the
hut, touched by what she had seen.  She said nothing but walked with
Alyssa back through the village towards the centre.  The meeting had
finished and only the twins and Imperato were left.  Her brothers were
nodding thoughtfully while Imperato talked.  She studied his features as
she walked towards him.  It wasn’t just his imposing majesty and timeless
wisdom that made him a strong chieftain, but his ability to recognise when
change was needed.  To adapt and bend when the times demanded – those were
qualities only possessed by a true chieftain.  Mistral suddenly realised that
she was proud of him.  He did not speak when she approached, but regarded
her with ancient eyes, dark and deep, like those of her Mage.  She walked
up to his side, her hands light on his as she lifted herself up on tiptoe to
whisper in his ear the words she rarely spoke.


‘Thank you.’  


For once, maybe even the first
time, the proudest and wisest of all chieftains was too astounded to speak, or
even think.  He smiled the smile of all indulgent fathers, helpless and
doting; one hand raised to touch the skin of his bearded cheek where his
daughter had kissed him, his eyes watching her walk away with the blonde
sylvads that seemed as much her shadow as the huge wolf that paced at her
heels. 


Mistral rode back with the twins,
preoccupied by her thoughts, until they typically barged in on them.


‘Mistral?  What on earth did
Alyssa show you to warrant such a display of niceness?’  Phantom asked
loudly.   


Mistral shrugged, ‘The widows.’


‘Oh?  Doing what?’


‘Working.’


‘Ah.’  Phantom smiled. 
‘So your tantrum yesterday actually had some effect.’


‘Hmm.’ Mistral said then turned
to give him a hard look.  ‘But what did you speak of while I was being
shown Imperato’s new project.


It was Phantom’s turn to look
trite.  He shrugged and looked away, his green eyes veiled, ‘This and
that.’


‘Tell me of this, and especially
of that.’


Phantom didn’t reply and Mistral
switched her focus onto his brother, ‘Phantasm?’


He ignored her demanding look and
kept his gaze locked on the snowy path they were following, ‘We spoke of the
amazon male.’


‘And?’


‘And Imperato agrees he must
remain out of sight, or the meeting will not go well.’


A silence fell.  Mistral
continued to stare at Phantasm.  ‘And?’  She said again, a little
more pointedly.


Phantasm sighed, ‘And we spoke of
you.’


‘Oh?’


‘And your babies.’


‘Oh?’


‘Yes.  More specifically,
the number of your babies.’


Mistral groaned, ‘Oh no. 
Not that again.  Please ... not that stupid damned trinity theory again.’


Phantasm nodded and turned to fix
her with his bright emerald gaze, ‘Yes.  Imperato agrees that you hold the
power of three within you, but also that you can fight destiny harder than any
enemy.  He has consulted with his tribe.  They have been reading the
stars.’


‘Oh really.’  Mistral rolled
her eyes.  ‘And what does the celestial newspaper have to say?’


‘Dark portents,
apparently.’  Phantasm continued, deliberately not rising to her
sarcasm.  ‘Onieroi seeks to flatten the Isle and make the wasteland we
leave behind his own to populate with his devoted following.’


‘The stars told the centaurs
that?’


‘Subject to interpretation.’


‘Oh that’d be right. 
Subject to being a complete load –’


‘Mistral.  Listen to me, and
listen well.  Imperato believes that you hold the answer – literally –
within you.  I will tell you now his words, and ... please ... try
to listen without interrupting.’


‘Whatever.’  Mistral
muttered as Phantasm began to speak.  


‘”Three is a power beyond
time.  One is a lonely number, but two is the balance that nature
demands.  It takes two to make another and is the number by which we feel
comfortable journeying through life, but three?  Three is the divine
number.  There is much to consider with the number three, but talk of
unique primes and other more archaic theories will not further our quest to
remove Onieroi from this Isle.  My daughter carries the answers within
her.’”


Mistral listened to Phantasm
repeating Imperato’s words and heard not his familiar musical voice, but the
deeper voice of her father.  She could see him in her mind’s eye, so
serious and thoughtful.  She sighed, not doubting that he believed in
every word he’d said.  


‘It’s complete nonsense.’  


‘And there speaks the Seer. 
Tell me, Seer.  What do you See?’


Mistral pursed her lips
thoughtfully and gazed up at the fading blue sky, already tinged pink with the
hint of sunset, ‘Dinner.  Delphine is roasting a boar.  Fabian has
asked Samson, Gemma and Samsara to join us.  The boys have a Contract
they’re excited about and can’t wait to tell me.  Marcus is jealous and
sulks.’  She laughed.  ‘He’s complaining to Delphine, she’s
comforting him, telling him that he will be a man soon too.  Too soon
–’ she added, sighing softly. 


Phantasm watched her face as the
vacant look gave way to sadness, ‘Don’t grieve their growth Mistral, but
rejoice in the lives you and Mage De Winter create.’


‘Oh I do brother.  I just
fear for the time they will have before it is gone.’


‘Then we must fill the time we’re
given with as much life as we can.’


She smiled at him, not sadly, but
with complete satisfaction, ‘If I died now, my life would be full of more
happiness than I could ever have wished for.’


They rode in silence for a
moment, then Phantom looked over, his beautiful face marred by a frown,
‘Mistral?’


‘Yes?’


‘Is Delphine doing any sauce with
the boar?’


Mistral burst out laughing.


‘What?’  Phantom frowned.


‘Nothing brother, s’just
something Samson said to me earlier –’











The Amazons





On Tuesday Mistral waved her twin
boys off on their first official Contract, leaving their Valley house quieter
than ever.  Thankfully, she barely had time to notice.  The first
week of training flew by in a rush of daily life.  Between seeing the
school gates close with Marcus safely behind them each morning, preparing for
the looming meeting with the amazons, and dealing with the unusually large
number of apprentices, Mistral barely had time to think, let alone notice the
lack of chaos in her house.  Suddenly it was Friday, and despite the
regular outbreaks of tears, to Mistral’s surprise all of the female apprentices
were still there.  


‘I definitely thought that one
would’ve limped away during the night by now.’  Mistral muttered to
Samson.   


‘Which one?’


‘The wet-looking dryad.’


Samson frowned, ‘All the dryads
look wet Mistral.’


‘Well this one’s crying, does
that narrow it down enough for you?’


‘Oh, that one.’  Samson
rested an elbow against the Training Arena fence and watched the dryad wiping
away tears to carry on with the simple defensive drill.  ‘Not that I
really care, but why is she crying?’


Mistral sighed,
‘Frustration.  She’s useless at this, and she knows it.  But to her
credit, she’s determined to change that.’


Samson grunted and looked
away.  Fabian had banned him and Mistral from doing little more than
offering encouragement and correcting only the very worst of mistakes.  He
wanted the apprentices to develop some confidence before expecting them to
contend with Samson’s sharp humour and Mistral’s fiery temper.  


‘She’s got no choice but to
improve.  In fact, none of those females have.  They can’t go back to
their tribes now.  They’ll have sorely wounded the pride of their
chieftains by leaving.  It’s blatant they feel that he can’t protect them,
but the Ri can.  We’re their only hope of a life now.’  Samson heaved
a sigh.  ‘So, we’re stuck with them.  Which is going to make our
lives challenging over the next few months, to say the least.’


Mistral nodded and watched the
dryad struggling with the drill again, ‘I’ve been thinking.’


‘Oh dear.’


Mistral pulled a face at him then
continued, ‘Some of this lot will never make it as warriors – we both know
that, right?’


Samson nodded emphatically.


‘Well, it was the same with
Delphine.  It wasn’t that she couldn’t do the drills, or master the
weapons, she was technically excellent with a knife – and not bad with a sword
either, but she lacked the desire for it.’


‘Delphine’s different
Mistral.’  Samson argued.  ‘She’s gentle, compassionate and –’  


‘Yes, yes, I know Delphine’s an
angel.  Although my boys say she has a slap that could stun a troll, what
I’m getting at is that she trained her strengths.  Right from an early age
she displayed all the qualities of a healer.’


‘Ah, I see what you’re coming
to.  You think some of this lot would be better off training as healers?’


‘Don’t you?’


‘Well, I seriously doubt they’ll
ever have the stomach to inflict a wound, so they might as well have a go at
treating one.  But does the Infirmary need any more staff?’


‘No.  With Serenity, Noah,
Delphine and Cain, it’s fully staffed.  But we definitely need more field
healers.  One should go out with every overseas Contract for
starters.  At the moment we rely on warriors getting handy with the needle
and thread themselves on the return journey, or waiting till they get back to
the Valley – and by then the wound’s usually gone bad.’


Samson glanced ruefully at his
scarred forearms, ‘I know I could’ve done with having a trained healer around
on mercenary Contracts.  I’ve even had to stitch myself up a few
times.  It’s hard to make it neat when you keep passing out.’


‘Exactly, and look at the four
parties that’ve left to travel north.  They’re going to be living out in
harsh conditions for weeks.  Ideally, each party should have a healer, not
just to deal with wounds, but also to treat any sickness and keep them all
healthy, ready for the battle.’


‘Too late for that now. 
They’ve already gone.’  


‘Yes.  But let’s imagine for
one misty-eyed moment that the Ri actually has a future –’


Samson gave her a sideways look,
‘We have a future Mistral,’ he growled. 


‘Right, so let’s plan for it
then.’


‘What do you propose?’


‘Change the syllabus a bit. 
Have six weeks of basic training covering hand-to-hand, knife, sword, archery
and tracking to give them a taster of what’s going to be expected of
them.  After that we send them all to the Infirmary for a two week crash
course, then offer them the option of specialising in healing.  Those that
take it, and please, please let all those damned female elves and dryads take
it, go straight into the Infirmary to begin apprenticeships under Serenity and
we keep the rest and pick up where we left off.’


Samson nodded thoughtfully, ‘It’s
a good idea, for this year’s lot anyway.’


‘And that’s my point
exactly.  It’s all very well me jumping up and down and saying the tribes
need to change, but so do we.  It might not be the same next year.’
 Mistral paused and they both heard her unspoken words ... if there is
a next year ... ‘But for this year we’ve got to change our teaching methods
to bring out the best in that lot.  It is our job as Lieutenants, after
all.’ 


Samson grinned, ‘Not for
me.  I do it for the money.’


‘Yeah right.’  Mistral
snorted.  ‘I’ve seen you looking all smug when the apprentices are talking
in The Cloak about something you taught them.’


‘Proud Mistral.  Not smug.’


‘You look pretty smug to me.’


‘I might look pretty too, in the
right light.’


Mistral laughed and drew a
curious glance from Fabian.  She smiled at him and caught the glimmer of a
smile in return.  His eyes held hers, and for that moment the Training
Arena slid away, taking with it the earth beneath her feet and the blue sky
above – and he was everything – darkness that overwhelmed, obliterating sight
and sound with velvet softness until it was all she knew.  Then Fabian was
speaking, his words meaningless, but the sound filled her world and Samson was
laughing, his rasping chuckle discordant in the soft blackness.


‘Snap out of it Lady De
Winter.  Training’s finished for the day and you’ve got a dinner to cook.’


‘Huh?’


Mistral blinked and saw Samson
grinning at her, ‘Mage Sphinx is coming tonight, don’t say you’d forgotten!’


They gathered around the long
table in Mistral and Fabian’s house to eat a meal of roast pheasant and plan
the coming meeting.  Mistral laid a dish of vegetables on the table and
suppressed a shiver of superstition.  Gemma had stayed at home with
Samsara who had a cold, and Mistral’s boys were still out of the Valley on a
manticore Contract in the Western Range.  Their absence meant there would
be an unlucky number at the table.  She, Fabian, Cassius, Leo, the twins,
Bryden, Serenity, Imperato, Delphine, Cain, Marcus and Samson made it a table
of thirteen.


‘Set another place Delphine.’


Delphine looked up from pouring
wine and frowned, ‘Why, who’ve I missed?’  


‘Gleacher.’


‘I didn’t know he was coming!’


‘Neither does he. 
Marcus?  Can you run and fetch him please?’


Marcus’ face fell, ‘You won’t eat
my dinner will you?’  


‘No Marcus.’  Mistral
smiled.  ‘And I promise we’ll wait until you come back with Gleacher
before we start.’ 


Marcus gave the food a longing
look then grabbed a roasted parsnip and ran across the room chewing it. 
The door slammed behind him and Mistral looked out of the window to watch him
sprinting down the street.  She turned back to the table with a
sigh.  Fabian caught her eye and she shrugged, unable to explain her
sudden need to find favour with fortune.  He frowned but didn’t question
her and they returned to the matters being discussed.  Wine was drunk and
the conversation continued while they waited for their last minute guest to
arrive.  The two pheasants steamed on their platter, giving off a rich
meaty aroma that drew Prospero from his place by the fire to circle the table
hopefully.  


‘An amazon male?’  Leo
frowned.  ‘I have never seen one in the Valley before.  But never
mind the ill-timing of his arrival – he must be kept out of sight tomorrow, by
whatever means necessary.’


‘It is all arranged.’ 
Fabian said.  ‘The apprentices will be on detail in the village.  The
females are split between working in the Infirmary, Eudora’s shop and Cain’s
apothecary store.  The amazon is in the tannery with the two yarthkins,
and the others have been placed on duty in the stables.’ 


The door opened and Marcus
bounded in with Gleacher behind him.


‘I apologise for the interrupting
your evening Gleacher.’  Fabian rose to offer him a chair.  ‘We are
discussing tomorrow’s meeting and would value your thoughts.’


‘I was only reviewing Contracts,
nothing that would keep me from a good meal.’  Gleacher offered Mistral a
rare smile and took the seat Fabian offered. 


Mistral finally took her seat and
counted fourteen around the table, but still the knot of unease in her stomach
remained.  She eyed Imperato.  He was standing, of course.  Was
that why she felt so uneasy?  She gave herself a mental shake, trying to
dispel the strange nervousness that refused to leave her.  Denied the
release of wine, she reached instead for Marcus, ruffling his black curls and
asking him all about his day, listening less to his replies and more to the
sound of his voice and the feeling of happiness it gave her.


A hand took hers beneath the
table.  She looked around to see Phantasm gazing at her, his green eyes
alive with anxiety.  ‘What troubles you tonight Mistral?  You seem so
on edge.’


She shrugged but didn’t let go of
his hand, ‘I think tomorrow’s meeting is weighing on my mind.’ 


‘Do you want to go over your role
again?’


Mistral didn’t, but she nodded
anyway.  It was easier than trying to explain the gnawing sensation in her
stomach.


‘You will be between Mage De
Winter and myself.  Anything you need to communicate will be done through
code.  We’ll keep you out of the meeting to allow you to use your gift and
read the amazons.  I know you hate it, but I think you should wear a dress
with sweeping sleeves to conceal your hands.’


‘Haven’t got one brother.’ 
Mistral murmured vaguely, not really listening.


‘No of course not.  But I
had one made before you fell pregnant that should still just about fit. 
Now, here’s the difficult part.  No matter what is said, keep your
temper.  If we need a reaction from the amazons you will know it in all
our thoughts and can give voice to your fine opinions then.  But unless
that happens, you must keep calm.  Tomorrow is vital –’ he paused and
frowned.  ‘Oh, it is so much more than vital.  I can’t even find the
words to say how much is riding on this meeting.’


Mistral held his hand harder
beneath the table, but her eyes were on Marcus, her beautiful son, ‘I know
brother, I know.  If it fails and we face Onieroi alone –’ Mistral
suddenly realised that a silence had fallen and the whole table was
listening.  She turned to meet Fabian’s eyes, her voice no more than a
whisper.  ‘Then all we have is the next three weeks.  Twenty one days
and twenty one nights will be our lifetime.  And I will fill every single
one of them with you.’


‘You will have a lifetime of days
and nights with your Mage Mistral.’  Phantasm said firmly and let go of
her hand to pick up his knife and fork again.  ‘Now, is there any more
pheasant, or has Marcus had it all?’


Saturday arrived.  The brittle
mountain air dry, the sky a cloudless blue.  There was no training session
that morning, Samson oversaw the apprentices to their allocated places of work
for the day then hurried up to the Main Hall to prepare for the meeting. 
They were all gathered in the long room, firelit and warm, but still Mistral
shivered, her stomach alive with jittery nerves.


‘Why so anxious Mistral?’ 
Fabian asked quietly.  ‘I have seen you fight with creatures twice your
size and smile.  What troubles so much about today?’


‘I don’t know Fabian.  I
wish I did, then I would do something about it.  But all I know is that
I’m completely on edge and I hate it!  I want this over with and decided.’


He lifted her hand to his lips,
‘It will be soon.’


‘They’re coming!’  Phantom
hissed from the window.


At once it was all
business.  Leo took the seat at the head of the table, Cassius the first
seat on the long side to his right.  The twins, Mistral, Fabian and Samson
made up the rest.  On the left side Imperato took precedence then Bryden
and Serenity.  The remaining seats would be filled by the three amazons
being shown to the Main Hall by Gleacher.


A rigid silence fell while they
waited.  Mistral felt her foot jigging up and down and fought to control
it.  Footsteps sounded in the wooden corridor, then they heard Gleacher’s
muffled voice announcing to the amazons that they had reached the Main
Hall.  If they made any response it was too quiet to be heard by the
occupants of the room.  They all watched as the handles slowly turned and
the double doors were pushed open.  Gleacher bowed his head politely to
Leo then stepped aside to allow the three amazon chiefs to enter the room. 


There was the briefest of pauses
while both sides carried out rapid assessments, the amazons openly so, the Ri
less obviously.  An amazon that was unmistakably Drusilla stood slightly
ahead of the other two.  Her face was hard and lined beneath a cap of
cropped grey hair.  A hawk-like nose protruded sharply from between eyes
that were slightly too close together, but gleamed with intelligence.  Her
gaze swept over the predominately male gathering, only a twitch of her eyebrows
betraying any sign that she had noticed the two women.  


Leo rose to his feet and gestured
politely to the chairs at the far end of the table, ‘Please, be seated.’


Drusilla looked at him coldly and
Mistral half-expected her to announce that she preferred to stand, but she
nodded stiffly and moved away from the door.  She walked with strides that
were slightly stilted, as though pain shortened them.  Without hesitating,
she took the seat at the far end of the table opposite Leo, staking her claim
as the most important of the three chiefs.


The two amazons left by the door
only moved after Drusilla had taken her seat, confirming to the Ri that she was
their leader.  Mistral eyed the long-haired amazon she guessed to be Mara,
supposedly their ‘in’… the softest of the three.  There didn’t appear to
be much soft about her unsmiling mouth and hard eyes.  The third amazon,
Octavia, was as Imperato had described her, heavily scarred.  Mistral
tried not to stare, but found herself unable not to.  She was used to
seeing scars – they were nothing novel to her – but even without the scars
Octavia would have been very ugly.  Her nose was flattened to her face, as
though it had been broken, her cheeks pitted by the marks of an illness. 
She wore her hair short, but not neat.  It stuck up in irregular clumps,
jagged and uneven.  Mistral could imagine the amazon hacking at it with a
dagger, sawing away any evidence of her femininity.  She was not lithe as
many of her race were, but heavy, with thick arms and large hands.  


‘Thank you for taking the time to
meet with us today.’  Leo began in a clear voice.  ‘We are grateful
for the opportunity to right the wrongs endured by your tribes.’


None of the amazons spoke, but
stared expressionlessly at Leo.  


Unperturbed, he continued in an
even voice, ‘An oversight occurred during the last administration resulting in
the amazon chiefs being overlooked in the allocation of seats at the
Council.  As the new Head of the Isle, I would seek to correct that
error.  I hereby formally extend to each of you the invitation to take
your rightful seat at the Council.  I hope that you will accept.’


The three amazons said nothing
and continued to stare at Leo with eyes harder than stone.  


‘Then you will consider.’ 
Leo inclined his head briefly.  ‘It is all I can ask.’


Cassius took up the lead,
speaking in a calm voice, ‘The oversight occurred, I feel, largely due to the
fact that there is no term for the positions you hold.  Naturally, you
will have no wish to assume the title of chieftain, yet there is no title in
existence for female leaders.  I wish to propose a new title for the
Isle’s female tribal leaders and respectfully seek your approval.  The
title I propose is that of chieftainess.’


Drusilla regarded Cassius for a
moment before she spoke, her voice dry and papery as death, ‘Thy words are well
spoken Divinus.  I see that thou hast thought hard on this.  Yes, we
hast no name for our rank but then, what art we but women?  Lesser beings
in thine eyes?’


‘Not lesser Drusilla. 
Equal.’


‘Equal?’  Drusilla
frowned.  ‘I think not.  We art more than thou.  We hast the
ability to bring life into this world.  What can thou do but take
it?  Thou is a warrior.  A man and a killer.  I know thou hast
the Sight.  But what does thou See?’


Cassius felt no anger at the
amazon’s words.  He was struggling too hard to comprehend her
old-fashioned way of speaking.  ‘I See an Isle populated by many wonderful
races, each bringing their tribes’ colours to add to the richness of our life
here.’  


‘Thou see the Isle as a coat of
many colours, like the story in the book the humans cleave to.  Well know
this Divinus – we wish not to be stitched thus into any divine blanket, or hewn
to a pattern woven by a man.  We art amazon.’ 


‘And we honour and respect that.’


‘Nay.  Thou honour thy
desire to rule.  Thou art a man.’


‘I am more than just a man.’


‘A Seer, yes, but still thou art
a man.  It is the blood that fills thy veins.  Thou see us as women,
as thou art a man.’


Mistral felt Cassius’ growing
frustration at Drusilla’s stubbornness.  She signalled quickly to Phantasm
to intervene.


‘What would convince you of our
desire to bring equality to the Isle Drusilla?’  Phantasm asked
smoothly.  


Drusilla eyed him, her sharp gaze
suddenly covetous.  Mistral felt her hands clench into fists beneath the
table and realised with a jolt that she felt as protective towards the twins as
she did her own sons.


‘I care not to be equal.  I
care for what is mine.  Thou hast something that belongs to me.  It
must be returned.’


A silence fell, filled with an
explosion of unspoken expletives only Mistral and Cassius could hear.


Hellfire!


She knows about Bram!


Damn!  Damn!  Damn!


Trade him.


Mistral and Cassius turned to
stare at Leo, the source of that icy thought.


Trade Bram for their alliance.


Mistral met Cassius’ eyes,
sharing their simultaneous response.  


Never.


A life for a life.  It is
the age old trade. 


They both looked at Leo
again.  Shock and disgust filling their faces at the thought he knew they
had heard. 


Ignoring their stares, Leo gave
Drusilla a direct look, ‘What would you give in return?’  


‘What would thou ask?’


‘Your help.’


‘In what?’


‘A battle.’


‘We art not afraid of
fighting.  But what cause hast thou in mind?’


‘Onieroi.’


‘The god that seeks to liberate
the forgotten elders?’


‘He seeks to hold the Isle as his
own.’


Drusilla shrugged, ‘I care not
who wears the crown.’


‘He would kill everything that
stood in his way.’


‘Amazons too?’


Leo hesitated, ‘No.  He
seeks to use your tribe to help him fight.’


All three amazons laughed, the
sound raucous and harsh.


‘Why would we help a man?’ 
Drusilla asked.


‘Because you have a power over him,
and he fears it.’


‘Oh?’


‘He cannot abide the presence of
your race.  It should turn him from you, but it impresses him.  He
seeks to use you as his personal army to help him conquer the Isle, and then
protect his faithful following when he is away.’


‘Never!’  Mara abruptly
exclaimed.  She turned her head to the side and spat on the floor. 
‘I have wasted my strength before in bringing forth male babies!  I will
not bow to one that has mastered the art of walking!’


Mistral shared a look with
Phantasm.  So much for Mara being their soft approach. 


‘Amazons answer to no man’s
command!’  Octavia growled.  ‘Either yours, Mage Sphinx, or this
god.  We will not be used like – ’


‘Wait!’  Drusilla said
quickly.  ‘We must discuss this.’  


Drusilla and her sisters bent
their heads and began whispering in an unfamiliar language.  Cassius and
Mistral both listened with their gift, but knew as little as the others around
the table.  


‘We art decided.’


It was Drusilla who spoke.  


‘We await your words
chieftainess.’  Leo said respectfully.


‘Return to me that which is mine
and we shall not aid the false god in his fight.’


Do it!


Mistral and Cassius ignored Leo’s
thought.


‘I cannot give you what is not
mine to give Drusilla.’  Cassius said flatly.  ‘Name another trade.’


‘A life for a life.’


‘I have no life to give you in
exchange.  What price would you place on the life you have lost?  The
Ri has gold –’


‘Gold cannot sire
daughters!’  Drusilla spat.  ‘Give me my due or I shall take it!’


‘I have no life to give
you.’  Cassius repeated, his voice hard.  ‘I do not own the souls in
this Valley.  It is merely my duty to protect them.’


‘Then we hast no trade Divinus.’


‘But what of the Isle?’ 
Serenity burst desperately.  ‘And all the other women that live here?’


‘It is not my concern.’


‘Onieroi will kill us all!’


Drusilla shrugged, ‘Perhaps for
some of the women it will be a blessed release.’


‘Maybe once, but not so
now!  Surely you can see that the Isle is changing?  Onieroi has made
the chieftains realise that women cannot be cast aside when they grow too old
to bear children.  They are being given roles in the tribe again. 
Don’t those women deserve a chance to live a life with purpose again? 
Could you really just stand back and let them all die?’


Drusilla’s face twisted into a
scowl, ‘Foolish woman.  Preach your talk of revolution to ears that
care.  We should join Onieroi.  He offers us more than this Valley of
men.’


‘No he doesn’t!  He would
place you below his following!’


‘A following that would bleed and
die under our swords!  What is there to stop this Isle becoming a home of
amazons?  A god thou cannot defeat that cannot abide our presence? 
It seems that change is ripe, and that change shalt be the time of the
amazons!  See me, Mage Sphinx.  Next time thou looks upon my face it
will be thy last and I shall hold thy title!’


At once there was the sound of
scraping chairs and the amazons were rising, their boots beating out a drumroll
of defeat as they stomped from the room.  The heavy double doors slammed shut
behind them, leaving a resounding silence.


‘Well, that was a
disaster.’  Phantom declared with a sigh.


Samson was swearing
quietly.  Bryden was silent, his fist pressed against his forehead and his
eyes closed in thought.  Cassius was staring frozenly at the doors, as
though willing them to open and the amazons return.


‘There’s still tomorrow.’
 Phantasm said quickly.  ‘They’ll have to stay the night in the
Valley, it’s too late to travel out in this weather.  We can meet again …
try and salvage something from this mess –’


‘I doubt they will remain in the
Valley.’  Imperato said gravely.  ‘I know Drusilla’s character. 
We have slighted her by refusing to return what she sees as a rightful
possession.’


‘Will they search for
Bram?’  Serenity asked anxiously.


Mistral shook her head, ‘Imperato
speaks the truth.  They’re leaving as we speak.’


‘Trade Bram!’  Leo hissed
furiously to Cassius.  ‘He is but one life!  This is about the whole
Isle!  What’s stopping you?’


‘Bram is not mine to trade, but a
life in his own right.  I could no more offer him up than I could you.’


Leo shook his head angrily, ‘You
need to see the bigger picture Cassius!  Bram’s nothing!  Trade
him!  Do it!  Now!  It’s the only way the Isle will
continue to exist!’


‘I cannot.  It goes against
my own principles, and those that form the very foundations of the Ri. 
The Valley is a haven for the dispossessed.  They come here to seek
freedom, not to be used as pawns.’


Leo swore vilely and banged both
hands down onto the table, ‘Do it!  Or we’ll all be dead before the month
is out!’


‘And the Ri will be dead in
spirit the moment I say that I will.  No.  I will not use my position
to barter lives.  I believe that we can fight and win.  We may not
have the amazons, but we have other strengths.  We will defeat Onieroi
with those.’


‘Onieroi?’  Leo laughed
wildly.  ‘Oh I think we’re going to be facing his army of amazons now too,
don’t you?’


‘I’ll happily take a sword to
those sour-faced bitches any time.’  Samson growled.


‘I second that.’  Bryden
agreed grimly.


‘Mistral?’  Fabian asked
softly, holding her hands while she gazed unseeingly at the far wall.  


She sighed and drew herself back
to meet his gaze, her own eyes filled with despair, ‘It is lost.  They see
the future as Drusilla said it.  We fight alone.’


Fabian released her hands to sit
back in his chair.  After a moment he lifted his gaze to meet Cassius’
eyes.  Cassius nodded once, and all talk ceased.


‘We have failed to secure the
alliance of the amazons.  There is nothing to be gained from recriminations. 
It is done.  We must seek to continue in our plans without them.  But
... tell me this mother, was there ever any hope?’


Mistral frowned at her hands
clenched in her lap, thinking it was strange that the meeting was over, yet she
still felt tense, ‘I can’t say for certain.  I didn’t understand the
language they were conversing in, but their auras were clear enough – and there
was nothing positive in them.  You all heard Drusilla.  She said that
if we gave up Bram she wouldn’t aid Onieroi, but she never said she would fight
against him.’


‘So, we were always going to have
to do this alone.’  Bryden said heavily.  


‘In some ways I’m
relieved.’  Samson remarked lightly.  ‘I don’t think I’d have felt
safe standing on a battlefield with an armed amazon anywhere near me.  And
I hated the thought of begging them for their help.  At least now I will
die with my pride intact.’


‘You won’t live to see the battle
if Gemma hears you talking about dying Samson.’  


‘I will have no more talk of
death!’  Leo snapped.  ‘The amazons have made their decision! 
We must deal with it!’  He jerked round to face Cassius.  ‘Are the Ri
parties at Chieftain Greenoak’s settlement yet?’


‘Yes.  They arrived this
morning and will stay there to prepare for their final journey into the
mountains.’


Leo frowned, ‘Until Mistral Sees
what the amazons intend to do, I think the warriors should remain at the
settlement.’


‘How much does Drusilla know of
our plans?’  Fabian asked Mistral quickly.


‘Not much, but she obviously knows
we’re going to make some kind of attempt to engage Onieroi in battle.  I
don’t doubt that she noticed how empty the Valley was.’


Leo nodded, ‘So she’s guessed
that we’ve sent the warriors out, but doesn’t know where, or what our
intentions are.  This is good.’  He looked at Mistral sharply. 
‘Does Drusilla know Onieroi is in the Northern Range?’  


‘Not yet, but she will do
soon.  Octavia knows, and she’ll tell her.’


‘Has Octavia seen Onieroi?’ 



Mistral shook her head, ‘No, but
she’s knows where he is.  Her hunters spotted tracks made by Onieroi’s
following.  Octavia guessed that Onieroi was hiding them in the
mountains.’


‘She knew, but she never thought
to tell the Council?  Amazons don’t deserve to be on the Isle!’ 
Phantom said angrily.   


‘Octavia doesn’t care about
anything other than her tribe.’


‘Well, you’d have thought she’d
show some concern about her tribe’s new neighbour!’


‘No.  You misunderstand
me.  Octavia doesn’t care for the wellbeing of her tribe, only that she
has a tribe.  Without one she would no longer be a chief, you see.’


‘What a piece of work!’ 
Samson exclaimed.  ‘And that Mara!’  He shook his head
furiously.  ‘Cold doesn’t even begin to cover it.  I’d see her dead
for what she’s done.’


‘She might be improved in looks
by being dead.’  Serenity agreed with uncharacteristic spite.  


‘Octavia definitely would.’ 
Phantom said.  ‘I’ve seen more attractive corpses!’


It was petty and served no
purpose, but Cassius let them be, knowing they were only venting their bitter
disappointment at the way the meeting had gone.  He returned his attention
to the conversation Leo and Fabian were having with Imperato, but something
kept tugging at his mind.  


Mother?


Mistral was staring out of the
window.  She jumped at the sound of his voice in her mind and Fabian
immediately snapped round to look at her.  


‘What is it Mistral?’


What is it mother?


Cassius echoed Fabian’s words a
split-second after he spoke them.  Mistral frowned and looked out of the
window again, her voice distracted, ‘I don’t know.  But I’m afraid. 
Something is wrong ... something more than the disaster of this meeting
–’ she turned away from the window to look at Fabian.  ‘I need to see
Marcus.’


Fabian’s expression tightened,
‘Is he all right?’


Mistral’s eyes slid out of focus,
‘Oh yes.  Delphine and Liliana are fussing over him.’  Her eyes
sharpened again.  ‘I can’t explain it, but I need to see him Fabian. 
Right now.’


‘Is it the boys?’  Phantasm
quickly rose to his feet to pull her chair out for her. 


‘No.  They’re in a small
mountain village in the Western Range.  They killed the manticore that was
raiding their sheep two nights ago and have been staying in the tavern since
then, enjoying the grateful villagers’ free ale.’


Leo frowned as Mistral began to
leave the room with the twins and Fabian, ‘Wait!  We need to adjust our
plans!  There is little time left to prepare!’


Fabian opened the doors, ‘We will
continue this meeting at our house.’  


‘Now?’  Leo insisted. 
‘Because I have no time to spare –’


‘Yes, now!’  Fabian snapped
back and strode out into the corridor with Mistral by his side. 
  


Now that she was no longer in the
grip of Sight, Mistral felt the anxiety that had plagued her return.  Her
heart beat in a rapid staccato, her breathing came in shallow gasps.  She
felt sick.


Fabian looked at her waxy
complexion and frowned, ‘Mistral.  What is going on?’  


‘I don’t know Fabian, but I feel
utterly desperate!  I think it’s Sight warning me of something, but I
don’t know what.  Marcus is fine, the boys are fine.  Everyone I love
is near and well.  I can’t work it out ... but I feel this panic in me,
like I’m lost or – or trapped –’


‘Breathe, just breathe,’ he
murmured soothingly and placed an arm around her.  


They had reached the Entrance
Hall and stopped to pull on their cloaks.  The cold air was calming,
drying the sheen of perspiration on Mistral’s face.  She closed her eyes
and listened to Fabian’s soft voice, concentrating on drawing in a breath and
letting it out slowly, then another – and another, until her heart gradually
slowed and her shaking eased.  She opened her eyes and was abruptly filled
with the singular need to see her youngest son.


‘I want Marcus!’


‘Then let us go find him.’  


They hurried down the path
towards the village square, Mistral almost running, driven by a burning need to
see her son, hear his voice and know he was safe.  Drusilla’s words rang
in her head like a clanging bell … ‘Give me my due or I shall take it! …
Would she try to take Marcus?  Mistral felt bile rise in her throat and fought
to calm herself.  She knew Marcus was safe at home with Delphine and
Liliana, she could See him ... but for some strange reason that wasn’t
enough.  She needed to see him too.  


They reached the village square
and Mistral pulled away from Fabian to break into a run.  Grabbing the hem
of her dress to stop herself from tripping, she fled across the cobbles and up
the main street, not stopping until she was at their house.  She burst
through the door to see Marcus asleep on the rug in front of the fire, using
Prospero as a pillow.  


‘Oh –’


‘There.  See?  He’s
alright.’  Phantasm said a little breathlessly. 


‘What’s all the panic?’ 
Delphine poked her head out from the kitchen.  ‘Has something happened?’


‘Where do I begin?’  Phantom
sighed and walked over to tell her the bad news.


The others began to arrive,
wearing puzzled expressions at Mistral’s strange behaviour.  Phantasm
quickly took control, directing them over to the long table to continue with
their meeting while Fabian took Mistral’s hand and led her over to one of the
sofas.


‘Mistral.  Please try to
tell me what this has all been about.’


She stared at him with eyes that
seemed suddenly empty, ‘I don’t know.  But even though I’ve seen Marcus, I
still feel the fear.’


‘Irrational behaviour is normal
in you when you’re pregnant.’  Phantom said from the other side of the
room.  ‘I think you’ve just got a bit worked up about the meeting, that’s
all.’


Fabian silenced him with a black
look then turned back to Mistral, ‘Do you want me to send everyone away so that
you can get some rest?’


‘No.  Let’s continue with
the meeting.  Phantom’s right about me getting wound up about the
amazons.  I was worried I wouldn’t be able to hold my temper and ruin
everything.’


Fabian didn’t look convinced, ‘If
you’re certain –’


‘I am.’  Mistral stood up
and walked over to join the others sat around the table. 


For the next two hours they
debated the best course of action to take.  Mistral tried to focus on the
plans being made, but a nameless worry kept pulling at her mind.  She
fidgeted distractedly with the long sleeves of her dress and kept glancing over
at Marcus.  Even though he was right before her eyes, she still felt some
inexplicable fear for his safety.  She chewed on a fingernail and wondered
anxiously if she was having a premonition that something was going to happen to
him.  


‘No.  I disagree!’  


Leo’s angry voice cut into her
thoughts and dragged her back to the meeting.  He was arguing a point with
Bryden. 


‘What purpose would it serve
Drusilla to seek Onieroi out now?  None!  She saw there were no
warriors in Valley!  It’s obvious we’ve sent an army out to engage
him.  She will wait until we have made our move before she does anything.’


‘So it’s a waiting game –’


The door suddenly slammed open
and everyone spun around to stare at the breathless entrant.


‘Mistral!  C-come quickly!’


‘Xerxes!’  Mistral leapt to
her feet, her expression wild.  ‘What’s happened?’


‘Amber!  It’s Amber! 
Onieroi’s taken her!’











A Life for a Life





‘What!’


‘How?’


‘When?’


The air was thick with questions,
but Mistral heard none of them.  She fell to her knees, gasping for breath
as a black wave of panic washed over her.  Everything began to close in,
the room rocked and her ears were filled with a ringing noise.  Then there
was only blackness.


‘Mistral!  Mistral! 
Damn it!  Get Cain!’


‘I’ll go!’  Delphine pushed
past Xerxes into the street, her blonde hair streaming out behind her as she
raced to Cain’s shop.


‘How did this happen? 
Surely she was with Brutus?  Has he been taken too?’  Phantasm cried.



‘No.  Brutus is here. 
Being sick in the street like a dog.  I can’t get any sense out of
him.  He and Amber went hunting this morning, then Brutus turned up white
as a sheet with just her horse and dog, saying he’d lost her –’


‘Get him in here!’  Samson
roared.


Xerxes vanished and returned
moments later, hauling his ashen-faced brother behind him.  


‘What have you done?’ 
Samson demanded.


Brutus dragged a hand through his
hair, his face contorting with despair, ‘We were hunting ... I clipped a doe
with my arrow.  She fled, wounded ... Amber wanted to finish her, said it
was cruel to leave her like that.  She rode off and I – oh, I let her
go!  I let her go!  And then I heard her cry out and I knew ... I knew
I’d lost her.  She was gone, and all I had was her horse and Merlin … and
– and this was on the ground –’ he opened his clenched hand to reveal Amber’s
wedding ring, gleaming new, not one week old.


Samson’s eyes grew wide with
fury.  He yanked his sword from his belt and strode across the room,
shouting at the top of his voice, ‘You swore to protect her for a lifetime, you
worthless piece of scum!  You couldn’t even manage a week!  You will
die for this!’


‘Wait!’  Cassius stepped
between them.  ‘Amber has not been taken by Onieroi.’


Samson halted, his sword still
raised, ‘What?  Who then?’  


‘Drusilla.’


‘Is she – is she –’


‘Yes Brutus.  Amber lives.’


Brutus turned away and pressed
his hands to his face, only the movement of his shoulders betraying the emotion
that wracked him.  


‘Sheave your sword Samson, and
save your strength for the amazons.’  Cassius said quietly.  


Delphine returned with
Cain.  He moved swiftly to kneel beside Mistral’s prostate body, checking
her pulse while he reached into his saddle bag for a bottle of smelling
salts.  Delphine knelt beside him, offering her help.


‘I can handle this
Delphine.  You see to Brutus.’  Cain murmured softly. 


Delphine nodded and walked over
to take Brutus’ arm and lead him to one of the sofas. 


‘Please move Mage De Winter, I need
to turn her over.’  Cain said briskly.  


Fabian was a frozen statue,
rendered useless by the double shock of Amber’s abduction and Mistral’s
collapse.  He complied to Cain’s words with stiff, jerky movements, then
remained motionless beside them, his hands hanging limply by his side.


‘Can you help me lift her?’


Cain’s words spurred Fabian into
life.  Between them, Fabian and Cain carefully lifted Mistral and laid her
on one of the sofas.  Giving a low whine, Prospero dropped down beside
her, his pale eyes staring up at his mistress.  Whimpering pitifully,
Merlin crawled on his belly over to the big dog and curled up between his paws,
seeking comfort. 


‘She’s fine Mage De
Winter.’  Cain said as he finished checking Mistral over.  ‘She just
passed out.  I’ll brew up a camomile drink to soothe her when she comes
round, and I think that on this one occasion, a drop of something stronger in
the mix would be beneficial.’


Fabian nodded, but his eyes
didn’t leave Mistral’s still face.  Suddenly her eyes flickered, as though
they were going to open.  Her lips moved, forming soundless words. 
Then she was still again.


Deep in her mind, Mistral was
utterly furious.


‘Saul!’


And he was there, his warm gaze
an oasis of calm in the turmoil of her mind.


‘Mistral.’


‘What the hell?’


‘I know.’


‘Why didn’t you warn me?’


‘I tried.’


‘What?  By making me
nervous?  Well thanks a bunch for that brother!’


‘I tried to make you more aware
Mistral, not nervous.  Drusilla wanted Bram back, or a life in his
place.  I couldn’t warn you that she was going to take Amber because she
didn’t intend to until she saw her when they walking back through the
forests.  She recognised the likeness you two share and thought it would
be a fitting tithe for the loss of Bram.’


Mistral swore foully.  Saul
waited patiently until she had finished.  


‘What does Drusilla plan to do
now?’  Mistral finally asked.  


‘She has her payment for
Bram.  Amber is her property now.’


‘Never!  I will hunt
Drusilla down and kill her!’


‘No Mistral.  No.’


‘No?  I’ll give you no
brother!  Don’t you dare!  Don’t you dare tell me no! 
That bitch has taken my daughter!’


‘Yes.  A life for a
life.  That is the rule.’


‘I don’t care about rules!’


‘I know Mistral, but listen to
me.  There is more to this than payment for Bram –’


‘Bram!  That’s it
brother!  We can offer him in exchange for Amber!’


‘Would you really do that?’


‘Yes!  Damn it, yes! 
Amber is my daughter Saul!’


‘And Bram is a son of the Ri.’


‘He is no son of mine!’


‘No Mistral.  Bram is not
the trade.  You must look beyond him and Amber to see the truth.  A
life for a life Mistral.  A life for a life –’


Mistral drew in a breath to
scream in frustration at Saul.  Her eyes flew open to see Fabian’s
tortured gaze and the air left her lungs in a gasp.  


‘Mistral!’


‘Fabian.’


He closed his eyes to hide the
pain, but she knew it was there.  She reached up and pulled his head
closer, kissing the lips that had cried her name while all around the room
erupted into activity.  Sword belts were being buckled, jerkins buttoned,
and cloaks hastily thrown on.


‘Get Bram.’  Cassius said
quickly to the twins.


They nodded and turned for the
door.


Delphine looked up and frowned,
‘Why do we need Bram?’


Cassius did not reply and
continued to check his crossbow.


‘Cassius?  Why do we need
Bram?’  Delphine repeated more loudly.


When Cassius continued to ignore
her Leo answered, ‘We’re going to trade Bram for Amber.’  


‘No!  That’s barbaric! 
You can’t trade him like a – a possession!’


Cassius slung his crossbow over
his back and gazed steadily at his sister, ‘I would trade my soul for
Amber.  Bram is nothing.’


‘No!’  Delphine leapt to her
feet and stood between him and the door, her blue eyes blazing with
anger.  ‘I won’t let you compromise your beliefs Cassius!’


‘Get out of their way Delphine,
or I will make you.’


‘No!’


‘Move Delphine.’  Samson
growled.  ‘We’re wasting time.’


‘No!’


‘For pity’s sake woman,
move!’  


‘Stop it all of you!’ 
Mistral’s voice rose above the shouting, resonating with a force that instantly
commanded the room to silence.  She turned to the twins, her expression
perfectly calm.  ‘Get inside Drusilla’s head and persuade her to make camp
early.’


‘The twins’ gift!’  Delphine
suddenly gasped and turned to her godfathers.  ‘You can make Drusilla
bring Amber back to the Valley!’


Mistral drew in a breath and gave
her daughter a hard look, ‘Please be quiet and listen Delphine, we’ve already
wasted enough time on your histrionics.  Octavia and Mara would know that
something was amiss if Drusilla inexplicably decided to return Amber to the
Valley.  They might attack her, and quite probably kill Amber to remove
any evidence of their involvement with the abduction.  However, they will
not be suspicious of Drusilla’s decision to camp early.  She’s old and
doesn’t travel so well these days.’  Mistral looked at the twins
again.  ‘When you’ve done that, go fetch Bram –’


‘Mother!  No!’


‘Delphine.  I will not tell
you again.  Shut up and listen.  We need to take Bram with us to
appear willing to offer him in a trade.  If we arrive empty-handed Drusilla
will more than likely just kill Amber out of sheer bloodiness.’  Mistral
turned to the others.  ‘Conceal your weapons well.  We need to be
careful how we handle this.’


‘Oh, poor Amber!’  Delphine
moaned and sank onto the sofa beside Brutus.  She watched her mother
carefully adjusting the hem of her dress to hide the hilts of the daggers in
her boots and shook her head.  ‘How can you be so cold and calm about all
this?’


‘It’s my job Delphine.’


Delphine gave a bleak laugh,
‘Yes.  A warrior.’


‘No Delphine.  Not a
warrior.  A mother.’


‘It is done.’  Phantasm said
quietly.


Mistral nodded, ‘Good.  Now
get Bram.  Use your gift to make him compliant, and hurry brother, we need
to be gone.  Marcus?’


Marcus cringed when Mistral said
his name.  He was dressed ready for travel and was trying keep out of
sight behind Imperato.  ‘Yes mother?’  


‘Take that sword off, it’s too
long for you.  Use my spare knife belt.  It’s in the bottom drawer in
the bedroom.  And hurry!’


‘Yes mother!’  Marcus was already
running up the stairs.


Fabian finished sliding a dagger
into the side of his boot and stood up, ‘I’ll prepare the horses.’


‘I’ll go with you.’  Samson
strode out of the door after him.  ‘I need to tell Gemma what’s
happening.’ 


Suddenly everyone was ready and
heading for the door.  Only Brutus remained, slumped on the sofa, his face
frozen with shock.  


Mistral knelt beside him and
looked into his eyes, ‘Brutus?’  


His eyes focussed on hers. 
Tears glistened brightly in each corner.


‘Get it together brother.  I
haven’t got time for the handkerchief routine right now.’


‘I – I’m so sorry Mistral! 
She was only out of my sight for a minute!  I –’


‘Brutus.  Don’t make me slap
you.  I want you on your feet and out of the door.  We need to get
your wife back, not sit here crying.’


Brutus nodded mutely and stood
up.  Xerxes shot Mistral a grateful look and pushed his brother out of the
door.


‘Delphine?’


‘Oh I’m coming too mother. 
Don’t even think about telling me not to!’


Mistral smiled briefly, ‘I know,
I was actually going to lend you this.’


Delphine looked down at the
dagger Mistral passed her, ‘Right.  Thanks.’  She tucked it away in
the waistband of her long skirt and closed her cloak, concealing it from view.


‘Now we’re ready.’  Mistral
said quietly.  


They galloped out of the Valley,
heedless to the dangers of the icy path.  The horses seemed to pick up on
their urgency and pushed themselves on, bursting out into the meadows, pounding
side by side through the snow, a line of unrelenting black against the
white.  The line altered slightly to form an arrow shape, like a flock of
geese in flight.  At the point was not the Head of the Mage Council, or
the Divinus of the Ri, but Mistral.  Her face was devoid of any emotion
other than calm purpose, yet there was something else in her expression
too.  She exuded a forcefulness that had allowed her to take charge
without being challenged by Leo or Cassius.  It was not anger, or
determination.  It was power.  


‘Will Drusilla change her mind
about making camp early once the twins’ influence has gone?’  Cassius
asked Imperato.


‘Drusilla considers it a sign of
weakness to change her mind once she has made a decision, no matter how wrong
it may have been.  It is unlikely that she will announce her desire to
move on having instructed that they camp, even if she is not sure why she gave
the order.’


‘It is well for us then, that she
is too arrogant to question her own motives.’


‘Arrogant yes, and also proud to
the point of death.  We must speak to her with care, or Amber’s life will
be forfeited just to salve that pride.’


Cassius’ hands tightened on his
reins, trying to force that thought from his mind.   


They rode across the meadows at a
hard pace, spurring the horses through treacherous snow that hid every bump and
hollow.  The party was larger than Mistral would have ideally liked, but
she could not deny any of them the right to be there.  The only one there
not out of love for Amber was Bram.  He was perched on the back of
Samson’s saddle, hanging tightly to his Training Lieutenant.  He had never
been on a horse before and looked petrified.  The twins had used their
gift to persuade him to come to the stables, and then Mistral had been brutally
frank with him.  His reply had surprised her. 


‘I would rather you killed me
than traded me.’


‘I will do neither Bram. 
Trust me.  Trust in the Ri.’


‘Trust is a strange concept
for me.  But I find I have it in you.  I see something else in you
that is also strange to me.  I see it, and it makes me understand why you
would lie to me.’


‘I’m not lying.  In fact,
I’m not a very good liar.’


‘There.  Again I see
it.  Honesty and ... and ... yes.  Devotion.  You are utterly
devoted to your children.  It is something I have never seen before. 
I admire that more than you will ever know.  But please kill me rather
than trade me.  I cannot go back to that life.’


‘I swear that I will not let
you go back to that life Bram.  You are Ri now.  Your life is here.’


Mistral had been impressed by the
amazon’s stoic attitude, and also touched by the faith he placed in her. 
Fabian was less convinced of Bram’s loyalty and turned more than once to glance
at him as they rode across the meadows.


Mistral followed his gaze,
‘Checking to see if he’s bailed?’


‘The thought had crossed my
mind.’


‘I know.’


They both looked up as Leo urged
his stallion alongside.


‘We need to talk.’  


Mistral raised her hand and the
party pulled their horses back to a steadier pace, riding closer together to
listen to Leo. 


‘Where are they camping
Mistral?’  Leo asked.  


‘East.’  Mistral lifted a
hand to point to the section of forests where the amazons were.  


‘What plans have they made?’


‘They will split up tomorrow and
return to their respective settlements.  Octavia and Mara will muster
their tribes and join with Drusilla’s in the Dawn Forests.  Then they will
wait.’


‘For what?’


‘For Onieroi to clear the Isle of
all who stand in his way.’


‘And when Onieroi has taken the
Isle they will take it from him.’  Cassius finished flatly.


‘That sounds about right.’ 
Samson growled.  ‘Let him do the work then snatch his prize.’


‘An Isle of amazons.’ 
Bryden scowled.  ‘A hell.’


‘Hush.  Listen to me
now.’  Mistral spoke quietly, but they all heard and fell silent. 
‘This is the plan –’


They listened to Mistral
speaking, absorbing her words and the instructions she issued without
question.  At the treeline they halted and gathered closely.


‘Do you each know what is it
expected of you?’  Mistral asked.  


A chorus of murmurs rose, only
Fabian remained silent, but his burning gaze never left Mistral’s face. 
She had no need of his spoken voice, it filled her mind with every breath she
took.  She paused and looked at the group gathered around her.
 Imperato, his proud face hard … the twins’, anger turning their faces to
those of avenging angels … Bryden, Samson, Xerxes, Cain, Leo ... their auras
filled with the fury they were too well trained to let show. 
Brutus.  Mistral’s eyes brushed quickly over her silent brother.  His
despair stung like a wound, but she knew he was strong enough to carry out the
plan.  Serenity and Delphine.  The gentle healers.  Aside from
the fact that, like her, they both still wore dresses, there was nothing gentle
in the cold determination she could see in their faces. 


Marcus.  


Mistral’s gaze lingered on her
son but could find no cause to question her decision for him to come.  He
was completely calm and for once, quiet.  She nodded, knowing for certain
that she would trust each of the faces before her with her own life, and now
the life of her daughter. 


‘Then we are prepared.  We
will be at the amazons’ camp within the hour.  We must be silent. 
Only communicate in code from now on.’


They entered the forests single
file, Brutus leading the horse he had bought Amber with her dog nestled inside
his jerkin.  There had been no more snow that week and the ground was
clear but hard.  The horses’ hooves thudded dully on the frozen
ground.  Small sounds became unnaturally magnified in the silence; the
knocking sound of a hoof striking a tree root was like thunder, the snapping of
a twig louder than a whip crack.  Hands gripped the hilts of swords with
every unexpected sound and the atmosphere grew unbearably tense.  Shallow
breaths were forced and eyes stared wide without the respite of blinking. 


Half of the hour Mistral predicted
had passed when she raised her hand and signalled for them all to
dismount.  They would tether the horses and complete the journey on
foot.  Silent as ghosts, they slipped away between the trees. 
Mistral’s eyes stayed on Fabian, watching his dark shape melt away into the
shadows until she could no longer see him, only hear the whisper of his
thoughts in her mind.  She drew in a breath and turned to face the three
that would accompany her on the final and most dangerous part of the
plan.  Serenity and Delphine nodded in response to her coded question, but
Bram made no response.  He didn’t understand the Ri code, only that it was
time to finish what he’d started by running away from Drusilla’s tribe. 
He lifted his chin a little higher and accepted the light hold Serenity and
Delphine placed on either arm.  Only his colouring betrayed his
nervousness.  The rich tones of his olive skin were drained to a washed
out grey.  He clenched his hands to stop them from trembling and forced
himself to walk back towards the hated woman he’d fled from.  


Serenity and Delphine walked with
Bram between them and Mistral at their head.  She set the pace, walking
confidently, not looking anywhere but straight ahead.  There was no longer
any need for stealth and she deliberately stepped on a fallen branch, snapping
it beneath her heel.  She wanted the amazons to know of her approach and
draw their attention away from the silent shadows keeping pace in the forests
on either side.  


The path they were following was
a deer trail.  It weaved between the trees and prevented them from being
able to see very far ahead, but it was well used and free of undergrowth. 
Their booted steps echoed hollowly on the frozen earth, sounding to Bram like
the knocking of his heart.  He felt a strange sensation of time slowing,
as though he were savouring the last moments of a life he had just found and
would be sorry to leave.  At once he was aware of everything.  Above
the swishing of the women’s long skirts he could hear the gentle noises of the
forest; the rustle of dry leaves as tiny creatures scurried away, the drumming
of a woodpecker, and the occasional whirr of wings as a bird gave flight. 
Sunlight pierced the dark branches, illuminating sections of the trail with
shafts of sparkling gold.  Bram glanced at the women on either side of
him.  They were women like he had never known; unafraid to fight but not
aggressive, strong-willed but not forceful, yet still possessed of an
undeniable femininity.  Delphine caught his look and smiled and he couldn’t
help but respond in kind.  Yes.  She was very beautiful, but more
appealing to Bram was something he had never seen in a woman before.  She
looked kind.   


The trail began to widen and
powdery patches of snow appeared on the exposed ground.  Mistral saw the
impression of a boot at the edge of one small drift and knew they were
close.  They rounded another bend in the trail and suddenly found
themselves in a small glade. 


‘Halt!’  


Mistral immediately
stopped.  Delphine and Serenity stayed behind her, keeping Bram between
them.


‘Who approaches?’  The harsh
voice shouted again.  


‘Mistral.  I bring a
trade.’  


Delphine sought Bram’s hand and
pressed it briefly.  


‘Oh?’  Octavia strode into
view, thrusting out her heavy jaw.  ‘What trade do you offer, wife of the
Ri?’


‘I bring the amazon male.’


Octavia’s eyes swept over the
group and fell on Bram, ‘So, you return our property.’


‘No.  I trade.’


Octavia threw back her head and
laughed, an aggressive booming sound.  She stopped abruptly and levelled
her gaze at Mistral again, ‘Trade is it?  Well, that is not for me to
say.’


‘Nay.  It is for me to
say.’  Drusilla stepped out from the shadow of the trees with Mara beside
her.  The long walk from the Valley had obviously pained the ancient
amazon and her strides were slightly uneven, as though she were favouring one
leg.  ‘Thou art alone?’


Mistral nodded, her eyes not
leaving the amazon’s face, ‘The Divinus would not approve of this.’


‘Thou art devious.’ 
Drusilla drew back her lips a mirthless smile, revealing teeth yellowed with
age, ‘Thou would make a fine sister, wife of the Ri.’  Her gaze slid over
Mistral’s cloaked body and the swell that was apparent.  ‘Thou art wasted
as a man’s possession.’


Mistral ignored her pitying look
and spoke again, deliberately keeping her voice even, ‘Will you trade the girl
for the amazon male?’


Drusilla’s gaze became
calculating, ‘Girl?  She is more than that to thou.  I see the
likeness.  She is thy daughter.’


‘All the Ri are my sons and
daughters.’


‘Nay.  She is of thy
blood.  I see it and I know it.  Thou would not dare go against thy
lord and master the Divinus for anything less.’  She tilted her head on
one side, her expression mocking.  ‘Will he be very angry that thou hast
compromised his fine principles, mother of the Ri?  Will he shout whilst
thou trembles and begs his mighty forgiveness?’


Mistral gritted her teeth,
refusing to let Drusilla’s goading get the better of her temper, ‘Do we have a
trade?’


Drusilla pursed her wrinkled
lips, ‘Maybe.’


‘I do not deal in maybe
Drusilla.  You wanted a life for a life.  I bring you a life, now
give me the girl.’


A silence fell before Drusilla
spoke again.  Her voice was so quiet that Mistral had to strain to hear
the words.  ‘I will trade the girl for thou.’


Mistral paused, forcing back the
instant refusal that threatened to burst from her.  


Drusilla took her hesitation for
doubt and nodded, ‘Of course.  Thou must see the girl to ensure she lives
and my words are not a lie –’


‘No!’  Mistral said quickly,
then smiled to hide the sharpness of her response.  She tapped a finger to
her head by way of explanation.  ‘I’ve already Seen her Drusilla.  I
know she lives.  I don’t want her to see me.  It’ll only cause her
distress.’


Drusilla eyed her for a moment
then offered a rictus of a smile in return, ‘Then I await thy answer, sister.’


Mistral allowed herself the
luxury of a moment of relief while she pretended to consider the amazon’s
offer.  The last thing she wanted was Amber anywhere near the three
amazons.  ‘You want me for a Seer?’


‘Ay.’


‘What use have you of Sight?’


‘The same as any.  To know
the thoughts of others.’


‘But it will be an Isle of
amazons.  You know your race.’


Drusilla laughed, a harsh
cackling that grated on Mistral’s ears.  She fought the desire to wince
and forced her face to remain expressionless.


‘The Isle?  It is but one
piece of land.  Amazons could rule many.  I will unite the scattered
tribes and bring the sisterhood back to strength.  We will be a ruling
nation again.’


Suddenly Mistral was weary of
egos and arrogance, devices and deceit.  She looked straight into
Drusilla’s eyes and shook her head, ‘I will never join you.’


Drusilla’s face hardened and her
eyes grew cold, ‘There is no trade.  I hast my tithe.  We art done.’


‘You have no tithe!’ 
Delphine suddenly cried.  ‘Amber will never accept your ways!  She
loves!  She is married!’


Drusilla’s face twisted with
scorn, ‘They all see the truth of our ways.  In the end.’


A stillness fell across the three
Ri women at her words.  Serenity spoke, her voice no more than the
rustling of the frozen leaves beneath their feet, ‘Does it give you delight to
steal loved ones away from their families?’


‘Delight?  I am not given to
such whimsical emotion.  It is my duty to reveal the truth to those that
hast time to listen.’


‘Even if they are only children?’


‘What art years to me?  A
mind is set at birth.  My words can be heard by all ages and all bloods
and be known as the truth.’


Serenity kept her voice
controlled, but her eyes flashed with a black fury, ‘All bloods?  Tell me
Drusilla, have you any elves in your sisterhood?’


‘Nay.’  Drusilla
sneered.  ‘They art too weak.  Though I hast tried.  They
appeared strong, but could not take our ways and the winters claimed them.’


‘Did the elves have names?’


Drusilla scowled suspiciously,
‘Thou ask too many questions.  What is it to thou?’


Serenity’s face grew sad, she
sighed and opened her hands out in a despairing gesture, ‘You are free of the
regrets that haunt me and have strength where I am weak.  I have no
children Drusilla.  I wanted them, oh, so very much ... but it was not to
be.  It is a sore that festers in me, and when I hear tales of the lives
of children ending I am filled with a need to mourn for them.’


‘Stupid woman.  Thou feed thy
weakness with the sorrow of others.  Know this, mother of none. 
Names art not important but faces art.  Thine I will know forever, and
should I see it again I will silence thy questioning mouth with my
dagger.’  Drusilla spat on the ground then turned and began to walk away. 


‘Was one of them called
Yasmin?’  Serenity called in a clear voice. 


Drusilla’s thin shoulders
stiffened.  She turned around and stared at Serenity with narrowed eyes,
‘What is this?’  She hissed.


‘It’s a simple enough question
Drusilla.  Or is your memory weakened with age like the bones in your
legs?’


‘My mind is stronger than the
soft jelly in thy head woman!’  Drusilla snarled.  ‘I forget
nothing!  Yasmin.  Yes!  The dead elven girl was called
Yasmin.  Her friends I knew not their names.  Their snivelling
annoyed me – Oh!’


A whine followed by a thump ended
Drusilla’s words.  She stared at Serenity, her sneering mouth gaping in
shock.  Her eyes grew wide then rolled back.  With a rattling gasp
she fell to the ground, an arrow protruding obscenely from her forehead. 
Mistral flung out her arms and pushed the others back as the two amazons
snarled and drew their daggers.  More whines and dull thuds immediately
followed and the amazons’ snarls became grunts of pain.  Mara quickly
stumbled and fell but Octavia continued to lumber forwards, stepping over the
twitching body of her sister without a glance.  More arrows thudded into
her.  She jerked as they struck and took another heavy step.  


‘Legs!’  Mistral called
loudly and at once arrows struck into the amazon’s legs.  She gave a
bellow of frustration and slowly sank to her knees and began to crawl, fury
driving her on.  Another hail of arrows rained down, striking every part
of her body until she was covered in long shafts.  She stared at Mistral
with deranged eyes.  Blood foamed as her lips worked soundlessly, then she
gave a shuddering groan and slumped to the ground.


There was a moment of silence,
then Delphine exhaled a heartfelt sigh of relief.  Mistral slowly lowered
her arms and turned towards the sound of running feet.   


‘Amber!’  Brutus appeared,
wild-eyed and still clutching his bow.


‘There.’  Mistral pointed to
the trees behind the three fallen amazons.  


He dropped his bow and ran to
where she indicated, frantically calling Amber’s name.


‘I’m here Brutus!’


Brutus cried out with relief and
sprinted across the camp, leaping over the smoking fire and falling to his
knees beside a figure huddled in a cloak, ‘Amber!  Oh, Amber!’


‘No!’  She recoiled from his
touch, her bound hands pulling at the hood that covered her face.  ‘Don’t
look at me!’


‘What have they done to you?’
 His voice grew thick with despair.  ‘Oh Amber!  Tell me!’ 



Amber shook her head, making the
heavy cowl shake, ‘I’m not hurt.  Much.  But the ugly one, Octavia, she
... she cut my hair off.’


Brutus sagged with relief and
reached for her again, ‘Amber –’


‘No!’  She shrank away from
him, holding the hood tighter to her face.  ‘I look so ugly Brutus! 
How will you love me when I look like this?’


Brutus watched his wife cowering
in her hood then suddenly drew his dagger and grabbed his long ponytail, ‘Then
I will cut mine off too.’


Amber gasped and reached for the
dagger with both hands, ‘No!  Don’t do that!  I love your hair!’


He dropped the dagger and gently
pulled back her hood, ‘And I love you.  With or without hair.’


She moaned softly and lowered her
eyes as he revealed her shorn head, ‘I’m ugly.’


‘No you are not.’


‘I am.  I look like a boy.’


‘You are far too beautiful to
look like a boy.’


She lifted her gaze to meet his
with tear-filled eyes, ‘Oh, Brutus.  Please take me home.  I’ve had a
really bad day.’


Laughing softly, Brutus pulled
Amber into his arms and held her tightly.


Back in the clearing, Leo strode
over to stand beside Bryden.  They stared down at Drusilla’s lifeless
body.  Her eyes stared back, wide and vacant.


‘A life for a life.’  Bryden
said quietly.  ‘Drusilla for Yasmin.’


‘A life for a life.’  Leo
echoed then knelt and pressed his hand over the amazon’s eyes, closing
them.  ‘You were right Drusilla.  You said that the next time I saw
your face would be the last.’


Samson nudged Mara’s body with
his boot, ‘What do you want to do with them?’


Leo stood up and turned away,
‘Burn them.’  


‘Here?’


‘No.’ Leo glanced around at the
trees.  ‘It might cause a forest fire.  We’re going to have to take
them back to the Valley.’


Samson nodded and called for help
to move the three bodies.  Drusilla’s was pierced by only the one arrow,
unmistakably Bryden’s from the distinctive red fletches he dressed his arrows
with, but the other two bodies were riddled with arrows.  It would be
impossible to say which had been the one to extinguish life, and no-one tried
to make that claim.  It was enough to know that they were dead. 


‘Is Amber unharmed?’ 
Fabian’s question was quiet, but his tone urgent. 


‘Yes and no.’ Mistral
replied with a sigh.  ‘Octavia cut off her hair and Mara hit her, but
she’ll get over it.  Hair grows and bruises fade.’


‘And you Mistral.  Are you
unharmed?’  


She looked into his dark eyes,
‘No harm could ever befall me when you are near Fabian.  But this outcome
is not the one I would have chosen.’  


He glanced at the three bodies
being hauled away, ‘I know, and I care not.  You are safe.  Amber is
safe.  For this moment in time, that is all I care about.’


Mistral took his hand, ‘Then let
this moment be our eternity.’  


They watched Bryden roughly
dragging Drusilla’s body away, his face a mask of hate.


‘Did you know?’


Mistral nodded, ‘But I couldn’t
risk telling him.  If Bryden knew it was Drusilla who’d taken Yasmin he
would’ve been unable to stop himself from attacking her the moment she
appeared, and we would have lost our daughter too.’


‘Mother?  Father?’


They both turned to watch Amber
walking towards them.  Her face was puffy and her hair a ragged mop, but
she was smiling.  One hand was held tightly in Brutus’, the other clutched
Merlin to her chest.  


Fabian smiled at his daughter and
lifted a hand to gently brush her swollen cheek, ‘Let’s go home.’


The party rode back to the Valley
in the soft pink light of sunset.  No words were spoken.  Amber kept
her hood pulled up and her hand clasped in Brutus’, riding by her side. 
The three dead amazons were carried across the back of the twins’ saddles and
Bryden’s.  Quiet instructions were given to Clovis on their arrival in the
village square, then they returned to the familiar surroundings of Mistral and
Fabian’s house where normality quickly re-established itself.  Merlin was
reunited with Prospero and curled between his paws in front of the fire. 
Delphine dragged Amber upstairs to address her brutal haircut and in the living
room wine was poured and the dissection began.


‘What will happen when Drusilla,
Mara and Octavia fail to return to their tribes?’  Serenity asked.


‘The amazons will rise against
us.’  Leo said flatly.  ‘There will be a war.’


‘Maybe.’  Phantom
mused.  ‘Or maybe not.  The tribes are leaderless now, and we’re
about to burn the evidence of our involvement in their deaths.  In the
absence of chiefs, and any proof of how they died, the tribes might do nothing
other than hold elections for new leaders.’


Samson shook his head, ‘There’ll
be a war for certain.  The lack of evidence won’t make any
difference.  The tribes knew their chiefs were going to the Valley of the
Ri.  When they don’t return it’ll be obvious that we’ve killed them – and
I’ll bet my last bronze coin they won’t believe the truth in how justified our
actions were.  Those damned chiefs are going to cause more trouble dead
than they did alive.’


‘Whether or not the amazon tribes
believe our words is immaterial.’  Imperato said gravely.  ‘They will
see no wrong in Drusilla’s actions, either in the taking of Yasmin or
Amber.  However, they will be insulted by our refusal to return Bram and
will seek to avenge what they will perceive to be the unwarranted murder of
their chiefs.’


‘Bram was not rightfully
Drusilla’s anymore.  He had Registered.  He’s Ri.’  Samson
reasoned.


Imperato’s tail twitched
impatiently, ‘Amazons heed no laws but their own.  We have broken them and
must expect their retaliation.’  


‘So let’s pre-empt the
strike.  Send messengers informing the tribes of what has occurred here
today.’  Leo said decisively.  ‘By our laws we are guilty of no
crime, but if we keep silent we will appear so.’    


‘Who would you send?  Any
messenger would be shot the moment they delivered that message!’  Bryden
cried.


‘I’ll do it.’  Samson
growled.


‘No.  Send one of the
amazons.  They won’t kill a sister.’


‘I wouldn’t count on it, anyway
they’ve all gone north with the rest of the Ri.’  


‘No, not all.’  Mistral said
quickly.  ‘Cerbera and Belladonna are still travelling back from their
search for Onieroi’s following.  Cerbera was in the Northern Range and was
caught by the early snows.  She won’t be back for at least another
fortnight, but Belladonna was only in the Southern Range.  She should be
back any day soon.’


Samson scowled in frustration,
‘It’s still too long!  The tribes are going to realise pretty quickly that
something’s happened to their chiefs and will be planning their revenge. 
Damn it!  The Valley’s never been more vulnerable to attack than it is
right now!’


‘This is my fault.’  Cassius
groaned and kneaded his temples with his knuckles.  ‘I have been Divinus
for less than a month and have already committed two huge errors.  I
should never have sent the warriors from the Valley so soon.  Now we are
left without protection.’  He lifted his head to look at Leo.  ‘I
should have heeded your words in the meeting.  I am too inexperienced to
be a strong Divinus.’


‘No Cassius.  Sending the
warriors north was the right decision.  The weather has made the travel
hard and they need time to rest and prepare.  And who could predict how
this meeting would have turned out?  I was wrong to suggest trading
Bram.  I was blinded by my desperation to find a solution and saw
Drusilla’s offer as being that.  But now I see the full reality of her
words.  The amazons would never have aided our fight.  All she
offered was not to join Onieroi and fight against us.  And the quickness
with which she retracted that when you refused to trade Bram makes me think she
would have betrayed us anyway.’  Leo paused and gave Cassius a searching
look.  At length he nodded slowly, as though answering a question he had been
asking of himself.  ‘I do not think my judgement of you was flawed. 
You are already a strong Divinus and will grow even stronger as you
learn.  But know this Cassius, no matter hard it may be, we only learn by
making mistakes.’


‘Mistakes with the lives of my
family?’


‘Cassius.  Sight is a gift
and hindsight is a curse.  No-one knew Drusilla was going to take
Amber.  Mistral was reading her during the meeting and saw nothing to
suggest that was her intention.’


Phantasm looked up sharply,
‘Sight was warning you though, wasn’t it Mistral?  That’s why you were so
edgy and desperate to see Marcus.’


Mistral nodded and looked over at
her son, sat on the rug before the fire with the dogs.  He was playing
knuckle bones with Bram, who no-one seemed to have noticed come into the house
with them.  She sighed and turned back to Phantasm.  ‘I’m more to
blame than any of you.  I should’ve read Amber when I felt the anxiety for
my family, but I didn’t.’


‘Why ever not?’  Phantom
frowned. 


Mistral looked away and dropped
her voice, ‘Amber’s married and entitled to some privacy.’


Phantom made an exasperated noise
but Phantasm shrugged, ‘Even if you had read Amber it wouldn’t have made any
difference.  You can’t See what people don’t know.  Amber didn’t know
she was in danger, and Drusilla didn’t plan to take her.  For once, you
were as blind as the rest of us mere mortals.’


Mistral nodded but kept her eyes
lowered to hide a sudden flash of guilt.  She would have to tell Fabian
that Saul had helped her work out who’d taken Yasmin, but now was definitely
not the time. 


Light steps on the stairs made
them all turn to see Amber walking hesitantly down.  She paused on the
last step and pulled a face, running a hand self-consciously through her short
hair, ‘I know I look hideous, but I wanted to come down and thank you all
for rescuing me.  I was stupid riding off like that when I know how
dangerous it is to be alone at the moment.  I’m really sorry I caused so
much trouble.’


A chorus of disagreement met her speech
and Cassius strode over with open arms.  Amber sank into them and closed
her eyes to hide the tears caused by his murmured words, then she was in
Brutus’ arms and the words were the same but they evoked different emotions in
her.  She smiled when he ran a hand over her short hair and moved her head
like cat being stroked.


‘I like it,’ he smiled.  ‘I
can actually see your face now.’


She laughed and buried her face
into his shirt, ‘It feels weird.  My ears are cold.’


‘Amber?’  


‘Yes?’  She looked up to see
him gazing at her with an expression that was almost formal.


 ‘I have something of
yours.’


Amber glanced at his hand and saw
her wedding ring laid in his open palm, ‘Oh!  You found it!  When
Mara pulled it off my finger and threw it away I thought I’d never see it
again!’  She looked at Brutus and her voice dropped to a whisper. 
‘Or you.’


‘Well we’re both here, so if you
have no objections, I’d like to put it back where it belongs.’


Amber smiled and held out her
left hand, watching as he gently pushed the ring back onto her finger, ‘I
promise not to lose it again.’


‘And I promise not to lose you
again.’  Brutus pulled her from her feet and swung her around, dropping
her laughing onto the sofa.  


Cassius smiled as his sister
grinned happily at her husband, then returned his attention to the continuing
debate.


‘So, what now?’  Bryden
asked bluntly.  


‘Do we send a messenger or
not?’  Phantasm mused.  ‘If we don’t, it makes us appear at best
callous, and at worst, guilty.’


Imperato shook his head, ‘Sending
a messenger to inform the tribes of the demise of their chiefs will simply
expedite the process of retaliation.’  


‘So, we sit here like ducks with
targets painted on our chests and wait for the amazons to come storming into
the Valley?’  Samson demanded.  


‘No Samson.  We plan and
prepare.’  Leo said shortly.  ‘I will return to the Council
immediately and despatch a platoon of warlocks.  They will set up camp in
the meadows with instructions to kill any amazons that appear.’  


Cassius frowned, ‘That’s all very
well, but what if they kill one of the Ri amazons by mistake?  You know
Cerbera and Belladonna haven’t returned yet.’  


Leo frowned, ‘That is a
risk.  The warlocks would not differentiate between them and any other
amazon.’ 


‘Then warlocks are out of the
question.’  


‘Call the warriors back.’ 
Phantom suggested.  


Cassius shook his head, ‘There’s
not enough time.’  


‘We could send Mage De Winter to
collect them, use Expediency –’


Mistral shot Phantom a furious
look, but Cassius spoke before she could deliver the sharp rebuke her eyes
promised, ‘No.  I will not order the warriors up and down the Isle like
toy soldiers because of my stupidity.  I have made this mess, and I will
clear it up.’  He paused and frowned.  ‘It is unfortunate that we do
not know any members of the amazon tribes, or we could read them and know their
plans.’


‘Not so Divinus.’  Phantasm
murmured and let his green eyes slide over to the fire where Marcus and Bram
were finishing their game of knuckle bones.


‘Bram.’  Cassius only breathed
his name but the amazon looked up.  The smile that had lit his face faded,
leaving his eyes wary.  ‘Will you help us again?’  


Marcus gave a crow of victory and
knocked over the last bone in the set.  Bram glanced at him and amusement
flickered briefly in his face, then grew sombre again, ‘I have lived more
in the last three hours than all my twenty years.  There is nothing I
would not give to have experienced that.’  He looked around the living
room, taking in the dogs by his feet, the cloaks slung over the backs of the
worn sofas and the boots stacked by the door.  Finally he gazed at the
faces of the people that had acted selflessly and without hesitation for
someone they cared about.  ‘Yes.  I know what family is now.’


Mistral smiled, ‘After what you
did today, you are now a part of this family.’  


‘I wouldn’t look so pleased if I
were you Bram.’  Marcus warned.  ‘Del’s obsessed with making sure
we’ve got clean faces and she’s got a vicious slap, mother swears like a
wounded goblin when she’s angry, which is most of the time ... and you haven’t
met my twin brothers yet –’ 


‘Will you let my mother and I
read your memories of your tribe?’  Cassius interrupted before Marcus
could continue. 


‘Yes.  If it is well with
you, I will think of them now.’  Bram shifted himself into a more
comfortable position and closed his eyes.  


Mistral and Cassius moved to
stand beside him and gazed unseeingly at the fire.  As the Seers began to
work a silence fell across the room, until watching their blank expressions quickly
lost its thrall and people turned away to begin murmured conversations.  


Samson looked around then leaned
close to mutter in Fabian’s ear, ‘What happened in that glade today
brother?  The plan was to trade Bram then return under cover of darkness and
retrieve him.  How did it go so wrong?’


‘I don’t know, but it changed the
moment Drusilla confessed to taking Yasmin.’


‘Changed and changed fast! 
All I knew then was reloading my bow faster than I’ve ever done in my life!’


‘I also.  Although there have
been other occasions in my life since Mistral entered it that have given me
cause to improve my reflexes.’


Samson laughed quietly, ‘I don’t
doubt it brother.  But how did Serenity know?’


‘Mage De Winter, Samson.’ 
Phantasm murmured politely as he moved quietly to stand beside Fabian. 
‘Please forgive my intrusion, but I am puzzled by today also.  Did Mistral
profess to already knowing that Drusilla had taken Yasmin?’ 


‘We have not spoken of it.’ 
Fabian lied, his dark eyes betraying nothing.  


Samson frowned, ‘It wasn’t
Mistral who got Drusilla to talk.  It was Serenity.’


Phantasm nodded, but his green
eyes were thoughtful, ‘Yes.  Clever wasn’t she?’


‘Serenity?  Yes, I was quite
surprised by how well she played Drusilla.’


‘No, not Serenity, although
credit is due for her acting.  I meant Mistral.’  


Fabian’s eyes tightened, ‘What
are you insinuating Phantasm?’


Phantasm met Fabian’s black stare
coolly, ‘That Mistral knew who had taken Yasmin but kept it to herself to
protect Amber.  When Drusilla slipped up and Serenity realised that she’d
been the one to take Bryden’s daughter, Mistral cleverly kept out of it. 
She knew Drusilla wouldn’t hesitate to hurt Amber if Mistral gave her the
slightest provocation, but would be completely unprepared for Serenity’s attack
after the excellent performance she gave.’


‘Performance?’  


‘Oh yes.  Serenity played
the unfulfilled mother, knowing that Drusilla would scorn her for it and let
her defences down.  Her pride was stung by Serenity’s observation about
suffering with the bone-wearing disease of the elderly.  She would have
expected something like that from Mistral, but not from the meek and
compassionate Serenity.  Like I said.  Mistral was clever.  Very
clever.’


Fabian’s voice dropped to a
dangerous hiss, ‘Are you suggesting that Mistral planned what happened?’  


‘I cannot know what she planned
Mage De Winter, but I suspect that the plan she presented us with in the meadow
was one of two she had made.’


‘Choose your words more carefully
Phantasm.  Yours would make it appear that Mistral orchestrated for the
amazons to die and bring about a war.’


‘That is not my intention Mage De
Winter.  I believe that Mistral genuinely wanted the plan she made with us
to succeed, but she knew how Bryden would react if the truth about Yasmin were
to somehow come out.  I think she planned for both outcomes but chose not
to tell us of the second, less desirable one.’


‘Planned like a true
strategist.’  Samson looked impressed, then frowned.  ‘And quite
unlike the reckless creature I know Mistral to be.’


‘Hmm, for a person that claims to
hate details, Mistral thought of everything.  Even while she was carrying
out the first plan she had the second one in mind, hence not wanting Amber
brought out to prove she still lived.  Mistral didn’t want her in the line
of our arrow fire.’


‘I must admit I was astounded
when she didn’t do anything other than protect Serenity and Delphine when the
amazons attacked.  Normally I’d have bet any money on Mistral leaping at
them armed with just a toothpick!’


 ‘Yes Samson.  Mistral
has changed.’  Phantasm said then looked at Fabian.  ‘Undeniably.’


‘Mistral’s carrying children
Phantasm.  She will think of their lives with every action she takes.’


‘Yes.  Three children.’


‘Speak the words I can see in
your eyes!’ 


‘The power of three, Mage De
Winter.’


‘No!’


‘You have seen it.’


Fabian suddenly leaned forward,
pressing his face close to Phantasm’s.  He did not raise his voice but
every word vibrated with force, ‘No!  What I have seen is a mother doing anything
in her power to protect her daughter yet be mindful of the three lives within
her.  I will not have you spreading the belief that Mistral is imbued with
the power of three.  That is nothing but a myth and she is my wife, real
and living, not some talisman sent to protect the Isle.  If you dare speak
to her of this I will kill you without hesitation.’


Phantasm nodded calmly, ‘I do not
doubt it Mage De Winter.  But I have already spoken of it with her.’


Fabian’s eyes filled with cold
fury, ‘Oh, have you?  And what did she say?’


‘She laughed at me.’


‘And who else have you shared
this fallacy with?’


‘My brother, of course, and ...
Imperato.’  


Fabian drew in a breath,
‘Imperato.  What did he have to say on the matter?’


‘He agreed with me.  He
believes that the answer lies within Mistral.  She is a powerful Seer
who’s gift increases in strength when she is carrying another life within
her.  Three is a divine number and her powers will be increased threefold
by the babies she carries.  It is no consequence that this has happened
when the Isle has great need of a champion.’


‘No.’ Fabian shook his head
slowly.  ‘I will not have talk of fate govern our lives any longer. 
Mistral will not hear of this conversation.  She will be kept out of any
fighting that happens and my children will be born to a healthy mother. 
We will not speak of this again.  Ever.  Do you understand me?’


Phantasm met the flat black stare
that was the sun to Mistral’s world but promised only death to him, ‘Yes Mage
De Winter.’


 











Twenty One Days





Bram pushed open the doors to the
Infirmary and walked in.  The pale winter sunlight poured in through the
long windows and cast a glowing halo around the figure making up one of the
beds.  He smiled and called her name.  She turned.  Her blue
gaze polite, then lighting with pleasure. 


‘Bram!  Oh!’  Her
expression changed when she saw the reason for his visit.  ‘You’re
injured!’


He glanced down at his bleeding
arm, ‘I am slower than Raoul with the sword.  He caught me and the Lady De
Winter insisted I have it treated.’


‘The Lady De Winter?  That’s
a bit formal, isn’t it?’


‘She is very kind to me.’


Delphine arched an eyebrow,
‘“Kind” is not a word often used to describe my mother.’  She patted the
bed she’d just made in a brisk fashion.  ‘Come and take a seat before you
bleed all over my clean floor.’  


Bram walked over to sit on the
edge of the bed.  He gazed out of the window and listened to the sounds of
Delphine gathering together what she needed to treat his wound.  ‘I can
see the Training Arena.’


‘I know.’  Delphine called
from the storeroom.  ‘I often watch the apprentices training.’


‘Do you watch me?’


‘Yes.  You’re coming on
well.’


She appeared beside him with a
metal basin and some sharp looking implements.  He eyed them
unhappily, ‘Will this hurt?’


‘Did it hurt getting cut with a
sword?’


‘Yes.’


‘Then this will be nothing by
comparison.’


Bram watched as Delphine sat down
beside him and took his arm.  Her touch was light but firm as she rolled
up his sleeve and exposed the long slice in his forearm.  He flinched when
she daubed ointment onto the wound.  ‘What purpose does that serve?’


‘It cleans the wound and prevents
infection,’ she murmured and lifted a needle to the light to thread it. 
‘Now shush, I need to concentrate.’  


She held the wound together and
Bram winced when he felt the sharp point of the needle pierce his skin. 
He watched the silver needle pass through the red line of the wound then appear
out the other side.


‘Look away if it makes you feel
faint.’ 


‘It doesn’t.  In fact, it’s
quite fascinating.’


Delphine smiled, but didn’t look
up from her task, ‘That’s just how I saw it.  I never saw blood and gore,
just parts of a jigsaw that needed to be put back together.’


Bram watched her work, the pain
obliterated by admiration for her skill.  Slowly the wound was closed
until all that remained was a row of neat black stitches.  


‘There, all done.’  Delphine
looked up and smiled.  ‘Your first scar.  It’s a big moment in a
warrior’s life.  Congratulations.’


‘Thank you.’  Bram smiled.


‘You have a lovely smile. 
It lights your face.’


‘I never smiled before I came
here.’


Delphine’s face fell, ‘Oh
Bram.  That’s so sad!  I will make it my solemn duty to make you
smile every day.’


‘You do make me smile Mistress
Delphine.  When I see you I can almost forget what I have known.’


Delphine took Bram’s hands and
gazed sadly at him, ‘I would ease the pain I see in your eyes, but I don’t know
how until you are ready to tell me what caused it.’


‘It is not something I can speak
of easily.’  Bram paused and looked down at their hands, then gave quiet
laugh.  ‘I have never held hands before.  Touch.  It is so
strange to me.  But I like it when you touch me.  Even if it is to
cause pain.’  He threw the metal basin a rueful look then turned back to
meet Delphine’s gentle gaze.  ‘I have known only loneliness and anguish so
strong that it would tear at your heart.  I have been nothing and
no-one.  A father.  Yes.  I have been a father.  And every
child I sired I hoped and prayed would be a girl.  I cannot tell you the
agony when it was not.  I would have traded places with that doomed baby
in a heartbeat, but then I would have cursed it to become me.  To curse
another to hearing the cries of his newborn son and know that they would be
silenced ... I – it was not something I could do.’


Delphine bit her lip and watched
Bram struggling to find the words to express his pain.  She lifted a hand
to touch his cheek, seeking to comfort him.  His skin was smooth beneath
her touch and she laughed without meaning to. ‘You’re like Marcus!’ 


‘Yes.  Amazon men do not
grow beards.’


‘Don’t they?’  She stroked
the smooth skin of his jaw wonderingly.  ‘What else don’t they do?’


‘Kiss.’


She looked at him, ‘What? 
Never?’


‘No.’ Bram held her gaze. 
‘What is it like?’


‘Oh, I’m no expert.  I’ve
only ever kissed my husband.  It’s nice, depending on whether he’s had a
shave or not.’  Delphine traced the outline of his lips.  ‘Which is
not something that will bother any girls lucky enough to kiss you.’ 


He suddenly caught her hand and
kissed it lightly.  Delphine laughed and turned away to gather up the
metal basin.  


‘You are so gentle.  You
will be a wonderful mother.’


She froze and Bram knew instantly
that he had said the wrong thing.


‘I am sorry.  I have spoken
out of turn and offended you.  I meant no ill –’


‘No,’ she lifted a hand to stop
him.  ‘You were not to know.  But I will never have children.  I
am a half-breed.’  Delphine turned to look at him.  ‘See.  See
there is pain here too?  You have known the pain of the lives you helped
make come to brutal ends, and I will never know what it is to bring a life into
being.  We share much, you and I.’


Bram nodded, but did not
speak.  


Delphine smiled again, ‘Come
on.  I’ll walk back to the Training Arena with you and show the “kind”
Lady De Winter how well her apprentice has been treated.’


The cold air brought colour to
her pale cheeks and made her blue eyes sparkle.  Bram reached out to
steady her when she slipped on the icy path and smiled when she laughed at her
own clumsiness.  She was the opposite of everything he had ever known in a
woman and cruelly denied the one thing they took for granted.  She did not
push away the arm he offered for support and they walked down the path
together.  He glanced down at the hand that rested over his forearm, the
glint of gold on her finger making him frown.


‘What is it like to be
married?  I was taught it is a shackle that binds women, but not men.’


‘A shackle?  Well, I can
only speak for my marriage, but I don’t feel shackled.  I hope Cain
doesn’t feel that way,’ she added thoughtfully.  


‘So what is it then, if not a
shackle?’


‘It’s a partnership.  Like a
friendship, but more.  You know that the other person will always be there
for you, no matter what.  It’s about trust.  And love, of
course.  There has to be love, or a marriage could never work.’


Bram’s expression remained
puzzled, ‘Could two people not have all that without being married?’


‘Yes of course they could. 
But getting married is a public declaration of how you feel.  Life is full
of hard decisions and funeral pyres.  The chance to celebrate two people
openly declaring their love makes a welcome change from death and sorrow.’


‘I have never been to a funeral
pyre or a wedding.’


‘Don’t amazons burn their dead?’


‘Yes.  But men are not
permitted to attend.’


‘Oh.  Well I’m sorry to say
that you’ll probably attend a few during your apprenticeship.  Weddings
too hopefully.’  Delphine nudged him playfully.  ‘You never know, one
of them might be yours.’


They rounded the last corner in
the path and the Training Arena came into view.  It was nearly lunchtime
and Fabian was dismissing the apprentices.  Samson and Mistral were
leaning on the fence, talking quietly and enjoying the weak winter
sunshine.  They looked up as Bram and Delphine approached.


‘I’ll give Fabian a hand to clear
up.’  Samson abruptly pushed himself off the fence and loped across the
Arena, a slight limp still marring his long strides.


‘Something I said?’ 
Delphine asked, looking hurt. 


Mistral shrugged disinterestedly,
‘You can ask him later.  Gemma’s cooking tonight.  Are you fit for
training Bram?’  


‘Yes Lady De Winter.’


‘Good.  Now go and get some
vambraces from Toothe and Nayle.  Stick them on my account.  Call it
a Qualification gift.’


‘But I have yet to Qualify Lady
De Winter.’


‘Yes.  But you won’t if
you’ve got no arms, will you?  So get the vambraces, oh, and make sure
they’re gorgon not troll.  Titus always tries to fob apprentices off with
the cheaper stuff because he thinks they’ll die before their account is
settled.  Typical money grabbing goblin.’


Bram’s mouth twitched, but he
managed to hide his smile.  It was one thing for Mistral to call Titus
Nayle names, but quite another for a first year apprentice to agree with
her.  ‘Thank you Lady De Winter, you are most generous.’


‘Not really.  If I have my
way and we dump most of the female apprentices on Serenity, then it’ll nearly
cut the number of first years in half.  I want my Qualification figures
up, not down.  So keep your arms and try not to die before you Qualify,
won’t you Bram?’


‘I will do my best Lady De
Winter.’  Bram replied sincerely.  


The family gathered in the house
Mage Grapple had bought for his retirement that had since become Gemma and
Samson’s.  The large living room now held Gemma’s furniture from her house
in Brintor.  Ralph and Lucien were there, nervously shifting from one foot
to the other while Mistral and her family entered.


‘Boys!  You’re back!’ 
Samson roared and flung the linen tea towel he was holding over his
shoulder.  ‘Did you get that manticore then?’


Mistral’s twin sons nodded then
pointed mockingly to the tea towel over Samson’s shoulder, ‘Are we keeping you
from something important Samson?’


‘What?  Oh!  No!’ 
He laughed then leaned forward to whisper loudly.  ‘If I walk around with
a tea towel in my hands Gemma thinks I’m busy and doesn’t bother me!’


‘Neat trick.’


‘I know them all ...  but
never mind that now.  Where’s the manticore skin?’  Samson
demanded.  ‘I thought you’d have brought it back as a trophy from your
first official Contract!’


Fabian shrugged, ‘Gave it to
mother in lieu of our first month’s rent.’  


Samson gave Mistral an outraged
look, ‘You charge your children rent?’  


‘Of course I don’t Samson! 
But they insisted on giving me the rug, and Prospero likes it.’


‘That’s untypically generous of
you two.’  Delphine observed suspiciously.


‘Not really.’  


‘We’re never moving out
Del.  See the logic?  Mother can’t throw us out if we pay rent. 
We’ve got rights.’


‘Well, at least mother will
always have two sons at home then.’  


‘I’m not going either!’ 
Marcus announced brightly and bounded into the kitchen to see Gemma. 
‘What’s for dinner Gemma?  I could eat a horse!’


‘Marcus!  Never say that in
my house!’  Gemma cried in a horrified voice.  ‘It’s venison.’


Delphine vanished into the
kitchen to evict Marcus then stayed to help Gemma with the cooking. 
Marcus strolled out chewing happily on a stolen piece of cheese and joined his
brothers to answer the questions Ralph and Lucien were asking about the
manticore.  


‘Oh yes.’  Marcus waved the
piece of cheese airily.  ‘I know all about manticores.  In fact, my
brothers wanted me to go on the Contract with them, but I was too busy.’


Fabian rolled his eyes,
‘Yes.  Going to school.’  


Ralph and Lucien laughed and
began to relax.  Moving to the Valley had been a difficult decision for
them to make, but they knew finding another employer like Gemma would be
hard.  They had only been there a week and Mistral’s boys were the first
people they’d met of their own age.


‘Met Eudora yet?’  Fabian
asked while Marcus sulked over his cutting remark.


‘No.’


‘Take my advice.  Only go
into her shop in pairs.  If you go in on your own you won’t come out alive.’


Ralph and Lucien shared a
wide-eyed look.


‘Has she got vampire
blood?’  Lucien asked.


‘Worse.  She’s got fairy
blood.’  


Phantom and Phantasm looked over
at the burst of laughter from the boys then returned to their conversation with
Cassius, Fabian and Mistral.


‘Has Belladonna arrived at
Drusilla’s tribe yet?’  Phantasm asked. 


‘This morning.’


‘And is our plan working?’ 
Phantom demanded anxiously.


Mistral shrugged, ‘She’s still
alive, if that’s what you mean.’


‘Details please Mistral! 
How was she received?’


‘Well you know amazons, they
hardly hug and kiss their visitors, do they?  Belladonna delivered the
message to Bronwyn, waited for the reply, then left.’


‘What’s in the reply?’


‘Formal thanks for informing them
of the death of their chief and promising to inform the other two tribes of
their losses.  Just as you and your brother willed it.’


Phantom gave a sigh of relief,
‘Of course.  But it’s still good to hear.’


‘Have you read Bronwyn again this
afternoon?’  Phantasm asked.  


‘Yes.  It’s as Bram said. 
Bronwyn was Drusilla’s second in command and will now assume control of the
tribe.  Thanks to you two, she has no desire to avenge Drusilla’s death
and has worded her messages to the other two tribes along similar lines.’


Phantasm immediately looked
interested, ‘Oh?’  


‘Don’t make me repeat it
brother.  It was all talk about this being the dawn of a new era and
giving them the opportunity to change the old ways, only it went on for about
three pages.’


‘Out with the old and in with the
new.’  Phantom surmised cheerfully.


‘Pretty much.’  Mistral took
a sip of her wine.


‘This is the best result we could
have hoped for.’  Phantasm concluded in a satisfied tone.  ‘The
knowledge of the effect their race has on Onieroi and Drusilla’s plans to take
the Isle died with her and the other two amazon chiefs.  Through the
Divinus showing us Bram’s memory of Bronwyn we’ve been able to use our gift to
dissuade her from reacting violently.  Best of all, my brother and I can
continue to influence her when she takes control.  I think the amazons are
going to be a lot more pleasant to deal with now she’s chief.’ 


‘Chieftainess, please Phantasm.’
 Cassius murmured.  


‘Oh?  Has the title has been
formally approved by the Council?’


Cassius nodded. 


‘Then I apologise for my mistake
Divinus.  Chieftainess Bronwyn it is from now on.  In fact, we must
word a message of formal congratulations to her and remind Mage Sphinx to
extend an invitation to take up a seat on the Council –’


‘Oh look, Amber’s here.  I’d
better go speak to her.’  Mistral hurried away, dragging Fabian with her
and muttering under her breath.  ‘I’m fond of them, but they could bore a
corpse to death sometimes.’ 


Fabian smiled and slipped his arm
around her as they reached Amber and Brutus.  The swelling in Amber’s face
had gone down but her bruises had reached the colourful stage.  One eye
was a brilliant shade of purple, and green bruises dappled her jaw.  


‘I swear your hair’s
grown!’  Mistral exclaimed.


Brutus ruffled it affectionately,
‘I said that.  I think it’s at least an inch longer.’


‘The quicker it grows the
better.’  Amber grumbled.  ‘I have to wear a hat all time.  It’s
freezing with short hair.  I don’t know how my brothers can stand to have
theirs so short.  Mind you, where there’s no sense there’s no feeling.’


Brutus laughed, ‘You missed them
this week Amber, admit it.’


‘Didn’t miss their teasing. 
Did you hear them telling me I had skin like a fallen peach, meaning bruised?’


‘I’ll help you think of some
equally smart comments tonight so you can get your revenge over breakfast
tomorrow.’


‘Are you staying again tonight
Brutus?’  Fabian asked politely.


‘Oh, er, if I’m not imposing Mage
De Winter.  Mind you, I ought to get back to the tavern.  It’s
Saturday tomorrow and our busiest night.  I have been away all week ...
Xerxes might’ve actually broken out in a sweat through having to do some work
–’


‘You are welcome in our home
anytime Brutus.  It is your home too now.  I merely asked because the
hour will be late by the time this meal is finished.  Until we are sure
that none of the amazon tribes will be rising against us, it would be unwise to
travel alone.’


‘You’ll stay, won’t you
Brutus?’  Amber looked suddenly anxious.  ‘Then I can come back with
you after training tomorrow.’


Brutus smiled at her, ‘Of course
I will.’


The door opened again and Cain
hurried in, heavily cloaked against the cold, ‘Sorry I’m late!  Shop was
busy.  Damn!  It’s fresh out there!  Going to freeze again
tonight I reckon.’  He began to tug off his leather gloves.  ‘Never
known a weirder year!  Snow in December, then nothing but ice since
then.  The meadows are like a skating rink!’


‘A what?’  Amber asked.


‘Ice skating.’  Phantom
explained.  ‘A rather ridiculous form of recreation favoured by some of
the more frivolous tribes that inhabit the Isle.’


‘Call it what you want brother,
but it’s fun!’  Cain hung his cloak up and strode over to Amber.  He
planted a cold kiss on her cheek and pressed something into her hand. 
‘For you, my favourite goddaughter.  It’ll help make your face the prettiest
in the Valley again.’


Amber looked down at the bottle
of oil in her hand, ‘What is it?’


Cain offered her a conspiratorial
wink, ‘A secret recipe that’s going to make my fortune.’


‘Oh?  What does it do?’


‘What doesn’t it do should be the
question!  It heals cuts like new, fades scars, softens dry skin, eases
wrinkles – not that you have any, but there is a certain dress making lady in
the Valley that practically baths in this every night.’


‘Does it work?’  Amber
frowned dubiously at the innocuous brown bottle in her hand. 


‘Hmm, let’s ask an expert –’


‘Why are you all looking at
me?’  Phantom snapped.  ‘I don’t use it!’


‘No, but you have seen the
results up close.’


‘I have absolutely no idea what
you mean.’  Phantom sniffed and looked away, making them all laugh.


Amber uncorked the bottle and
gave the contents a cautious sniff, ‘Lavender!’


‘Yes, there’s lavender in
there.  It has excellent healing properties and smells nice, which is
always important.’


‘And ... mint?’


‘Yes.  Toning and
refreshing.’


Amber frowned and took a longer
sniff, ‘I can smell something else, but I don’t recognise it.’


‘Ah, the secret ingredient.’


‘What is it?’


Cain beckoned her close to
whisper in her ear, ‘It’s an extract from bees.  I collect it from the
hives in the south end of the Valley.’


‘It doesn’t smell like honey.’


‘No, it’s different to
honey.  It’s a special substance the bees make, like a jelly.  It’s
hard to get, but the results are worth it.’


‘Oh.  Thanks.  I
think.’


Cain laughed, ‘Try it Amber, I
promise it will help.’


‘What rubbish is that rogue hob
foisting on you?’  Samson demanded loudly as he strode over to thrust
goblets of wine into the hands of the new arrivals.


‘Something to sort my face
out.  Apparently.’


‘There’s nothing to sort
out.  You’re beautiful.’


Amber gave Samson a wry smile,
‘Thanks Samson, but that’s pushing it a bit.  I’ll be better in a month
when my hair looks less like a hedgehog and all my bruises have gone.’


Samson grinned and ruffled her
hair, ‘I quite like it.  You look like a tomboy.’


‘Will everyone please stop doing
that?  And less of the boy stuff!’


The door banged as Clovis
arrived.  Before he had managed to shrug off his cloak, Gemma had bustled
out of the kitchen to engage him in a conversation about the state of the
firebrand paddock.  The door opened again and Gleacher appeared, and
suddenly the room was filled with the low rumble of talk, punctuated by
occasional bursts of laughter.


‘Brother.’  Samson took
Cain’s elbow and steered him away.  ‘I need a word with you.’


‘What’s up Samson?’


‘Nothing.  Yet.’ 
Samson face became grave.  ‘Forgive me if I speak out of turn, but I care
deeply for my niece –’


‘I swear that ointment will heal,
not harm!’


‘No.  My other niece.’


‘Delphine?  Have I done
something I don’t know about?’


‘No.  But I think you should
know that another is pursuing her.’


Cain laughed, ‘Just one? 
Delphine has an army of admirers that still leave flowers outside the shop door
with notes begging her to leave me.’


‘This is different.  I think
she likes this one.’


‘Oh.’  Cain’s face
fell.  ‘Who is it?’


‘The amazon.’


‘Bram?’


Samson nodded.


Cain frowned, ‘I know she feels
sorry for him, but I didn’t think there was anything more to it.’


‘Be careful brother, there’s many
a heart been won by a sob story.  How else do you think I found lovers
with a face like mine?’


‘That was thanks to the gift of
the gab Samson, not pity.’  Cain’s frowned deepened.  ‘Tell me what
you’ve seen.’


‘He walked down from the
Infirmary with her today, arm in arm ... and they were both smiling.’


‘Ah.’  Cain heaved a sigh
and looked down.


‘Well?’  Samson asked when
he didn’t appear to be about to say anything else on the matter.


‘And what?’  Cain looked up
and shrugged.  ‘I love Delphine.  She is my sun and moon.  The
day we were married was the happiest in my life, but I always knew that one day
she would leave me for someone ... better.  Although, I had hoped I would
have her for longer than this,’ he added sadly.  


Samson’s face grew incredulous,
‘Are you just going to roll over and let this amazon take your wife?’


‘Oh no.  But if she wants to
leave me for him, I will let her.’


‘Then you are a fool.  I
would kill any man who tried to take Gemma from me.’


‘Would you?’  Cain
asked.  ‘Or would you rather see her happy?’


Samson looked across to see his
wife arguing energetically with Clovis.  One hand was on her hip, the
other wagging a wooden spoon threateningly in his face.  Her cheeks were
flushed from the heat of the kitchen and her blue eyes blazed with anger. 
He smiled fondly.  ‘I would pity any man that tried to take on Gemma, but
yes, I would always want her to be happy.  If the day came when I no
longer made her happy, then perhaps I would let her go to another that did.’


‘Loss is the sting in the tail of
love.’


‘Not yet it isn’t brother. 
Get your act together and rise to the challenge!’


‘Hmm.  Wise words. 
I’ll go see the light of my life now.’  Cain ran a hand through his
rumpled sandy hair.  ‘How do I look?’


Samson looked him up and down,
‘Ugly.’


Cain nodded approvingly,
‘Perfect.  Here I go then.’  He turned on his heel and marched
determinedly towards the kitchen.  A squeal erupted, followed by a giggle,
then silence.  Samson smiled and went to rescue Clovis from his wife.


The door opened quietly to admit
the last guest.  He stole softly into the room, too used to being ignored
to think it odd that no-one noticed his arrival.  He walked quietly over
to hide in the shadows at the side of the fireplace and knelt to stroke the two
dogs that wagged their tails at his arrival.


‘Bram.’


He almost jumped and looked up to
see Mistral gazing down at him.  Rising quickly to his feet, he clasped
his hands together in an earnest fashion, ‘I apologise if I am late, Lady De
Winter.  I had to finish stable duty.’


‘You’re not late and don’t do
that.  You’re not a slave anymore.’


‘No.  I am sorry –’


‘And stop apologising. 
You’re going to be a warrior, a damned fine one if you manage to keep all your
limbs intact, but you won’t command much respect if you keep apologising all
the time.  Talking of limbs intact, did you get those vambraces?’


‘Yes Lady De Winter.  Gorgon
skin as you instructed, although Master Nayle was most reluctant.’


‘I bet he was, the grasping
toad.  Now, I want to have a word with you.’


‘A word?’


Mistral rolled her eyes, ‘It’s a
figure of speech, and I’m with you on that – I hate euphemisms too, so I’ll be
straight with you.  Stop falling in love with Delphine.’


‘I –’


‘No.  Listen to me. 
I’m not angry with you Bram, everyone falls in love with Delphine.  Even
half the damned women in the Valley look at her the wrong way.  But I want
you to be a part of this family, not split it up.  I realise that it must
be a staggering revelation to you that women like her actually exist outside of
your dreams, but know this.  I’m her mother, and I’m far more fearsome
than any of those bitches you were enslaved to in your tribe.’


Despite himself, Bram laughed,
‘You are not fearsome Lady De Winter.  You are wonderful.’


Mistral folded her arms and eyed
him disbelievingly.


‘I mean that I am literally full
of wonder when I am around you.’ Bram continued, still smiling.  ‘You have
the fierceness of amazons, but it is made so much stronger by your love. 
Such love!  When you stood in the way of Octavia and Mara I felt no
fear.  I knew I was protected.  To instil such sense in another is
astonishing.  I have known only intimidation and rigid order.  My
life was changed beyond all recognition when I came to the Valley, but my heart
was only awoken when I met you and your family.  It astounds me that women
can be so strong, yet still be gentle.  I think ... yes, I think it is
more that I am discovering what it is to love, rather than falling in love.’


Mistral narrowed her eyes, ‘You
know I can hear your thoughts, don’t you?’


‘Yes Lady De Winter, and I hope
that they express themselves more clearly than my feeble attempts at speech
do.’


‘You’re not bad Bram. 
There’s not a lot there that you haven’t already said.  You only fail to
mention that you want to hold the dryad who keeps crying.’


Bram blushed, ‘I am not used to
seeing women crying.  It affects me in a way I cannot explain, and yes, I
wish to comfort her.’  


Mistral wanted to laugh, but she
didn’t.  Instead she smiled and reached out to touch his arm, just above
the wound Delphine had stitched, ‘Ask her.  She likes you.’


‘Does she?’


Mistral nodded, ‘Oh yes. 
Although just comforting her doesn’t quite cut it in some of her thoughts.’


A fresh wave of colour flooded
through Bram’s tawny skin, ‘I have no idea of how to love someone.’


‘Who does?  You’ll say the
wrong thing and do the wrong thing, just like the rest of us.  But if
you’re lucky you’ll occasionally do the right thing and somewhere between
getting it wrong and getting it right, you’ll work it out.  Try Bram, try
and fail then try again.  That is life.’


He suddenly smiled, ‘Yes. 
That is life.  My life.  As I choose it.’


Mistral nodded, ‘Now you’re
talking like a warrior.  Right.  Have this –’ she turned and plucked
a full goblet of wine from Marcus’ hand.  ‘And tell me your story.’


Bram took the goblet she thrust
into his hand, ‘My story?’


‘Everyone has a story Bram. 
And since you are now a member of my family, I want to know yours.’


‘Surely you already know my
story?’


‘Oh, I’ve heard your memories,
but I only See what you think of.  Anyway, you need to tell me your story
more than I need to hear it.’


‘I do?’


‘Yes Bram.  Secrets are
powerful things.  They eat away at us from the inside until we’re riddled
with holes like a worm-eaten apple.  Don’t let your past do that to
you.  Unburden yourself and begin anew.’


‘I am not sure I have the
strength to relive it.’


‘Of course you have, or you
wouldn’t have managed to escape and come here.  Tell me your tale Bram.’


Mistral dropped down onto the
hearthrug and draped an arm around Prospero.  Bram met her expectant gaze
and suddenly felt compelled to exorcise the dark thoughts that drove sleep from
his mind at night.  He slowly sank down onto the rug and arranged his long
limbs into a cross-legged position, his hands cradling the goblet of wine
between his knees.


‘I am an amazon male.  We
are a rare breed to be pitied, not prized.  To take pity on another living
creature is a quality every race should possess, yet it is something I have
only felt for myself.’  Bram paused and lifted his eyes to meet
Mistral’s.  ‘I am one of three.  My brothers are named Isaac and
Voltaire.  We were brought forth to help replenish the sisterhood after
the sweating pestilence that diminished the tribe greatly.  I have endured
twenty years of my life and questioned every one.  I would have ended it
if the means had presented themselves to me, but I was kept too
carefully.  I was never ill-treated ... physically.  I was given good
food, allowed exercise and the privacy to bathe regularly; but it was not for
my own good, but that of the sisters.  I was owned.  


‘My brethren and I were permitted
an hour together every week, to socialise and encourage our spirits to
rise.  Those single hours were all I lived for.  Often we would not
speak, but just sit together, taking solace from the simple comfort of knowing
another understood.’  Bram paused and took a long drink of wine.  He
lowered it slowly before speaking again in a quieter voice.  


‘I have no words to describe the
anguish we all suffered at the birth of our children.  We knew that our
sons would never live and we prayed that each child born would be a girl. 
When the time of the mother came near we would not sleep or eat, but listen and
wait for that cry.  I could tell from that cry whether it was a girl or a
boy.  And when it was a girl I would weep for joy and know that she would
live.  But when it was a boy ... when it was a boy I would curl into a
tight ball on the floor of my hut and wish my life away in his place.  The
abruptness of that cry ending haunts my dreams.’  Bram stared unseeingly
into the blood red wine in his goblet.  ‘Dreams?  No.  I do not
have dreams.  I have nightmares.’  He drew in a sharp breath and
looked away.  ‘I – I tried to refuse what was expected of me, but they
drugged me … and to my shame, I betrayed myself.  I knew I had to escape
that life or die trying.  Either way my part in the horror would be
ended.  


‘I thought about it for weeks
before I found the courage to whisper my idea to Isaac and Voltaire, but when I
did they were too afraid to even speak of it with me.  I knew I would have
to go alone.  I waited.  A week became two, then three, and a month
passed before my chance arrived.  Then a full moon came and the night was
clear.  The sisters always went hunting when the night was bright.  I
listened to them leave the settlement and forced myself to count to a thousand
before I dared to start my plan.  Only when I had finished counting did I
begin.  I gathered up the long chain attached to my collar and used the
links to try and prise out the metal pegs that secured it to the hut
wall.  I was lucky.  The pegs were old and made of iron.  They
had rusted in the wood and the heads snapped off quite easily.  Then ...
then I was free.  


‘I stood there in the moonlight
with my chain in my hands, and for a split second I was completely
terrified.  I understood why Isaac and Voltaire had been too afraid to
even speak of running away.  I knew nothing other than being a
slave.  I had no idea of how to care for myself.  I could not hunt
and I had no woodcraft.  All I had in my favour was surprise and
time.  The sisters would never imagine that one of us would try to escape,
and since we had already been given our evening meal, they would have no cause
to check on us again until morning.  Somehow, I forced myself to take one
step and then suddenly I was running.  I fled into the forests.  I
had no idea of where to go but just ran and ran until dawn found me, exhausted,
but still free and miles from the forests I had never left in my life.  


‘I sank to the earth and watched
the sunrise.  I must have sat there for an hour and done nothing but
think.  I knew they would come after me and that in my ignorance I had
surely left a clear trail.  I had a good head start, but where would I
go?  A memory rose in my mind, no more than the fragment of an overheard
conversation, but it made my heart quicken with an emotion I had never felt
before.  Hope.  I slowly pieced together every overheard word until
it formed a clear picture in my mind.  The Valley of the Ri.  There
was the freedom I had dreamed of.  I rose to my feet and began to
walk.  I did not know where the Valley lay, but my instinct told me to
follow the sun, so I walked west.  At dusk on the third day I met with a
band of goblins who broke the collar from round my neck just to have the value
of the metal.  On the fourth day I found the Valley and then I was truly
free.’  Bram fell silent and gazed at his goblet.  


Mistral lifted her goblet and
touched it to his, ‘Here’s to your new life Bram.  May it be long and full
of adventure.’


He smiled and took a sip of the
wine.


‘Oh!  Bram?’  Mistral
lowered her goblet and looked at him again.


‘Yes Lady De Winter?’


‘I’m having triplets.’


Bram laughed, ‘That is three
times the joy Lady De Winter.  I am happy to know such news.’


‘Yes, well, it means that they’re
going to need godfathers to help keep them from straying too far off the
straight and narrow.  I’ve got the twins lined up already, and Grendel too
– you’ve not met him yet, but he puts the ‘S’ in scary – and there’s another
godfather who’s never really going to be official ... anyway, what I’m coming
to is this: how would you like to be the final one?’


Bram frowned seriously, ‘What
does a godfather do Lady De Winter?’


Mistral shrugged, ‘I’ve never
really looked into it, but based on what my brothers have done I’d have to say
they do whatever their godchildren want and buy them presents.’


Bram thought for a moment then
looked up, ‘I shall gladly undertake the role, on one condition.’


‘Oh?’


‘Yes.  Would you be the
godmother to my children?’


Mistral grinned, ‘Is that dryad
going to get asked out then?’


It was Bram’s turn to grin,
transforming his sombre face, ‘She might.  If I have enough to drink
tonight.’


‘Samson!’  Mistral turned
and called loudly.  ‘More wine over here!’


Dinner was late.  Cain
helped carry the dishes through from the kitchen, grinning impishly in response
to Samson’s wink.  Delphine followed him with her hair looking slightly
dishevelled and a flush on her cheeks that had nothing to do with slaving over
a hot stove.  For the first time in what felt like weeks the atmosphere
around the table was relaxed.  The news that Bronwyn had accepted the
twins’ influence in her mind and would not be seeking revenge for Drusilla’s
death gave rise to a feeling of relief that quickly encompassed the whole
room.  


‘What’re you doing tomorrow
afternoon?’  Samson asked no-one in particular.  The lateness of
dinner had allowed him to drink far more than was advisable on an empty
stomach.


‘Hunting.’  Marcus and his
twin brothers promptly chorused.  


‘We’re taking Lucien and Ralph
out with us.’  Marcus continued importantly.  ‘They’ve asked me to
show them how to shoot a crossbow.’  


Samson waved a hand in an
expansive gesture, ‘Sounds good.  I’ll come too.’    


‘No Samson.  You’re having
Samsara while I give Bram a riding lesson.’  Gemma reminded him sharply.


‘Oh, yes.  So I am.’ 
Samson grinned hazily at his daughter being bounced on Phantom’s knee. 
‘We’ll go hunting together then, my little warrior … just you and your daddy –’


Gemma rolled her eyes then looked
at Clovis, ‘Got anything reliable for Bram in that heap you call a stables?’


‘You can borrow Brutus if you
want.’  Amber offered.  ‘He’s nice and steady.’


Bram threw Amber a confused look
and Brutus laughed, ‘No.  Not me.  Amber named her pony after
me.  I think it was meant to be a compliment.’


‘Sort of.’  Amber smiled
down at Merlin sat in her lap.  The puppy gazed hopefully back from behind
a tuft of black fur that stuck up between his eyes like a horn and was rewarded
with a piece of venison.


‘Hey ’Ber?  D’you know the
saying that dogs look like their owners?’  Fabian asked his sister in a
joking tone.


Amber glared at him, ‘Say it and
I will kill you.’


‘Well he does!  He’s got
your haircut!’


‘Right that’s it!’  Amber
thrust Merlin at Brutus and shoved her chair back.  ‘I am going to kill
you!’


A play fight ensued that was
largely ignored by the rest of the diners, but watched with astonished
amusement by Bram.  


‘They’re furious with themselves
for not being here to help get Amber back.’  Mistral sighed quietly. 
‘Teasing her is their way of showing they care.’


Fabian watched his sons laughing
and taking it in turns to ruffle Amber’s short hair whilst dodging her flailing
punches, ‘They can’t always be there for their sister, despite how much they
wish to protect her from everything that could harm her.’


‘I know.  It’s Brutus’ job
now.’  Mistral threw Brutus a pitying look.  


‘He will cope.  He served an
apprenticeship with you.’


‘I don’t remember him trying to
look after me Fabian, more like get me into trouble.’


Fabian smiled, ‘You require
little assistance with that.’


‘Thanks.  Oh, talking of
trouble.  I spoke with Bram about Delphine.’


Fabian nodded, his dark eyes
narrowing thoughtfully, ‘What did he say?’


‘Lots, but nothing that will harm
our family.  He’ll settle Fabian.  He’s just discovering emotions he
had no idea existed – but there’s an apprentice that wants to help him learn.’


‘Oh?  Which one?’


‘The drippy dryad that keeps
crying.’


Fabian gave a short laugh, ‘You
mean Laila.’


‘That’s it.  I knew her name
was something like Wailer –’


‘Can we?  So soon? 
Really?  Oh Cain!’


Everyone turned to look at
Delphine as she gasped delightedly and planted a kiss on her husband’s smiling
mouth.


‘What’s Cain done now? 
Promised to clean the flat with her or something?’  Samson muttered to his
twin and casually dropped Amber onto her chair after tossing her repeatedly
into the air like a rag doll.


‘Don’t be facetious
Samson!’  Delphine snapped at her brother then turned back to Cain, her
expression instantly becoming adoring again.  ‘Cain’s going to take me to
meet the fairy tribe in The Velvet Forests tomorrow to talk with their
midwife!  We’re going to ask her if we can assist in the next multiple
birth to get ready for mother’s.  It’ll be amazing!’


Mistral looked up sharply,
‘There’s no rush!  I’m not due for ages yet!’  


Cain pulled his wife onto his lap
and smiled sadly at Mistral, ‘What time is there Mistral?  Twenty one days
was all we had last week, and it’s even less now.  Fourteen days could be
our lifetime.  Fourteen days to love, honour and obey.  To experience
all that this glorious life has to offer.  To learn and fill the time with
everything that makes us wish that fourteen days could be infinity.’


‘If all we’ve got is fourteen
days then there’s not much point learning how to birth triplets that are never
going to be born!’  


‘Don’t be so dark Mistral! 
Cain and Delphine deserve a bit of a break.’  Samson paused and
smirked.  ‘Not that spending time with fairies has ever been relaxing for
me – ow!  Sorry my love, momentary lapse back into oafness ... won’t
happen again, I promise … well, not tonight at least.’


Gemma raised an eyebrow in an “it
had better not” kind of way and passed Samson a napkin to dab the blood her
fork stab had drawn in the back of his hand.  


‘Forgive me intruding on your
conversation.  But what is this talk of twenty one days being all we
have?’  Bram asked quietly.


Mistral sighed and looked at Cassius.


Yours.  Divinus.


Thanks.  Mother. 


‘Do you know of a god named
Onieroi that has come to the Isle?’


‘Yes.  Much since I came to
the Valley, but I heard the sisters speak of a fallen deity that had come to
liberate the female tribal elders.  It afforded them much amusement.’


‘I am sure it did, however
Onieroi plans to do more than gather a congregation of sorely neglected tribal
elders.  He plans to wipe the Isle clean of all but himself and his
following.’  Cassius paused.  ‘And he sought to use the amazons to
help him secure the Isle as his.’  


‘Is that why you wished to meet
with the three chiefs?’


‘Yes.  To ask them not to
aid Onieroi, but join with us.’


Bram frowned, ‘I am not sure I
understand why this god would seek to enlist the sisters.  They are not
numerous like elves or yarthkins.  Surely he would be better served trying
to gain their help?’


‘In number, yes, but he met a Ri
amazon and took her life and it had a strange draining effect on him that has
led him to assume amazons are an intensely powerful race.  He has no idea
of their numbers, but is consumed with the belief that the power they wield
over him is the same for all.’


‘This amazon drained him? 
How?’


‘Onieroi thrives on love.’


Bram’s face cleared, ‘Ah, I
see.  Amazons have no love.  That I know.  But, did the sisters
refuse you?


‘Yes.’


‘So.  I was more than a
trade for Amber.  I was the bait to lure them to their deaths before they
could return to the tribes and summon an army –’


‘No Bram.’


It was Mistral who spoke. 
She held Bram’s gaze firmly.  ‘You were there.  You heard and saw
what happened.  I wanted our plan to work, but Drusilla complicated
matters by admitting to taking Bryden’s daughter.  He reacted in the only
way a father could when he learned of her fate, and then we had to deal with
the consequences.  That’s how life is Bram, it throws obstacles in your
way and you have find ways round them.  You were not bait.  You were
not a trade for Amber.  You were a vital part of our plan, and now you are
a member of this family.’  


‘I see the truth in your
eyes.  I am sorry that I misunderstood.  But, please, help me to
understand this talk of twenty one days being all we have.’


Mistral turned to Cassius.


Cassius drew in a breath and
released it slowly, ‘We have set a trap.  Mage Sphinx is to be married at
the end of the month.  It will be a huge event and many important figures
will be in attendance.  We’ve ensured that Onieroi is aware of it, and the
opportunity such a gathering presents, namely the chance to destroy all who
stand between him and his dream of domination.  We planned to have the
amazons on our side to form a protective ring around us and fend him off while
our warriors cut off the source of his power by destroying his following.’


Bram frowned, ‘Surely Bronwyn
would agree to that now?  She is under the power of the Gemini, is she
not?’


‘Bronwyn is an amazon. 
Whilst by the subtle persuasion of the Gemini she has not sought revenge for
Drusilla, it has also been because it suits her own ends.  She has long
wished to hold the position of chieftainess and therefore feels no particular
sorrow over Drusilla’s death, the Gemini’s influence in her mind merely
reinforced how she already felt.  No matter how grateful Bronwyn may
secretly feel towards the Ri for killing Drusilla, we cannot risk her knowing
of the power her race has over Onieroi in case she turns against us as Drusilla
did.  Ambition is a powerful emotion, it would take her mind beyond the
Gemini’s reach and we would once again be facing an amazon army that sought not
to help, but to rule.’


‘I am grateful for the trust you
show by taking me into your confidence.’  Bram said quietly, then
hesitated.  ‘In my ignorance, I hope that I do not offend with my next
question.’


‘Ask Bram.  You are amongst
family tonight.’


‘I would wish to be a part of
whatever plan has been made to prevent the Isle from falling to this god, but
to do so I am asking to know of the plan.  I fear my request is
impertinent.’ 


‘Your question is perfectly
reasonable.  Our plan is to draw Onieroi away from his following with the
bait of Mage Sphinx’s wedding.  We hope to hold him there long enough for
our warriors to destroy his following and starve him of the devotion he needs
to exist.’


‘And this wedding is in fourteen
days?’


‘Yes.’


Bram rose to his feet and placed
his napkin down on the table, ‘I thank you Mistress Gemma, for a meal that has
surpassed any other I have ever eaten, but now I must leave.’


‘Where are you going Bram?’ 
Delphine asked anxiously.


He turned and offered her a
smile, ‘I have fourteen days to try and learn how to love.  I think that I
had better start tonight.’


‘Good luck!’  Cain called
cheerfully.  


‘Need any pointers?’  Samson
offered him a wink.


‘Many, Master Samson.  But
there is not enough time.  Unless –’ he paused in pulling on his cloak to
look at Mistral. 


Mistral heaved a sigh, ‘Oh for
crying out loud!  What a waste of my gift!  Hang on, this really
won’t take long ... um ... she likes anything with vanilla in it ... sunsets
and white horses ... oh, and her favourite flower is a rose.  And it’s the
third dorm room on the left.  Enough for you?’


‘I thank you Lady De Winter.’


‘You can thank me by giving me
godchildren.  Preferably within the next fourteen days.’


The door closed on the sound of
his quiet laughter.  











Che Sara Sara





Fourteen days
became seven.  Somehow, in the face of what could well be the end of
everything they knew, life continued as normal.  Routine became the
anathema to fear, and as the dying have been known to express concerns about
trivial matters with their last breath, so the Valley went about business as
usual.  Mistral moaned about the apprentices to Samson and worried about
her boys to Fabian.  Samson was nagged by Gemma and made his usual
promises to change, then continued to do all the things that irritated
her.  Delphine and Cain returned from their visit to the fairy tribe
bursting with excitement at being given the midwife’s permission to help at the
next birth.  Amber’s bruises faded and her hair grew at an alarming
rate.  She resumed her training and split her time between the Valley and
The Fallen Warrior with Brutus appearing on the Wednesday and not leaving till
she went back with him on the Saturday.  And finally, to the amusement of
Samson and Cain, Bram launched into the murky waters of a romantic liaison with
Laila.  


‘Don’t ask
Bram.’  Mistral growled warningly when Bram approached her at the end of a
training session.


His eyes grew
pitifully large, ‘Please Lady De Winter.   I have no idea what I have
done wrong, yet she looks away and refuses to answer when I ask her!’


Mistral rolled her
eyes and looked to Samson for support, but he merely laughed, ‘I’ve spent most
of my life not having a clue what I’ve done wrong.  Can’t help, sorry.’


‘Damn it
Bram!  I will not make a habit of reading your girlfriends to tell you
where you’ve gone wrong!  Suffer like everyone else does and grovel!’


‘I would happily
grovel if she would entertain me for long enough, but she walks away whenever I
try!  Please help me Lady De Winter.  I swear I will never ask this
of you again.  I am sorry I have made you angry.’


Mistral’s
expression abruptly changed, ‘No.  You may ask as many times as you want
Bram.  I would do this for any of my sons.  I’m not angry with you,
but Laila.  I want to go over and shake some sense into her for wasting
what little time we have left playing stupid games!’


Bram watched a
fierce light flare in her eyes and fell silent.  For a moment she seemed
to glow and emit a force that made him want to take a step back, then just as
suddenly it was gone and he was left awed and puzzled by what he had seen.


‘She’s jealous
Bram.’


He blinked,
‘Jealous?  Of what?’


‘Not what. 
Who.  Delphine, to be precise.’  Mistral sighed.  ‘I’ll speak
with Delphine and remind her to be more professional in public.’


‘But Delphine is my
sister now!  Surely –’


‘Delphine is a
beautiful woman that smiles at you and Laila is jealous because you smile
back.’  


‘Laila is jealous
because I smile at Delphine?’


Mistral nodded,
‘Yes Bram.  Welcome to the tricky world of love.  But jealousy is not
all bad.  At least you know she cares, even if it is in a slightly
possessive sort of way – but jealousy can be dangerous and destructive unless
it’s dealt with.  You must reassure her, make her feel secure.  Give
her a gift, make a romantic gesture and for crying out loud don’t mention
Delphine in her presence for at least two months.’


‘Is that how long
it takes for jealousy to die?’


‘No.  That’s
just how long you’re going to have to be on your best behavior for to let
Laila’s jealousy subside.  It never dies Bram.  It’s a dragon that
lives in all of us.  Most of the time it sleeps, but when it wakes it’s
usually to breathe fire.’


Bram shook his head
in confusion, ‘This is so hard.  Is there a book I could read that would
help me?’


Mistral laughed,
‘If there was and the advice it contained actually worked, then the author
would be the richest person on the Isle.  No Bram.  You have to
stumble around in the dark like the rest of us.  Just know this, when you
get the cold shoulder, she’s upset and it means you have to make amends, not
matter if you haven’t got a clue why.  When she shouts, you have to tell
her you love her, and when she does neither you know she no longer wants you.’


Bram sighed,
‘Perhaps it was easier when I was told how to feel.’


‘Without a
doubt.  But where’s the challenge in that?’


A slow smile lit
Bram’s face, ‘I am learning to love challenge.  But where can I find white
roses in January?’


‘You can’t. 
Not real ones anyway.  Get her a bunch of white hellebore, they’re nicknamed
the winter rose, and be sure to tell her that’s why you got them.  It’s
the sort of thing Laila likes.’


Bram was already
running, his voice sailing back to her through the cold air, ‘Thank you Lady De
Winter!  I will wash up after dinner tonight to show my gratitude!’


‘Why only
tonight?’  Mistral sighed and turned to meet the amused gazes of Samson
and Fabian.  ‘Oh, this is such fun for you two, isn’t it?’


‘Yes.’  Samson
grinned shamelessly.  ‘However, I am slightly envious.  If only I’d
had a Seer as a surrogate mother it would’ve made my love life run hell of a
lot smoother than it did.’


Mistral threw him a
scathing look and started to walk over, ‘Nothing would have helped your love
life Samson, mainly because you were in it.’


‘Ouch!’  He
gave Fabian a hurt look.  ‘Your wife doesn’t need weapons to wound, does
she?’


A slight smile
touched the hard lines around Fabian’s mouth, ‘No more than yours does Samson.’


‘No.  Speaking
of my better half, I was meant to be home five minutes ago –’


‘See you at seven.’  
Mistral murmured as she and Samson passed one another.  


‘Is it boar
again?’  


She laid a hand
across her burgeoning waist, ‘I only eat what they tell me to Samson.’


He laughed and
waved an arm over his departing shoulder, ‘Boar at seven it is!’


Fabian smiled at
Mistral as she approached and opened his arms.  She stepped into them and
he gave a low laugh.  ‘You’re growing.’


‘Hmm.  To the
power of three according to the twins and Imperato.’  When he tensed she
lifted her head to look at him.  ‘You already knew, didn’t you?’


‘Phantasm spoke to
me of his theory.  I told him to forget it.’


Mistral gazed at
him for a moment then laid her head against his shoulder, ‘I would call you a
liar, but you haven’t actually lied, just not mentioned the bit where you
threatened to kill him if he ever spoke of it again.’


‘I was angry.’


‘Well don’t
be.  It’s a pile of rubbish and we both know it.  The twins have
always been prone to believing in fairytales and Imperato is quite frankly on
another planet half the time.  The reality is that I’ve got three De
Winters bouncing around inside me that are going to give me hell for ten months
then proceed to give us both hell for the rest of our lives.’


Fabian smiled, ‘I
hope so.  And their brothers and sisters too.’


‘Our army.’


He laughed softly
then lifted her chin to kiss her.  She closed her eyes and let the touch
of his lips govern her world.  The scent of cold air on his skin
contrasted startlingly with the warmth of his body.  She pulled away and
looked at him.  He smiled and took her hand to walk from the Arena to
their house.  


In the flat above
the small apothecary shop Cain sighed sleepily and stroked the warm skin of the
person lying next to him, ‘I will never be able to give you everything I want
to if you keep persuading me to shut the shop early.’


Delphine smiled and
tilted her head to look at him, ‘What could be more important than spending an
afternoon like this?’


‘Absolutely
nothing.’


‘Then why are you
complaining?’


‘I’m not.  I’m
just warning you not to complain when I can’t afford to take you on the holiday
I’ve been planning.’


‘Oh?’ 
Delphine lifted herself up onto one elbow.  ‘What holiday?’


‘I want to take you
abroad.  Show you one of the great cities.  We look enough like
humans to pass unnoticed.  I thought maybe France.  Paris.  I’ve
never been there, but I think you’d like it.  Samson says there are
streets wider than the Arena filled with flower sellers, places to eat and the
finest shops.  There are museums and art galleries; maybe we could see a
show –’


‘Oh Cain!’ 
Delphine’s eyes grew round.  ‘Tell me more of our holiday!  Will it
be spring or summer?’


He smiled and
curled a ringlet of her hair around his finger, ‘Neither.  I want to walk
along the banks of the Seine and see the trees crowned in red.’


‘Autumn!’


‘The morning air
will be crisp, but not too cold.  The sun will be warm in the afternoon
and we can sit at a café in the street and watch the world go by and I will
tell you stories.’


She laid her head
back down onto his chest, ‘Tell me a story now Cain.’


‘Which one would
you like to hear?’


‘The one of our
life.’


‘I cannot tell you
what has not happened yet Delphine.’


 ‘I
Know.  Che sara sara.’ Delphine sighed sadly.  ‘But tell me how our
life shall be Cain.’


Suddenly Cain
needed to fabricate a future as much as Delphine needed to hear it, to lie
together warm in bed and lose themselves in dreams of what may never be.


‘Well, after we
return from our holiday in Paris, I thought we should look at getting a house. 
We’re going to need something bigger than the flat.’


‘Oh?  Why?’


‘Because Mistral
isn’t going to be able to cope with three babies and no help, so I thought we
could offer to take one, or maybe even two of them, a couple of nights a week
to give her and Mage De Winter a rest.’


Delphine’s hand
tightened on his arm, ‘Really?’


‘Yes.  If
Mistral agrees.  Then I thought I’d shut the shop when training finished
on a Saturday and we could take all three out for the afternoon so she and Mage
De Winter could have some time together.  We could even take them to the
Council one weekend to meet their cousin.’


And then Cain was
nothing more than a liar, a conman weaving a fantasy, and Delphine was his rapt
audience.  


‘Do you think
Melsina will have a girl?’  Delphine asked excitedly.  


‘I hope so. 
She was hard on the twins, and I can’t imagine Leo being easy on a boy. 
Yes.  It is a girl.  We know it is, because right here and right now,
you and I know everything.’


‘She’s going to be
pretty.’


‘Of course.  And
her name will be –’


‘Camilla.  It
was my grandmother’s middle name.’


‘Camilla Delphine
Sphinx.’


‘Yes.  Camilla
Delphine Sphinx.  And she will marry Bram.’


Cain laughed
softly, ‘My Delphine, ever the matchmaker.’


‘Oh no, not
me.  Cassius is the matchmaker.  He showed you how I felt, and he
made Brutus realise that Rosalind was fooling him when it was Amber who really
loved him.’


‘Yes he did. 
But who will matchmake for Cassius?’


‘I will.’ 
Delphine sat up, frowning seriously.  ‘But she can’t be just anyone. 
She will have to be someone with –’


‘A thick
skin?’  Cain suggested, thinking of the mother-in-law the poor girl would
be taking on.


‘No, a delicate
skin, like ivory – only softer – and she’ll be prettier than any of Liliana’s
sisters –’


‘They’re not pretty!’ 
Cain snorted, then quickly changed his tone.  ‘Not like you are.’


Delphine smiled and
gazed out of the window, ‘She’ll be a full-blood.  Someone that will give
him babies.  Hundreds of babies –’


‘Hundreds? 
She’ll be competing with your mother then.’


‘Oh, mother won’t
be competing.  She’ll love having grandchildren.  Maybe she’ll slow
down a bit and spend time with them, teaching them to ride and hunt –’


‘And swear like
drunken warriors.’


Delphine laughed,
‘Yes.  And father will be the proud grandfather at the head of his mighty
family.’


‘With so many
children on his knee and around his feet that he doesn’t know which are his and
which are his grandchildren.’


‘Yes!  And
Marcus will marry –’


‘At least twice.’


Delphine gave him a
reproving look, ‘No, he will find someone he loves more than that raging ego
he’s growing and settle down ... and the boys too –’


‘Ah Delphine,
there’s not a woman on the face of this earth strong enough to crack the tough
shell around their hearts.  Never mind two!’


‘There is!’ 
Delphine pouted stubbornly.  ‘They will find love.  And love will
find them.  But I have to say I pity whoever they do con into marrying
them.  They’ll make awful husbands.’


‘A hob.’  Cain
said decisively.  ‘Yes.  I see them with hobs.  We have humor and
spirit.  Light to their dark.’


‘Hob it is
then.’  Delphine smiled and lay back against him.  ‘It’s a good
choice, speaking from experience.  I’m quite partial to the hob in my
life.’


‘And for that I
thank my lucky stars.  Although ... I did fear I might lose you to someone
taller not so long ago.’


Delphine stroked a
finger over his chest, ‘Bram?’


Cain hesitated, ‘If
I say yes, do you promise not to hurt me with the truth?  It’s enough for
me to know that you’re here with me now, I don’t need to know that you nearly
weren’t.’


Delphine sat up and
looked at him, ‘No Cain.  The truth is that I never want to be anywhere
but with you.  What I felt for Bram was ... what?  Pity? 
Compassion?  Oh, I don’t know what I felt.  I wanted to hold his hand
and take away the pain I could see in his eyes, but it wasn’t because I desired
him.  It was because I cared.’


Cain pulled her
back against him and held her tightly.  For a while they just lay
together, then he spoke again, his voice thoughtful.  ‘Delphine?’


‘Hmm?’


‘When we get back
from our holiday in Paris, and you’ve finished decorating the house I’m going
to buy us, will you do something just to humor me?’


‘I will do anything
for you Cain.’


He smiled,
‘Good.  Then I want you to spend some time with your mother and Cassius,
in a professional capacity.’


‘Doing what?’


‘Developing that
gift you’ve got sitting in your subconscious.’


Delphine laughed,
‘I have no gift Cain.  I’m just soft.’


‘No Delphine. 
You’re not soft.  You’re strong and incredibly perceptive.  Too perceptive. 
I think you have the gift of Empathy.’


‘Empathy?’ 
She echoed the word and frowned.  ‘You really think that?’


‘Yes I do. 
I’ve always thought it.  In fact.  You see your mother tomorrow about
it, and I’ll go to Bragg and Napier and book us on the next boat heading to
France.’


Her frown became a
smile, ‘You will?  No pillow talk?’


He laughed, ‘No
Delphine.  No pillow talk.  I will take you to Paris and we’ll stay
in the best hotel there is.  I’ll buy you a bunch of flowers every morning
and we’ll walk hand in hand through the streets –’


Delphine silenced
him with a kiss, ‘Forget the mornings.  We’re not getting out of bed until
at least midday.’


Cain laughed and
rolled over, keeping her close in his arms, ‘Who needs a holiday to do that?’


Seven days became
six.  Sunday night saw a return to the tension that had infested their
mealtimes when Leo arrived to spend an evening in the Valley and make the final
adjustments to their plans.  When the meal was finished, Delphine cleared
the long table to allow space for the rolls of parchment the twins laid
out.   Then she, Cain, Gemma, Marcus, Bram and Mistral’s twin boys
tactfully withdrew to play cards and leave Leo, Bryden, Gleacher, Cassius, the
twins, Samson, Fabian and Mistral to talk.  At a nod from Leo, Phantasm
began the meeting.  He picked up a scroll and unrolled it.  Mistral
heaved a sigh when she saw the length and began to fuss Prospero.


Leo made a steeple
of his fingers and bowed his head as he listened to Phantasm speak.  The
annual census of the tribes had been completed and showed many held fewer
numbers, not due to illness or war, but Onieroi.  Women had been taken,
but more had also left of their own accord to try and seek out the god who
offered more than their tribes did.  The proud chieftains refused to
accept responsibility for what they viewed as betrayal and had issued a stream
of Seek and Destroy Contracts on the women they termed “deserters”.  


‘If only they’d
listened to Mage Grapple warning them that this would happen if they didn’t
find a role for the female elders!’  Samson muttered to Fabian.  


‘I agree.’ 
Fabian murmured back.  ‘It is to be noted that Imperato’s tribe have grown
in number this year.  Whilst much of that can be accounted to a lack of
deaths, surely there is something in the fact that he has allocated
responsibilities to the female elders in his tribe.’


‘Wise man, your
father-in-law.’


‘About some
things.’  Fabian said quietly and returned his attention to the
meeting.  


Phantasm completed
the census results and moved on to the pile of reports in front of him. 
The importance of the events they related was marginal, but they gave a
valuable overview of morale across the Isle.  He lifted the first and
scanned it briefly before giving a summary of its contents.  


‘Chieftain
Silverside sends word that Chieftainess Bronwyn has re-opened negotiations over
hunting rights and appears markedly less disfavourable to deal with than her
predecessor.’  


Leo looked up, ‘Is
that due to your influence?’


Phantasm and
Phantom shook their heads.


‘No Mage
Sphinx.  We have had no cause to adjust Chieftainess Bronwyn’s direction
of thought since she took over from Drusilla.  She contacted Chieftain
Silverside entirely of her own accord.’


Leo raised an
eyebrow but made no further comment.


‘Chieftain Greenoak
reports that the rogue giant has passed through his territories and is
continuing in a northerly direction.  He requests that a Contract be
issued for its destruction before it reaches the Isle’s giant tribe and
challenges the lead male.’


Leo glanced at
Cassius who shook his head, ‘I would comply with his request if I had a single
warrior to spare –’


‘We’re not busy at
the moment!’  Samson and his twin brother promptly looked up from their
game of cards.  


‘– that is
possessed of suitable experience and ability.’  Cassius finished firmly
then looked at Phantom.  ‘Word an appropriate reply to Chieftain Greenoak
encouraging his patience.  Say something about until certain matters of
the utmost importance are concluded we have no resources to spare, but promise
to give it our immediate attention as soon as we are able.’


‘Yes Divinus.’


Leo waved a hand
impatiently, ‘So the giant can wait.  Next?’


‘I have formal
notifications here from the other two amazon tribes of their new leaders.’


‘Oh?  Who are
they?’


‘Chieftainess Raki
has assumed control of the small tribe from the Northern Range, and
Chieftainess Astrid has Mara’s old tribe in the Southern Range.’


‘Bram?’ 
Cassius raised his voice to address the amazon on the other side of the
room.  ‘Have you any knowledge of these two?’


Bram thought
carefully before replying in a quiet voice.  He was struggling to come to
terms with the fact that less than two months ago he had been a slave, the
lowest of the low, and now he had just eaten a meal with the Divinus of the Ri
and the Head of the Isle and was being asked to contribute to their
meeting.  ‘Astrid is a name I recognise.  She has great renown as a
healer and helped treat Drusilla’s tribe when the sweating pestilence
struck.  Raki I know not.’


‘No matter. 
We will meet them soon enough.  I will send a summons to both and meet
them before the week is out under the guise of extending an invitation to sit
on the Council.  Mistral?  Would you attend?’  


Mistral nodded without
looking up from stroking Prospero’s head, ‘Just let me know when.’  


She had resumed her
responsibilities as Seer to the Ri and the Council on the understanding that
she only travelled to the Council when it was absolutely unavoidable.  For
most meetings that required her presence she would simply attend via Leo’s
mind, then let Phantom and Phantasm inform Leo of anything she Saw.


Leo gave a
satisfied nod and turned his attention back to the reports.  


‘The chieftain of
the goblin tribe in the Western Range –’ Phantasm paused and frowned, trying to
decipher the writing on the parchment.  ‘Chieftain Grote, I believe his
name is – has declared war on the mountain tribe of yarthkins.  The
yarthkin leader, Chieftain Redoak, has sent a separate note informing us of his
intentions to, er “squash them like flies” and hopes that this will not offend
either the Ri or the Council.’


‘Send him a gourd
of wine with my compliments and note wishing him every success.’


Cassius ignored
Mistral and looked at Phantom, ‘Word our reply carefully, but make it clear
that neither the Ri nor the Council will interfere in a matter between two
tribes.’


‘Yes Divinus.’


‘We already know
this, but Chieftain Greenoak also sends word that all four parties of Ri
warriors have now left his settlement with full provisions.  All were in
good health and spirits.’


Leo nodded but said
nothing.  Mistral had been reading each of the four party leaders daily
and relaying the results to him via the twins’ gift.


‘And finally, but
perhaps most significantly, there have been no reports to indicate that Onieroi
has been active.’  Phantasm finished and laid the last piece of parchment
down. 


‘And what do we
conclude from that?’  Leo mused.  He narrowed his eyes over his
steepled fingers and stared into the fire.


‘That he’s taken
the bait.’  Mistral said bluntly then turned to mutter to the twins. 
‘Your mother’s going to be furious when she finds out her moment of glory is
going to be wrecked!’


‘Melsina will not
know of any of the matters we have discussed tonight!’  Leo cut in
sharply.  ‘She has a child to consider, and I will not have her distressed
unduly!’


‘And I will not
have you shouting at my wife!’  Fabian immediately flared.


While a standard
argument ensued between the two brothers, Phantom leaned over to reply to
Mistral’s comment, ‘We’ve had daily letters from mother stressing about this
wedding.  She’s even demanding that we go and help her.’


‘Oh?  Why
haven’t you answered the royal summons and gone scampering up the Isle then?’


 ‘Er, because
we don’t want to!’  


‘As Magnate members
our obligations to the Ri during this time of crisis are more pressing than
helping to arrange our mother’s third wedding.’  Phantasm said more
diplomatically.


‘Anyway, she
doesn’t want our help – just a little audience clapping at every dress she
tries on.’  Phantom added bitterly.


Mistral laughed and
a sudden silence fell across the table.


‘I fail to see how
the imminent destruction of all our lives could possibly cause
amusement.’  Leo snapped icily. 


Mistral stopped
laughing and met his cold gaze evenly, ‘Exactly.  So stop dancing around
the subject and tell us what plans you’ve made, and I’m not talking about your
showcase wedding, but the gatecrashing guest intent on killing us all.’


Leo exhaled a long
breath and leaned back in his chair, ‘Warlocks will guard every entrance to the
city.  A full platoon will encircle the courtyard where the ceremony will
take place –’


‘Utterly
pointless.’  


Leo continued in a
forced voice, ‘Protective spells will be cast over every attendee, and more
over the ceremony as it is being held.’


‘Even more
pointless!’  Mistral shook her head angrily and turned to Fabian. 
‘This is a waste of time!  We know the Craft doesn’t work on
Onieroi.   We need the amazons.  Only they have the power to
hold him back and give the warriors enough time to finish his following.’


The twins gave
joint sighs of resignation and sat back while Mistral began the daily argument
about the amazons.  She and Fabian were pushing for the amazons to be told
the truth and resume their original plan.  Samson and Bryden were adamant
that the amazons could not be trusted, and Cassius saw equally the dangers in
either involving, or not involving them.  


‘You know I agree
with you Mistral, but it is not my decision to make.’  Fabian looked at
his son.  ‘There is no longer any reason for you to hesitate in
approaching the amazons.  We’ve had this discussion repeatedly over the
last two weeks and you have stalled in making a decision under the pretext that
the amazons had no leaders to contact.  Well now all three new leaders are
in place and we must act!’


Cassius was backed
into a corner and he plainly didn’t like it, ‘I have not met any of the three
new chieftainesses and have no notion of where their loyalties lie!  I
cannot afford to make the wrong decision in haste.  If we inform them of
the power they have over Onieroi we run the risk of them turning against us as
their predecessors did!’


‘Then don’t tell
them!’


‘I would struggle
to explain why I and the Head of the Isle would want the protection of amazons
when between us we have at our disposal an army of warriors and warlocks!’ 


‘So tell them the
truth!  What is there to lose?’  Fabian fired back.  ‘What would
it harm our corpses if amazons have rule over an Isle littered with
dead?   They are our only hope!’


‘Not so Mage De
Winter.’  Phantasm said quietly.


Fabian turned
slowly to fix Phantasm with a stare blacker than the deepest pit of hell, ‘I
told you that if you ever spoke of that again, then I would kill you.  Are
you so eager to burn?’


‘No Mage De
Winter.  I enjoy being alive and wish to continue in this state.  And
we can –’


‘Not at the expense
of Mistral!’


‘What is
this?’  Leo demanded sharply.


‘It is
nothing!’  Fabian snapped.  ‘A fable that Phantasm has grown enamored
of.  It will not help our cause.  We need the amazons –’  


‘Tell me of this
fable.’


‘No!’  Fabian
snarled.  


‘I would hear
it.’  Leo said slowly and turned his blue eyes to meet Phantasm’s. 
‘Tell me.’


‘Speak one word and
you will die!’  Fabian hissed.


‘I will die for
sure in less than a week.  To die now with the comfort of a full belly and
surrounded by friends would only be preferable.’


‘I will not have
deluded talk of fables mislead us!  We need the amazons, not fantasies!’


‘Fabian.’  Leo
turned to fix his brother with a hard look.  ‘I would hear, and make my
own mind up.’


‘No!’


‘Enough!’ 
Mistral suddenly banged both hands flat onto the table.  A silence fell at
her words and everyone in the room turned to watch her.  She kept her hands
pressed against the table top and leaned forward to address Leo.  ‘The
twins,’ she paused to cast them both withering looks, ‘have this theory that
because I’m pregnant with triplets and am a Seer, then I’m somehow magically
blessed with the power of three.’


‘The power of
three?’  Leo frowned thoughtfully.  ‘And what proof do the twins have
to support this belief?’


Mistral leaned back
and folded her arms, ‘Absolutely none.’


‘Not so
Mistral.’  Phantasm’s voice was quiet but firm.  ‘But Mage Sphinx has
no need of my observations.  He has born witness to your changes.  He
knows the truth.’


Leo said nothing,
but continued to regard Mistral thoughtfully.  A long silence fell before
he spoke.  ‘And what do you say of this Mistral?’


Mistral was suddenly
thrown.  She’d been quick to refute the twins’ ridiculous claim, and
laughed when they’d persisted, but she’d never actually stopped to consider
what she really thought.  What did she think?  Did she believe in the
power of three?  Her gut response was to laugh and say no, loudly
proclaiming that such talk belonged in the pages of fairytales … but what were
any of their lives but stories from the pages of fairytales?  She was a
Seer who had given birth to another Seer who could share his gift and also
control the elements ... and Amber, who grew from a baby to an adult in less
time than it took fruit to ripen.  What were her two highly gifted
children if not figments of a dream?  She frowned.  Suddenly
everything she had been certain of slipped away, leaving her full of questions.


‘I don’t know
Leo.  I need to think about it.’


‘Then I will stay
tonight and we shall meet again in the morning to hear what conclusions your
thoughts have drawn.’  Leo rose to his feet and nodded politely to her and
Fabian.  ‘I thank you for your hospitality and shall impose myself upon
you again for breakfast.’


‘Wait!’ 
Mistral held up a hand and Leo turned back.  ‘I need to know something
before I can make my decision ... and you should be here while I find out my
answer – just to save me having to repeat myself –’


‘No Mistral!’


‘Yes Fabian. 
One half turn of the hourglass and you can bring me back.  We must know
whether our plans are even being made for any purpose.’


Phantom’s eyes lit
up, ‘Are you going to read Onieroi again?’  


‘Yes. 
Delphine?’  Mistral called across the room to where her daughter was sat
with Gemma.  ‘Fetch the hourglass from the kitchen.’


‘No.’ Fabian’s
voice was so quiet that only Mistral heard it.


Holding his gaze,
Mistral took one of his hands and pressed it against her waist, ‘How can I make
a decision for our children if I don’t know what Onieroi plans to do?’


His eyes darkened
with sudden emotion, effortlessly drawing her in.  She smiled and reached
up to caress the sharp ridge of cheekbone, letting her fingers trail down his
jaw where the stubble grazed her fingertips.  She frowned.  What had
she been about to do?  Something ... something that had seemed
important.  But what was it?  She sighed and traced his lips, soft after
the roughness of his unshaven jaw.  Nothing.  It didn’t matter ...
nothing mattered but the touch of Fabian’s skin beneath her fingers and the
dark eyes that held hers.  His hand tightened at her waist and she gasped,
not at the sensation, but at the memory it evoked.  


‘Oh, nice try De
Winter, but you can stop trying to distract me!  It won’t work.’


‘I rather think
that Mage De Winter was succeeding, not trying.’  Phantom remarked
waspishly and tapped a finger on the hourglass.  ‘Ready?’


Mistral drew in a
breath and closed her eyes, ‘Ready.’


‘One half
turn.  No more.’  Fabian reminded her quietly.


She nodded, but the
motion was vague.  She was already gone.


Darkness.  The
sound of feet moving.  More than one set, but moving together. 
Hooded figures appeared.  They flashed past with jerky quickness, then
there was silence.  Torchlight flickered and died, then suddenly flared
again.  Mistral realised that she was seeing through Onieroi’s eyes, but
the time was distorted.  Everything was moving far too quickly.  She
frowned, but left the puzzle of time to when she had more of the precious
commodity to spare.  Looking out through the god’s eyes she could see
shapes in a dimly lit cavern.  Hooded women were moving with the same odd
rapid movements to suddenly appear before her and kneel, then just as abruptly
be gone, all with almost no discernible motion.  She tried to make out
their faces, but couldn’t.  Even if they hadn’t been hooded, they moved so
quickly that their features would have been indistinguishable blurs.


Turning away from
the strangeness of what she could see on the outside, Mistral switched her
focus to what lay on the inside.  She paused and stared at the vast
landscape of Onieroi’s mind.  Everywhere she looked thoughts and memories
formed shimmering images.  They rippled into view and vanished to be
instantly replaced by more.  She felt a moment of panic.  Where
should she begin?  She could waste hours, days even, sifting through the
flickering images, trying to work out what was a memory and what was his
plan.  The more she looked, the more appeared.   Like flower
petals opening into full bloom, endless images expanded out from an unseen
point with more opening on top of them.  The effect was rhythmical,
dangerously hypnotic, and would have been beautiful if the images portrayed had
not been of bloodshed.  Another scene unfurled before her eyes. 
Figures dressed in armour of centuries gone by were running into battle, their
mouths twisted in silent roars.  Mistral stared in fascination as the
soldiers clashed and began to fight.  It was like watching an historical
illustration coming to life.  Tearing her gaze away from the scene, she
turned in a slow circle, staring at the overwhelming array of never ending
images.  She heaved a defeated sigh.  It was no good.  She would
never find what she wanted in the little time she had.  


Before the wish had
formed in her mind, he was there.


‘Saul.’


He smiled, ‘Yes.’


‘I haven’t got
long.’


‘I know.’


‘I need to know
what he’s going to do Saul.  It’s urgent –’


He held a hand up
to silence her, ‘Already done.’


‘What?’


‘I’ve been
listening to Onieroi for you.’


‘Can you do that?’


‘Yes.’


‘But ... you can’t
just do stuff because you want to!  How did you keep reading him?’


‘Because you wanted
me to, remember?’


‘I – I asked you
before yes, but I didn’t expect you to keep doing it!’


He shrugged, ‘You
never told me to stop.’


‘Oh Saul!’ 
Mistral was aghast.  She stared around at the scenes of violence and
destruction, the memories of a bloodthirsty god who was over a thousand years
old.  Saul had been forced to watch them over and over, because she hadn’t
told him to stop.  ‘I’m so sorry Saul!  You can stop now.  I
want you to stop.  Is that clear enough?’


He smiled again,
‘More than.  Now, want to know what I found?’


‘Oh!  Yes,
please.’  


‘Well, it took a
bit of deciding, but he’s gone for it.’


‘He’s going to
attack the Council when we’re all gathered for Leo’s wedding?’


Saul nodded.


‘But what about the
amazons?’  Mistral asked quickly.  


‘Completely changed
his mind about them.  He was initially impressed by the affect Hedera had
on him, but now it frightens him.  He wants them destroyed.’


‘How does he plan
to do that if he can’t stand to be near them?’


‘He’s going to
recruit an army.’


‘From the tribal
elders?  The amazons are more likely to die from laughing than fighting!’


Saul shook his
head, ‘No Mistral.  When Onieroi attacks Leo’s wedding he will kill every
major figure on the Isle.  The Head of the Isle, the Council, the Divinus,
the Magnate, the tribal chieftains … they will all be there … and they will all
die.  Everyone left will immediately bow before Onieroi and accept his
rule.  It’s a simple case of self-preservation.  Those that remain
will still have their haven from the persecution of humanity; the Isle will
continue, just under a different leader.  Onieroi is a god.  An
immortal.  What choice will they have but to accept his rule?’  


‘None.’ 
Mistral let out an angry breath and began to pace.  ‘None Saul. 
None.  Damn it!  We’ve got to get the amazons on side!  If we
don’t –’


‘Mistral.’ 
Saul cut across her quietly. 


She stopped pacing
and spun to look at him, ‘What?’


‘Forget the amazons
and ask your question.’


‘My question?’


He nodded but
remained silent.


‘Oh.  You
know.’


Saul stood
motionless, smiling gently while he continued to look at her with his calm
brown eyes.   


Mistral wanted to
slap him, but she scowled instead and threw her hands up in exasperation, ‘I
can tell by the annoying look on your face that you believe that tripe too!’


‘And you don’t?’


Mistral turned
away, her voice falling to an angry mutter, ‘I don’t know what I believe
Saul.  I need to think about it.’


‘You?  Think
about something?  What happened to the girl that acted first then thought
when she was recovering in the Infirmary?’


Mistral gave a
short laugh, ‘She grew up.  Tell me Saul –’ she turned back to face
him.  ‘Is it true?’


‘Only you know that
Mistral.’


‘I don’t!  I
don’t know anything about the power of three!’


‘So find out.’


‘What? 
How?  Oh don’t give me another patronising smile brother!  I swear if
you weren’t already dead I’d kill you!’


‘Think about it
Mistral.  Is it just blind coincidence or destiny that you –’


‘What’s that
brother?  I can’t hear you!’  Mistral watched Saul’s lips moving, but
all she could hear were the words of a ballad.  They filled her mind,
obliterating every other sound, and suddenly all she could see were Fabian’s
eyes.  


‘Welcome
back.’  


He smiled and that
was the only answer she ever needed.  She would do anything for that smile
to continue to exist. 


‘What did you See
Mistral?’  Leo asked curtly.


‘Oh, hang
on.’  Mistral sighed heavily.  ‘Give me that drink brother
–’ she leaned over and took the goblet of wine from Phantom’s hand.


‘Is that your
third?’  He demanded suspiciously.


‘That’s the magic
number.  Apparently.’ 


Mistral managed to
take a slug before Phantom snatched it back.  Without the goblet to hold
she began to twist her wedding band in a distracted way, frowning into the
middle distance.


‘Mistral?’ 
Fabian prompted softly. ‘What did you See?’


She blinked and
turned her gaze to meet his, ‘Sorry.  I was thinking.  Well, I Saw
Onieroi … and some of his following too.’


‘Did you see their
faces?’  Phantasm asked sharply.


Mistral shook her
head, ‘They were hooded.  But more than that.  They moved really
quickly, too quickly.  It was bizarre –’ she suddenly turned to
Phantom.  ‘You remember when you drank too much cider at Brothertoft’s
house back in the first year of our apprenticeship?’


He pulled a face,
‘Vaguely.’


‘Well, I know how
you were feeling because I’d learned the hard way during my youth that his
cider was potent stuff.  Everything’s great, then suddenly the people
around you start moving too fast and voices become disjointed.  Well … it
was like that.’


Leo frowned, ‘Was
Onieroi drunk?’


‘No.  Onieroi
didn’t move for the whole time I was in his mind.  It was like he was
waiting.’


‘I think I
understand what’s happened here.’  Phantasm said quickly.  ‘Was it
the same when you Saw Onieroi before?’


‘Completely
different.  The first time I read Onieroi it felt like minutes, but when I
came back I’d been gone for days.’


He lifted an
eyebrow to his brother, ‘I rather think that proves my point, don’t you?’


Fabian snapped his
gaze away from Mistral to glare at him, ‘Explain what you mean!’


Phantasm met his
black stare unflinchingly, ‘When Mistral read Onieroi for the first time, it
was obviously without his knowledge, but completely on his terms.  She Saw
at his timescale.  When she read Onieroi for a second time she implanted a
false memory in his mind.  And now she has entered his mind for a third
time, entering and exiting undetected as before, but on this occasion she
controlled the time.  See the pattern?’


‘No.’


Phantasm ignored
the coldness in Fabian’s terse response and ploughed on, ‘Each time Mistral has
read Onieroi it has been increasingly on her terms.’


‘I fail to see how
you have reached that conclusion.’


‘Time, Mage De
Winter!  Time!  The measure of time in Onieroi’s mind is greatly
expanded compared to ours because of his immortality.  Our lifespans are
little more than a flicker of an eye to him.  When Mistral first read him
it was at his slower rate, but now?  Now she Saw at our measure of time,
which explains why everything was condensed!  Sight was providing her with
as much information as possible in the time she had been allotted.’


‘That makes
sense.’  Mistral said thoughtfully.  ‘The torchlight kept going out
and I thought it was weird, but now I realise it was because the torches had
expired and were being replaced.’


‘See?’ 
Phantasm cried victoriously.  ‘Mistral controlled the time!  That
takes real power!’


‘Not Mistral. 
Sight.  I will not have you twist this into something more!  We need
the amazons –’


‘Stop Fabian. 
I need to tell you something.’  Mistral paused and bit her lip.  ‘I’m
sorry.’  


‘Sorry for what
Mistral?’


‘For this.’ 
Mistral closed her eyes and took the plunge.  ‘Don’t give me all the
credit for what I’m about to tell you because ... because Saul was there
too.  He helped me.’


There was a slight
pause before Fabian spoke, ‘What did Saul tell you Mistral?’  


She opened her eyes
to see him looking at her, not with anger, but with the same anxiety his eyes
had held since she’d come out of her trance, ‘He said that Onieroi intended to
attack the Council during Leo’s wedding, but no longer had any plans to use the
amazons.  In fact, he now fears them because of the effect they have on
him.  He wants to build an army from the wreckage of his attack and
destroy them.  And ... and –’


A short silence
fell while Mistral stalled, then Fabian spoke again, his voice edged with
tension, ‘And what else did Saul say Mistral?’


Mistral’s eyes
searched Fabian’s face, denying her gift and looking instead at the man she
loved.  She saw no jealousy in his expression, only worry, desperate
worry.  ‘He spoke about the power of three.  Saul, he – he said
something about coincidence and destiny, but then I couldn’t hear him because
my time was up and you were calling me back.’


‘Please concentrate
Mistral.  This is very important.  What exactly did Saul say about
destiny?’


Mistral drew in a
breath and closed her eyes, recalling the conversation she’d been having with
Saul before Fabian pulled her back, ‘I was angry with him.  I was
shouting, telling him that I didn’t know anything about the power of three, and
he was just standing there, looking all smug like the twins do – and then he
told me to think about it – that’s it!  He said “Think about it Mistral. 
Is it just blind coincidence or destiny that you –” she stopped and opened her
eyes.  ‘And then I came back.’


‘Of all the bad
timing!’  Phantom muttered under his breath, adding more clearly. 
‘And I resent being told I look smug!’


Phantasm ignored
him and leaned across the table to fix Mistral with a penetrating look, ‘Could
you still see Saul even though you could no longer hear him?’


Mistral frowned, ‘I
could see him.  His lips were moving, but I couldn’t hear the words. 
Only Fabian’s voice.’


Phantasm’s eyes
gleamed, ‘Focus on that memory Mistral.  Let your lips form the words you
saw.’


‘What good will
that do?’


‘My brother and I
can lip read.’


‘You can?’


‘Of course we
can.  Most of the really important conversations in the Council Chambers
are whispered to avoid being overheard.  It’s our own version of Sight, if
you like.’


‘Why doesn’t that
surprise me?’  Mistral muttered and closed her eyes again, calling up the
image of Saul’s face and his lips moving soundlessly.  She replayed the
image over and over in her mind, watching his mouth shaping the silent words
and moving her own lips to copy the motion.  She could hear the twins
muttering and felt the intensity of their scrutiny, but kept her mind focused
on Saul’s face.


‘That was
definitely an M –’ a scribbling sound followed as Phantasm wrote down the
fragment.


‘Definitely the
word “you”.’


‘Another M –’


‘A TH sound, look
at the tip of the tongue, it’s touching the back of the front teeth.’


‘Yes. 
Good.  And what was that?  Do that one again Mistral ... and again
... ah! P and F.  Right, I think we can work it out from this.’


‘What have you
got?’  


They all leaned
over while Phantasm wrote out the words they already had, then added on the end
the sounds he and his brother had managed to decipher.


‘So, the first part
we know.  Saul said “Think about it Mistral.  Is it just blind
coincidence or destiny that you –” and then we have to work it out.  I
thought he was going to talk about the triplets, but the next word definitely
began with an A, then the one after started with an M and had an R in it, and
ended with either a D or a T – and I can’t think of any words relating to
pregnancy that hold those letters –’


‘Married.’ 
Fabian said quietly.


‘Ah. 
Yes.  Married.  That makes the rest easy enough to work out.’ 
Phantasm gave a small smile of satisfaction and began to write quickly. 
He turned the parchment round so that the others could read the sentence he had
written.  ‘Can you read that out for me please Mistral?’


Phantasm and his
twin watched her carefully as she read out the words, ‘“Think about it
Mistral.  Is it just blind coincidence or destiny that you are married to
a powerful Mage?”’  She looked up to see the twins nodding.  


‘Yes.  That’s
it.’


‘Well now we’ve got
the question, all I’ve got to do is find the answer.’


Fabian leaned back
in his chair, his face expressionless, ‘And do you think it is coincidence or
destiny Mistral?’


‘Coincidence? 
That’s no more than luck is it?  You don’t believe in luck and you know I
don’t believe in destiny.’


He leaned forwards,
his voice soft, but his dark eyes commanding, ‘Tell me what you believe in.’


‘I believe in you
Fabian, and I need to talk with you.  Alone.’


At once the sound
of chair legs scraping against the floor filled the room.


‘No.’ Mistral
looked around at the figures rising from their seats.  ‘Stay.  Finish
your meeting.  I need to be outside.’


Without saying a
word Fabian rose from his seat and strode over to collect their cloaks from the
hooks by the door.  She followed him and slid her arms through the
armholes as he held it out for her.  Still no-one spoke until the door was
closing behind them and she heard Phantom mutter.


‘It’s the centaur
in her –’


She closed the door
and suddenly it was just her and Fabian.  He placed an arm around her,
drawing her closer to his side and without asking where or even why, began to
walk.  It was a perfect winter’s night.  The air was sharp and clear,
the sky filled with a million stars crowned by the cold orb of the moon. 
Its silver brilliance lit the cobbles beneath their feet and threw long shadows
out behind them, creeping like thieves in their wake.  Neither spoke, but
just walked, warmed by the closeness of the other.  The silence that fell
between them held no tension, only peace.  Here was a moment stolen out of
time, blissful in its simplicity.  Out of a clear sky a single snowflake
drifted down and settled on Mistral’s hair.  


Fabian laughed
softly and reached up to brush it away, ‘I am reminded of the night I found
you.’


She turned to look
at him, ‘My life began that night Fabian.  I knew nothing until
then.  I was nothing until then.  I did not exist until I became
yours.’


He looked up at the
star-filled sky and sighed softly, ‘And I am so selfish that I would keep you
all for myself.  But now I am forced to share you.  You are no longer
just mine Mistral.’


She watched him for
a moment, his face bathed in the bright light of the moon.  He was so
beautiful it made her fingers ache to reach up and stroke each hard contour,
then twine through his hair while she kissed his lips.  ‘No, Fabian. 
I am yours.  I have to be, because without you I am nothing.  I
cannot even have this conversation with you until I know that no matter what we
decide, it will be our decision.  Not mine and not yours, but ours. 
It has to be so, because I am you and you are me, that’s how we are.’


He stopped walking
and turned to face her.  Moonlight turned his pale skin to white and the
dark of his eyes to ebony.  ‘You will always be mine, and I will always be
yours.  A piece of my soul rests within yours as I have within mine a
piece of yours for the safest of keeping.  Speak, my tigress.  I will
listen, and then I will talk with you.’


She looked up at
the clear sky and shivered, ‘Where shall we go?’


He smiled, ‘I know
a place where we will not be overheard.’


The sweet smell of
dry hay brought back far sweeter memories for Mistral.  She couldn’t help
but smile as she watched Fabian heft together a pile and throw his cloak over
it before holding his hand out to her. 


‘You always were a
perfect gentleman.’


He laughed, ‘I have
lied, stolen, and killed for money.  Are those qualities found in a
gentleman?’


‘Definitely.’ 
Mistral sank into his arms and pulled her cloak over them.   


They lay together
without speaking for a while, listening to the rustle of mice resuming their
nocturnal movements then falling suddenly still at the hunting screech of an
owl.  In the silence they heard the muted snorts of the horses stabled
beneath them and the occasional heavy thump as one dropped down into the straw
to sleep.  


‘I can’t do this
without you Fabian.’


‘You will never
have to do anything without me.  But I would like to know what it is
before I commit myself to one of your more reckless adventures, merely to be
prepared, of course.’


She smiled into the
darkness, ‘I know you’re trying to make light of this, and I’m sorry for being
obtuse.  I meant that I can’t make this decision without you.’


Silence.  Then
Fabian sighed.  ‘You want me to agree.’


‘No.  I
haven’t got that far yet.  I just want to talk to you.  I can’t get
it straight in my head, and you have the straightest head I’ve ever Seen.’


He shifted, tilting
his head to look down at her, ‘I do?’


‘Oh yes.  It’s
all moonlight to you.  Silver and black.  Light and dark.  I
wish I were like that, but I see every colour in between.’


‘What colours are
there at night other than moonlight and shadows?’


‘Oh lots! 
There’s grey where green would be in sunlight, and lilac in place of blue, then
a hundred shades of silver depending on how bright the moon is.  And
shadows aren’t just black.  They start at taupe and gradually get darker
the deeper they become.’


‘It sounds
beautiful.’


Mistral shrugged,
‘Or confusing.’


‘So.  I see
only black and white, and you see everything but.  We are a good
match.  Together we can see the full picture.’


Mistral smiled, ‘I
think we’re the best match.’  She lifted her head to look up at him, her
expression suddenly serious.  ‘Help me to see the black and the white
tonight Fabian.  I can’t work this out. I keep getting tangled in endless
questions.’


‘About the power of
three?’


‘Yes.  Tell me
what you know about the power of three.’


He sighed deeply
and looked up at the rafters.  One hand toyed idly with her hair as he
began to speak.  ‘As a child I was taught that the power of three was a
formidable force revered and desired by all Mages.  Blood must be shared
to achieve its power, and as such all warlocks have the power as they are all
born from one, which is why they are regimented into multiples of three for
battle.  It was also believed that the Rochfortes and Nobles sought to
keep their blood pure to utilise the triple power when they cast.’


‘But I’m not Mage
born.  I don’t have the Craft.’


‘No.  You are
so much more than a Mage.  You are a Seer.’


Mistral sighed,
‘I’d rather be your wife.’


‘And I am blessed
that you are still, and love me, despite the fact that you have Seen the
soulless creature I have been.’


‘Oh, you were never
soulless Fabian.  Just ... searching.’


‘Yes.  I
was.  Searching without knowing it.  Searching for you.  And I
found you.’  


His arms tightened
around her and Mistral yielded to his embrace without resistance.  Safe in
the circle of his love she suddenly wished that was all life demanded of
her.  To be a wife and a mother.  To love, honour and yes, even to
obey.  She would trade her gift in a heartbeat just to live that perfect
existence.   But wouldn’t she always have?  What was her gift
ever to her but an unwanted burden?  Fabian moved to curve his body around
hers, careful of the growing swell of her pregnancy.


Three.


The power of three.


‘Let’s list the
facts Fabian,’ she said quietly.  ‘I am pregnant with triplets.’


‘Yes.’


‘We’ve already had
twins, so it’s not inconceivable that you and I could produce triplets.’


‘No.’


‘But ... I am a
Seer.’


‘Yes.’


‘And you are a
powerful Mage.’


He paused, hating
still to admit that part of his identity, ‘I am.’


‘That’s what Saul
meant.  He wasn’t talking about our marriage being coincidence or destiny,
but that you are a Mage.  You know about the power of three and can help
me understand this.  Could it really be that our three unborn children
hold the ability to triple my gift?’  


‘According to the
myth.’


‘I have little time
for myths.  Is it fact Fabian?’  She persisted quietly.


‘I cannot say for
certain.’


She rolled to face
him, her eyes as dark as his in the moonlight, ‘Imagine I am not your wife, or
the mother of your children.  Imagine I am just a warrior, and by some
strange coincidence at a time when it is most needed, my gift could be tripled
in power by the fact that I am pregnant with triplets.  Would you believe
in me having the power of three then?’  


‘No.’


‘Yes.  You
would.’


‘No.’


‘Yes.  I can
See it Fabian.  You would.  You are compromised by what we
share.  As I am too.  I don’t want this as much as you don’t.  I
want our three children to be just that, children, not a shield behind which
the Isle will gather.  I hate this.’  Mistral suddenly turned away
from him. 


He listened to the
quiet sound of her breathing for a moment then sighed and pulled her close
again, gently stroking a hand over her until it reached the slight swell at her
waist, ‘I know you are frightened.’


‘Am I?’


‘Whenever we lie
together our hearts beat in time.  Mine has just suddenly started to beat
faster for no reason that I can think of other than it is because yours is
beating more quickly too.  Either you are angry, which your stillness does
not suggest, or you are frightened.’


She expelled a slow
breath and placed a hand over his, holding it tighter to her body, ‘You’re
right.  I am frightened.  Not for me, and not for our unborn children
either.’  She rolled over again so that they were lying face to
face.  In the moonlight her face was a pale oval, her eyes pools of
black.  Light and dark.  


Fabian gently
stroked a finger down her cheek, pausing at her lips, ‘Then tell me what you
are frightened of.’


Her face crumpled
into an expression close to tears, ‘What if we’re wrong?  What if the
power of three is just something that applies to sorcerers, and everyone thinks
that I’m the answer when I’m not!  We could be wasting time believing in
this when we should be concentrating on the amazons –’


He suddenly placed
both hands around her face and pulled her into a kiss, silencing her words and
quelling her fears, ‘What will be, shall be, Mistral.  No-one can know the
future.  We have five days to find the answer.’  


‘But that’s such
little time!’


‘It is more than
enough.  I will travel to the Council tomorrow and bring back any book
that so much as mentions the power of three.  I see the argument in your
eyes, but I swear to return to your side before nightfall.’


‘You’ll use
Expediency?’


He nodded.


‘Oh Fabian,
no!  You hate the Craft!  Don’t do it because of me –’


‘Yes.  I will
do it because I love you – and because you love me you must speak with
Imperato.’


Mistral closed her
eyes with a groan, ‘I’d rather be the one going to the Council library to wade
through boring books.’


He smiled and
kissed her gently, ‘I rather feel that both experiences will be similar.’


For a moment all
was quiet and there was only the sound of their breathing, then Mistral spoke
again, ‘Fabian?’


‘Yes?’  


‘Even if the books
and Imperato do point to me somehow having the power of three, what good can it
do?  My gift isn’t physical like the Craft, or even influential like the
twins’.  What will I be able to do?  Read Onieroi to death?’


‘I cannot answer
your question Mistral.  But we will find the answer.  Saul was
right.  You are not married to me out of coincidence or destiny but
because –’


‘I am married to
you because I love you.  Nothing else other than the way you were looking
at me on our wedding day could have made me step one foot into the village
square.  I was completely terrified!’


He smiled softly,
‘As I recall, you actually ran into the square.’


She laughed and
laid her head onto his chest, ‘I was worried that you would grow bored with
waiting for me to arrive and change your mind.’


His voice was a
velvet murmur against her hair, ‘I would have stood there for a thousand years
and my mind would have remained unchanged.’


Mistral smiled and
knew he meant every word.  She drew in a breath then let it out in a long
sigh, ‘Are we agreed then?’


‘I think so.’


‘Tell me what we’ve
agreed Fabian.  I need to hear your voice say the words I hardly dare
think.’


‘We are agreed that
we will investigate the possibility of you possessing the power of three and
what effect that could have on our battle with Onieroi.’


She nodded, ‘That
doesn’t sound too final.  I think I can cope with that.  But what
about the amazons?’


‘Despite what you
and I believe, they are no longer an option.’


‘Not even if we got
the twins to persuade them?’


‘No.  Sheer
logistics will make it impossible.  Leo wants to meet with the
chieftainesses this week to gauge where their loyalties lie.  Even if they
appear to be on our side there will not be enough time for them to travel back
and return with their tribes before his wedding.’


Mistral swore
softly and buried herself deeper into his arms, ‘So it’s down to me and my
stupid gift then.  Oh damn it to hell Fabian!  I can’t believe it’s
come to this!  That everything hangs on a myth!  Give me a sword, no,
give me two swords and something to kill!  But a god?  How the hell
are we going to hold him back long enough for the warriors to destroy his
following?’


He tightened his
arms around her and stared up at the cobwebbed rafters, ‘We will find the
answer Mistral.  I promise.’











The Power of Three





Prospero growled
and raised his head when the latch lifted on the front door, then his tail
wagged in greeting as two familiar figures stole into the house.  They
closed the door quietly and pulled off their cloaks before picking up the
baskets they had been carrying and making their way across the dark room.


‘Phantom. 
Phantasm.’


They both froze
when a voice spoke from the deep shadows of the sofa nearest the fire.


Phantasm recovered
before his brother and spoke in a rapid whisper, ‘Mage De Winter!  You
startled me!  Forgive us if we woke you.  We came to prepare
breakfast for the meeting.  When you and Mistral had not returned by
midnight we thought it would help –’


‘I thank you for
your consideration, but Mistral still sleeps and I would prefer her to remain
that way.’


Phantasm glanced at
the shape curled on the sofa with her head resting in Fabian’s lap and
nodded.  Signaling wordlessly to his brother, they continued to the
kitchen to prepare breakfast.


Fabian stayed on
the sofa and watched the gentle blush of pink stain the sky beyond the dark
window.  One hand lay over Mistral, feeling the gentle rise and fall of
each sleeping breath.  The cloak that covered her was his, the same that
he had laid over the hay on the night she agreed to be his and had covered her countless
times since.  It was fraying at the hem in places and had faded, but he
refused to let it go.  It was as though it were somehow connected to the
night he had won Mistral’s heart and if he ever cast it aside she would
suddenly no longer love him.  He cursed himself for being superstitious
and pulled the cloak further up, shielding her from the chill in the
room.  A noise made him look up to see Phantasm knelt by the fire, coaxing
it back into life.  Prospero wagged his gratitude when fresh flames burst
from the cinders.  Phantasm carefully placed on more logs and watched to
ensure they would take before replacing the guard.


‘Mage De
Winter.  My brother has brewed up some coffee.  Would you care for a
mug?’


Fabian nodded and
moments later Phantasm was sitting quietly beside him with two steaming mugs
held in his hands.


‘I know Mistral
cannot abide this drink, but I find it quite effective in the morning,
especially when sleep has been found wanting the night before.’


Fabian took the mug
he offered, ‘Yes.  I have not slept.  I have had much to think
about.’


Phantasm nodded but
said nothing and took a sip of his coffee. For a moment there was only the
crackle of the fire and the more muted sounds of Phantom preparing breakfast in
the kitchen.


‘What was the
outcome of the meeting?’  Fabian asked quietly.


Phantasm’s
shoulders rose and fell in an elegant shrug, ‘Endless debate over the
amazons.  As usual.  They are more contentious in theory than they
are in fact.  And, in the end, all our debate proved immaterial. 
Mage Sphinx rightly concluded that there is barely enough time left for us to
pack and travel to the Council, let alone persuade the amazons to rouse an army
and join us there.’


‘I agree. 
Mistral does too.  We both think that we must explore other avenues to
find a way of holding Onieroi at bay long enough for the warriors to complete
their task.’


Phantasm was
careful not to betray his sudden excitement.  He took another sip of
coffee before he spoke, keeping his voice deliberately light, ‘Then you believe
that Mistral has the power of three?’


‘We both believe it
is something to be investigated.  I intend to travel to the Council once
this morning’s meeting has been concluded to continue my research in the
library, and Mistral has agreed to speak with Imperato.  We will both know
more when we meet again tonight.’


The emphasis Fabian
placed on his final words made it clear to Phantasm that he was more concerned
with when he and Mistral would see each other again than what information they
might have to share. 


‘Imperato is not
due in the Valley today.  My brother and I will travel with Mistral to
visit the tribe and ensure her safety.’


‘Thank you.’ 
Fabian said then paused when Mistral stirred.  She murmured a few
indistinct words then fell silent again.  He adjusted the cloak, his touch
lingering protectively.  ‘She is tired.  It was late when we returned
and her pregnancy wearies her.’


‘It was beyond
midnight when we concluded our discussions and you had not returned then. 
Was it much later?’


Fabian didn’t look
away from Mistral but nodded, ‘Perhaps a little after two.  We had many
matters to discuss.’


Phantasm hesitated,
‘May I ask of the matters?’


‘You may ask. 
But I may not answer.’


Phantasm set his
mug down on the floor, then turned to give Fabian a sincere look, ‘Mage De
Winter.  I can hear the animosity you feel towards me in your voice. 
I know that you think I have been pushing for Mistral to embrace the power that
resides within her –’


‘Possibly
resides within her.’


‘Forgive me. 
The power that it is possible may reside within her.  But I assure you
that I care deeply for her and would not wish to place her life in any more
danger than all ours are at present.’


Fabian regarded
Phantasm coldly, ‘Tell me, just what is it that you think Mistral will be able
to achieve with the power of three?’


Phantasm drew in a
breath, ‘I believe that it makes her immune to Onieroi.’


Fabian’s eyes
blazed with sudden anger, ‘So.  You would not wish to put the woman you
claim to care about in unnecessary danger, merely place her between us and a
wrathful god! What are we to be?  Frightened children clinging to the
skirts of their mother?’


‘You cannot hope to
try and defend her from Onieroi, Mage De Winter.  We are powerless against
him.  Only Mistral is strong enough to withstand his might.’


‘You do not know
that!’


‘Not for certain, I
admit.  But we must find out, or Onieroi will destroy us all.’


‘No.’ Fabian
turned away.  ‘Not all.’


‘Well, yes, perhaps
I speak too literally.  He will let live those who shall form the ranks of
his army and become his congregation, but that certainly won’t include us!’


‘He cannot kill
those that are not present.’


‘What?’ 
Phantasm’s voice grew incredulous.  ‘Are you suggesting that we try to
hide from Onieroi?    He will seek us out like a dog hunting a
rat!  Thanks to Hedera, he knows the Ri have plans to destroy his
following! Our only saving grace is that he doesn’t exactly what!’


Fabian looked away
as Phantasm was speaking.  His gaze rested again on Mistral, still fast
asleep.  


‘Ah.’ 
Phantasm suddenly sighed with understanding.  ‘Now I see what you meant by
your words.  You want to keep Mistral away from Mage Sphinx’s
wedding.  But surely you can see there is nowhere on the Isle that she
will be safe?’


‘I know
that.’  Fabian replied softly.


A short silence
fell then Phantasm exclaimed quietly, ‘I don’t believe this!  You plan to
run away?  Tell me Mage De Winter, will it be just you and Mistral? 
Or will you take all your children too?  That’s rather a large number to
stow away in the hold of a ship!  What are you going to do, steal one of
the Ri ships in the dead of night and sail away together to a new life?’


‘No.’ Fabian
shook his head but his eyes didn’t leave Mistral.  ‘Onieroi will be able
to track me through the Craft’s signature.  I will send her away with
Marcus and the boys.’


‘Oh?  Why only
them?  What of Delphine?  Or Amber?  Or Cassius?’


‘Cassius would not
abandon his responsibilities, as Delphine and Amber would not their husbands.’


‘But you would make
Mistral abandon hers.’


‘I will try.’


‘Try and fail then
Mage De Winter!  In the years I have known you I have thought you many
things, but never a fool!’


Fabian turned
suddenly, but there was no anger in his gaze, only a pain more wretched than
any Phantasm had ever seen, ‘Then answer me this question Phantasm.  If
she was yours, what would you do?’


‘Oh, we wouldn’t be
having this conversation.  I’d have killed myself through worry a long
time ago!’


For a second the pain
vanished and the glimmer of a smile lit the dark depths of Fabian’s eyes, but
it was quickly lost.  He shook his head slowly, ‘I cannot let her go
to Leo’s wedding.  It will be her death.’


‘It may not Mage De
Winter.  But this is a subject that you would have little patience for on
a normal day, let alone one where your mind is without the balance of sleep.’


Fabian didn’t
respond and turned back to Mistral.  Phantasm reached down for his mug of
coffee and took a sip while he gathered his thoughts.  The bitter liquid
had cooled enough for him to take a longer drink.  He lowered his mug and
noticed that the coffee had left dark ring on the inside of the mug.  A
stain.  In the silence that fell between him and Fabian, Phantasm suddenly
remembered a conversation he’d had with Mistral.  It had been back in the
second year of their apprenticeship, when the Rochfortes had risen against Mage
Grapple.  Their aim had been to purify the Isle from the taint of all
half-breeds.  Not yet a Seer and still only an apprentice, Mistral had met
with Mage Grapple after a kidnap attempt by the Rochfortes had been
thwarted.  In typical Mistral style, she had proceeded to have a blazing
row with him which Phantom had made her repeat several times, purely for his
delight.  Mistral losing her temper and insulting the Head of the Isle
hadn’t formed a lasting impression in Phantasm’s mind, but the words Mage
Grapple had used to describe their half-breed status had.  


‘Mage De Winter?’


Fabian looked
round.


‘Do you recall Mage
Grapple’s words during the meeting you and Mistral had with him after her
kidnap by the Rochfortes?’


He frowned and
turned away again, ‘Not especially.’


‘No.  I
appreciate that they stayed more in my mind due to their relevance to me being
a half-breed.  He said that the Rochfortes would remove every trace
of our existence from the Isle and then have the stain that our blood left on
the ground scrubbed away too.  It struck a chord with me because it
illustrated clearly how little we mean to Mages, and I know we mean infinitely
less to Onieroi.’


‘You are not alone this
time.  Onieroi seeks to kill all breeds, Mage and Arcane alike.’


Phantasm nodded slowly and turned
the half-empty mug in his hands.  He watched the dark liquid leave another
ring where it touched the sides.  ‘Mage Grapple also told Mistral that if
she so desperately wanted the life she had committed herself to with you, then
she must fight for it –’


‘Swords will not work against
Onieroi!’


Phantasm gave a short laugh,
‘Which is a similar response to the one Mistral gave Mage Grapple.  But he
didn’t mean to fight physically.  He told her that she must fight with her
mind.’


‘Eximius said many things. 
Few were relevant.’


‘I feel that this was.  You
cannot send her away, Mage De Winter.  She would only jump off any ship
you placed her on and swim back.  Her place is with you.’


Dawn had broken fully. 
Light filled the window and fell in shafts across the room.  One struck
Mistral’s sleeping face, illuminating her pale skin to make it glow as though
lit from within.  Her eyes remained closed, the dark lashes that framed
them fluttered then fell still as she slept on.  Fabian brushed a lock of
hair from her face and watched her sleeping.


‘I would die for her in a
heartbeat.’


‘I know.’


Fabian turned to Phantasm.  For
once his eyes were not the cold black Phantasm saw so often, but held a
gentleness that made him appear less the feared assassin and more the man
Mistral loved, the father his sons respected and his daughters adored.


‘We have had this conversation
before, you and I, Phantasm.  But I ask the same question more plainly now
because we may all die before this week is spent and I should wish to know the
answer, for the peace of my soul.  I know that you love Mistral. 
More than as a sister.  I have always known, yet it has never evoked any
jealousy in me because you have never sought to take her from me.  My
question is this, why did you never seek her for your own before I made her
mine?’


Phantasm looked at Mistral’s
sleeping face and smiled, ‘Yes.  Yes, I love Mistral.  I always
have.  From possibly the first moment my brother and I met her.  A
scruffy waif in torn trousers standing at the North Gate.  Her hair was
too long and her boots filthy, but even then, way before Sight had awoken in
her and she became truly powerful, there was just something about her.  I
watched Saul fall in love with her, and yet she was completely oblivious. 
After the artifice of Council life it was refreshing to meet someone so
innocent.  But no, Mage De Winter – she was never to be mine the way that
Saul wished her to be his.  I am not free to lead the life of a
husband.  I could never condemn her to the half-life that would be all I
could offer.’  Phantasm paused at the sound of rattling pans coming from
the kitchen.  Phantom.  His twin.  The second half of his
soul.  He sighed and continued.  ‘Then she met you and I knew what my
role was to be.’


‘Is it not cold to stand in the
shadow of love?’  


‘No.  Far from it.  It
is warm.  Believe me when I say that I have more than I ever imagined
possible.’


Fabian gave Phantasm a searching
look then shook his head slowly, ‘I have spoken harshly to you on occasion over
the years.  Words I regret.  But I have also spoken favourably to
you, and I ask you now to remember only those times.  They alone provide a
true reflection of the respect I hold for you.’


A muffled thud sounded from
upstairs.  Marcus and the boys were waking up; no doubt drawn from sleep
to come searching for the bacon they could smell frying. 


‘The others will be here soon.’ 
Phantasm rose to his feet.  ‘I will run a bath for Mistral.  Perhaps
her mood will be improved by being clean and fed before we begin.’


Fabian smiled and stroked a
finger over her sleeping face, ‘I doubt it.’


Despite Fabian’s prediction,
Mistral appeared after her bath and sat down at the table without so much as a
scowl.  She accepted the plate of food Phantom laid before her with quiet
thanks and gave it her full attention, satisfying the demands of the three
lives within her before she could be free to consider the matters they were
meeting to discuss.


Delphine arrived to shepherd a
protesting Marcus to school and Mistral’s twin sons left to harangue the Ri’s
Agent, Scrimshaw and Scuttle, for something more interesting than a knucker
hunt.  Samson made a brief appearance to leave a message for Amber when
she arrived that he would be taking the apprentices up to the third floor
training room for sword practise because he didn’t fancy freezing in the Arena
on his own all morning, and then it was down to business.


‘I’ll just clear up –’


‘No.  I’ll do it.  You
sit.’


Mistral gave Phantom a suspicious
look but he kept his eyes averted and swept up her empty plate before she could
argue.


‘I shall begin with a summary of
our meeting last night.’  Leo placed both hands on the table and looked
around imperiously.  ‘We continued to discuss the possibility of using the
amazons to help in our fight against Onieroi.  Although we were in
agreement that their presence would be effective, we concluded that there is
not enough time to gain their loyalty and have them in place before the attack
Onieroi has planned.’


‘I’ve been thinking about
that.  You could postpone your wedding.’  Bryden suggested.


‘Then Onieroi would simply attack
an unprepared Council.  No.  We must continue without the amazons.’


‘We’ve still got Cerbera and
Belladonna.  They’ll have some effect on him.’


‘A salient point Phantasm. 
Thank you.’  Leo said then looked at Cassius.  ‘Do you agree?’


Cassius nodded, ‘Two is hardly an
army, however if his experience with Hedera was enough to give him cause to be
frightened of the race, then they are our best chance of stalling him.  I
will present it to them.  I feel that a Contract would be the most
persuasive method.  Gleacher?’


The Ri’s Contract’s Officer
nodded solemnly, ‘They are fond of coin.  I shall draw up something
attractive, but not overtly so.  Forgive me if I speak too freely, but I
feel that they should not be apprised of the full facts.’


‘I agree.  Put it to them
that I require a bodyguard for the duration of Mage Sphinx’s wedding that is
less conspicuous than a host of male warriors would be.’  


‘Yes Divinus.’  


Gleacher made a few notes on a
piece of parchment then a short silence fell.  Phantom returned from the
kitchen and slid quietly into his seat, adding his own green gaze to the sets
of eyes looking expectantly at Mistral.   


Leo finally said the words
everyone was waiting for, ‘And now we are all gathered, I think we need to hear
what conclusions you have reached.’  


Mistral placed down the cup of
water she had been holding and nodded slowly, ‘Yes.  Fabian and I agree
that we should investigate the power of three.  He’s going to travel to
the Council today to search the library for anything that will help us, and I’m
going to visit Imperato.’


‘I see.  And then?’


Mistral reached out for Fabian’s
hand, ‘Then we will decide.’


‘There is little time –’


‘We will have reached our
decision by tomorrow morning.’


‘And you will inform me in the
usual way?’


‘We will.’  Mistral spoke not
with her usual impatience, but with quiet resolution.  


Leo nodded and rose to his feet,
‘Then I must go.  There is much to prepare.’  He turned to
Fabian.  ‘Would you care to travel with me brother?  Together we
could shorten the journey and use the time to talk further.’


Fabian rose to his feet then
quickly bent to kiss Mistral.  She closed her eyes at the touch of his
lips, murmuring words only he could hear, then he was gone.  Mistral
stared at the closing door, lost in her own thoughts while Gleacher asked
Cassius a few questions on how he wished to word the Contract for the two
amazons, then he too rose to his feet and pulled on his cloak.


‘Thank you for breakfast, Lady De
Winter,’ he said politely then turned to Cassius.  ‘I shall have the
Contract prepared in draft for your approval by mid-morning.  Shall you be
in your tower room Divinus?’


Cassius sighed at the thought of
the mountain of paperwork that waited for him there, ‘Yes Gleacher.’


Mistral watched him leave and
turned to offer Cassius a quizzical look, ‘Since when has Gleacher called me
“Lady De Winter”?’


‘Since you stopped throwing
tantrums like a child and started behaving like a lady.’  Phantom cut in
before Cassius could reply. 


‘Are you ready to leave Mistral?’


Mistral tore herself away from
glaring at Phantom and turned to see Phantasm stood by the door, already
wearing his cloak, ‘Oh great.  Got an escort, have I?’  


‘Of course.’  Phantasm shook
out her fur-lined cloak with a theatrical flourish while Phantom offered her
his hand with mocking formality.  


‘Ready Lady De Winter?’


‘No.  I am never ready to be
bored.’


‘Ah, try to think of it more as a
touching father and daughter moment.’


‘Want to die before Saturday
brother?’


‘Not really.  Now come on,
practise that winning smile.’


Cassius allowed himself a moment
of amusement as he watched the twins chivvy his mother out of the house with
Prospero following in their wake.  Bryden spoke a few words that washed
over him unnoticed then he left and Cassius was alone.  He heaved a deep
sigh and thought again of the banal tasks that awaited his attention in his
tower room and suddenly wished Amber was there to brighten his mood when the
door opened.


‘Is it a good time now? 
Only I saw the others leave and thought you might have a few moments spare
before the rest of your day begins.’


‘Delphine.’  Cassius smiled
and gestured to the empty chairs opposite him.  ‘Take a seat.  I
always have time for my sisters.’


Delphine sat gracefully on the
chair and folded her hands into her lap.  She gazed at him with anxious
eyes, ‘I’m not sure what you expect to find.  Not a lot I shouldn’t
imagine.  But, erm, I should probably tell you that Cain and I –’


He laughed and held up a hand to
stop her, ‘No Delphine.  I shall not be doing any reading, you will.’


‘I don’t have the Sight Cassius.’


‘No.’ Cassius stopped
smiling and regarded her thoughtfully.  ‘But Cain and mother both believe
you have the gift of Empathy.’


She frowned and looked down at
her hands, ‘I’m not so sure.’


‘Let’s find out, shall we?’


Delphine looked up, her blue eyes
curious, ‘How?’


‘Tell me what I’m feeling.’ 
Cassius leaned back on his chair and composed his face into an inscrutable
mask, but on the inside he let his mind roam over his fears for the coming
week.  


Delphine stared at him blankly
for a moment then a small frown creased the perfect skin of her brow and her
eyes took on a misty look.  Neither spoke.  A log shifted in the
grate.  In the kitchen the tap dripped over the unwashed dishes. 
Somewhere upstairs an open window banged. 


Delphine suddenly gave a gasp and
pressed a hand to her throat, ‘Oh Cassius!  You’re so worried! 
Please don’t be!’


He frowned and shifted his
thoughts, thinking instead of the pile of reports waiting to be read in his
tower room.  At once Delphine’s eyes glazed over and she lifted a hand to
stifle a yawn.


‘Oh!  I’m so sorry!  I
don’t know what came over me!  I just felt so tired all of a sudden –’


Cassius switched his mind again
and called up the memory of his first hunt.  The thrill of the chase, the
satisfaction of a clean kill, the pride of riding home with it slung over his
saddle.  Delphine’s expression immediately changed and she smiled, not her
usual sweet smile, but a wide grin that reflected perfectly the emotions he was
recalling.  And suddenly it was a game.  Cassius called up an emotion
and Delphine became his mirror, her face displaying what he felt but could
never show.  Through her he was suddenly able to reveal emotions that his
role of Divinus forced him to keep hidden.  His sadness at the death of
Mage Grapple, his bittersweet joy at Amber marrying Brutus, his amusement at
Marcus, the four foot tyrant, his confusion at the way Dawn Larch had made him
feel, the terrible burden he felt for the safety of his warriors and his fears
about the outcome of the battle they would be facing on Saturday.  


‘Oh ... please stop
Cassius.’  Delphine suddenly groaned and dropped her head into her
hands.  ‘I’ve got such a headache!’


He immediately reached across and
touched her hands where they were clasped around her temples, ‘I’m sorry
Delphine.  I’ll get you something to ease it.’


He returned moments later and
placed down a mug of the herbal brew Cain prescribed to cure headaches, ‘Drink
this, and I promise to think calm thoughts for a few moments.’


Delphine lifted the mug and took
a long drink then gave a sigh, ‘Oh, that’s better,’ she looked at him over the
brim.  ‘Does this mean ... am I ... do I?’


He smiled and nodded, ‘Oh yes
Delphine.  You have the gift of Empathy.  Welcome to the family.’


She frowned and took another sip
from her mug, ‘I hope it doesn’t always give me a headache.’


‘Sorry.  That’s my
fault.  I got carried away.’


‘Oh.  So it won’t always be
like this?’


‘I’m certain it won’t.  I
think that you’re more attuned to the way I feel because I’m your brother.’


She nodded and took another sip
of her drink.


‘How do you feel?’  Cassius
asked quietly. 


Delphine laughed, ‘A Seer asking
an Empath that question must surely be the biggest waste of breath there ever
was!’


Cassius smiled, ‘I can deny my
gift, as you will learn to also.  You must, for your own sanity.  We
need the solace of our own minds sometimes.’


‘I’m beginning to understand
that.’


‘So practise your gift, and
practise denying your gift.  Both are equally important skills to have.’


‘Will you help me again?’


‘Yes, of course I will.  You
must practise in your own time too Delphine, but be careful.’  Cassius’
face became serious.  ‘You need to learn to shut out your gift too. 
You can’t wander around feeling the emotions of everyone you come into contact
with.  It’ll be confusing for you.  At first you won’t be able to
tell the difference between your own feelings and the reflections of
others.  It could harm your marriage, and more than that, it could harm
your sanity.’


She met his sombre gaze and
nodded, ‘I’ll try.  But how do I shut it out?’


‘Well, it’s different for
me.  I only See when I concentrate and call forth the power, but you are
more like mother, Amber too come to think of it.  They both see auras in
slightly different ways, but can do so without even willing it.  Amber’s
gift doesn’t seem to bother her so she doesn’t feel any need to try and block
it out, but mother does.  When she wants to deny her gift she says it
takes willpower, but it’s achievable, like not scratching an itch or holding
back a sneeze.  You must learn to focus Delphine.’


‘So, when I’m dealing with a
customer and I feel a sudden change in mood, I can put it down to me simply
reflecting how they’re feeling and not just being an irrational woman?’


He laughed, ‘Yes Delphine. 
You are many things, but not irrational.  I’m sorry for the confusion your
gift must have caused you.  Mother and I should have spoken with you about
it before now – but like so much in life, there always seemed to be another day
to pursue such matters.’


Delphine raised her chin in an
expression reminiscent of Mistral, ‘Then I must make up for lost time.  I
will practise all day every day and learn to master this gift.  But,’ she
paused and frowned, ‘what good can it do Cassius?’


‘Good?’


‘I mean, what can I achieve as an
Empath?  Apart from being a better healer of course.’


‘It is a subtle gift, but no less
powerful than any when trained.  In many ways it is like a milder version
of Sight.  Bryden had an Empath in his tribe when he was chieftain. 
An elf by the name of Stark.  Bryden would have Stark in attendance at any
meetings with other tribes to sense the mood of their chieftain.  It was
useful to know such things.  Stark was a powerful Empath, not only could
he feel the emotions of others, but he could reflect them back onto their
originator, doubling their effect.  So someone that was angry would become
furious, or someone that was sad would become morose, the happy became
euphoric, and so forth.’


‘Oh.’  Delphine looked
mildly impressed.  ‘I suppose that could be useful, in certain
circumstances.  But I have to confess that I can’t think of any right
now.’


Cassius smiled, ‘I have often
wondered the purpose of my own gifts.  Take my advice and don’t waste too
much time pondering the unexplainable.  We should not question the reason
we’ve been blessed with the powers that we have, but accept their presence in
our lives and bend to the way they shape our futures.  Such as our futures
may be.’ 


For no reason she could explain,
Delphine’s eyes suddenly filled with tears, ‘Oh Cassius!  Do you think
we’re all going to die on Saturday?’


He met her gaze and knew it was
pointless to lie, ‘There is a strong likelihood that we might.  But there
is always hope Delphine.  And in the meantime we have until Saturday.’


She suddenly stood up, ‘Sorry to
leave you with all the washing up, but I’ve just remembered that Cain’s
shutting the shop early today.’


Cassius looked at the pale
morning sky framed by the window, ‘Has he even opened it yet?’


‘No.’ Delphine called back
from the door.  ‘And he’s not going to either –’


 


The Velvet Forests were eerily
still, the creatures that lived there buried deep in their nests for
warmth.  No more snow had fallen since early December, but the freezing
temperatures had preserved the early falls.  A glittering layer of
crystallised ice capped the patches of snow lying across the path and crackled
noisily under the horses’ hooves.  It was bright, but intensely
cold.  Phantom shivered and pulled his cloak closer.  He glanced at
Mistral, riding by his side with her hood thrown back and her cloak unfastened.


‘I don’t know how you can stand
to have your cloak undone!  I’m freezing!’


‘You should try being pregnant
brother.’  Mistral murmured without taking her eyes from the path. 
‘It’s like having your own personal furnace.’


He was instantly intrigued,
forgetting his coldness to throw back his own hood to see her more clearly,
‘Really?  What else is it like?’


She turned to look at him, her
expression bemused, ‘What?  Being pregnant?’


‘Yes.’  Phantom said with
sudden sincerity.  ‘Yes, I want to know everything.  I’ve always been
a bit squeamish about these things, I know, but I love the end result and I
want to know more about the process of growing a life.’


Mistral was about to laugh, but
the expression on Phantom’s face stopped her, ‘I don’t know brother,’ she said
thoughtfully.  ‘It’s hard to explain.’


‘Please try Mistral.  I’d
really like to know.’


She glanced at his angel’s face,
wistful in the extreme, and knew she couldn’t refuse him, ‘Well, at first it’s
horrible.’


‘Horrible?  How?’


‘You feel sick, not just in the
mornings, but all day.  Smells intensify, and some that you previously
liked you suddenly can’t abide.  Food is the same.  You suddenly
can’t bear the sight of meats you enjoyed before whilst others are all you
crave.  And sleep.  Sleep is all you want after food, but the
dreams!  Oh!  If I could tell you of the weird dreams I’ve had when
I’ve been pregnant!’  Mistral caught Phantom’s overly interested look and
quickly moved on.  ‘Then the sickness stops, which is a massive relief,
but you get chronic indigestion instead ... and then you start to grow. 
Every day is like seeing a stranger in the mirror!  Then they start to
move and it’s the strangest feeling –’


Phantom was fascinated, ‘What
does it feel like?’   


‘Exactly like another living
being moving around inside you, but with absolutely no consideration for where
they’re sticking their feet.  The twins were horrendous, but
triplets?’  Mistral pulled a face.  ‘I dread to think what they’re
going to be like.’


Like Delphine and Cain, Phantom
suddenly needed to talk about the life that lay beyond the next five
days.  A future where they continued to exist and had somehow managed to
evade the looming carnage.


‘I’ve felt my godchildren
kicking, but I’ve never actually seen it.  Delphine says you can see it
happen, is that right?’


‘Oh yes.  Later on you can
actually see them moving.  The boys were the worst.  I swear they
were wrestling in there.  Fabian would watch my belly moving and laugh,
but I didn’t find it so funny.’


‘Can I see that too Mistral?’


Mistral immediately began to say
no, not in a million years, but the words died when she met Phantom’s
eyes.  They were filled with a yearning so intense that it made the breath
catch in her throat and all she could do was mutter weakly, ‘Yes brother.’


He smiled and the yearning was
transformed to become the sublime.  Mistral glanced over at his brother,
but he was gazing steadfastly ahead, apparently uninterested in their conversation. 



‘We’re approaching the tribe
now,’ he murmured softly.   


Mistral nodded and kicked Cirrus
ahead of their two horses.  The twins were welcome at the centaur tribe,
but as the daughter of the tribe’s chieftain, formality demanded that she rode
on ahead to greet the centaur on guard duty.  


‘Hail Ebony.’  Mistral
greeted the centaur formally.  


‘Lady De Winter.’  Ebony
inclined his head respectfully.  ‘I shall inform Imperato of your
arrival.’


‘Thank you.’  Mistral watched
the centaur trot briskly away, the bright winter sunlight reflecting on the
dark flanks that gave him his name.  ‘Although I’m sure he already knows
I’m here,’ she added under her breath. 


The twins urged their horses up
alongside her as they waited together for the head of the centaur tribe to
arrive.  They did not have to wait long.  As Mistral had suspected,
Imperato had obviously expected her arrival.


‘My daughter.’  


‘Hello Imperato.’  Mistral
forced a smile.  ‘I’m sorry to arrive unannounced, but I need to talk to
you with some urgency.’


‘I know.’


She heaved a sigh then swung
herself down from Cirrus, ‘Of course you do.’


‘Ebony will tend to your
charges.  You and the Gemini are expected in my hut.’


Mistral and the twins exchanged
surprised looks.  Meetings in the centaur tribe usually took place in the
centre of their settlement, not in the confines of their huts.


‘Who will be there?’ 
Mistral asked as they walked.


‘Myself.  You.  The
Gemini, and Alyssa.’


Mistral nodded but said
nothing.  For Alyssa to be included was beyond unusual, it was unheard
of.  She began to walk beside Imperato with Prospero following quietly at
her heels.  The twins fell in step behind them, keeping their heads
respectfully bowed, but Mistral gazed around with open interest, mainly to
avoid talking further with Imperato.  She had always admired the
meticulous planning with which the centaur tribe had constructed their
homes.  Unlike most forest settlements where there was no real centre and
huts were built where their owners pleased, creating a chaotic jumble, the
centaurs’ settlement was laid out in a systematic way.  The large central
space where the tribe gathered for shared meals and meetings was freshly swept
and the fire pit laid ready for the evening.  Wooden huts formed a
semi-circle around one half of the clearing with another row of dwellings built
behind, and more behind them, creating an effect similar to an opening
fan.  As they walked in silence along the wide path that cut straight
through the centre, Mistral glanced curiously at the huts they passed. 
Centaurs hated to be shut in and most huts had their doors thrown open,
regardless of the cold.  Mistral glimpsed the neat interiors where female
centaurs were going about their daily business.  It made Mistral smile
that even creatures as ancient and fabled as centaurs still had to perform
domestic chores.  She noted with a cynical smile that the male centaurs
were conspicuous by their absence, no doubt out hunting.  


They were nearing the far side of
the settlement where the huts were larger and spaced more widely from their
neighbours.  The simple timber dwellings could never be called grand, but
they were obviously the homes of the important tribal members.  Imperato
stopped outside a hut that was unmistakably the home of a chieftain.  The
timber sides were set upon a base of stone, giving the structure an air of
permanency.  Unusually, there were glass windows in the sides and the roof
was not of wood but shale.  Smoke drifted out from a stone chimney set in the
centre, promising the warmth of a fire within.  


Giving Prospero a command to
stay, Mistral followed Imperato into the hut he shared with Alyssa. 
Mistral knew it was rude, but she couldn’t help staring at the place that
should have been her home.  It was large and airy, with the windows
providing enough light not to require candles.  A living area sumptuously
dressed with furs was set before the large central fireplace.  Shelves
lined one wall, all filled with books.  A desk was set beneath where scrolls
of parchment formed ordered piles.  The far wall was given to
domesticity.  A pump rested over a stone sink beside a wooden draining
board, scrubbed clean and free of any washing up.  A long dresser stacked
with finely carved platters and bowls stood next to it.  Copper pots and
pans hung from hooks in the beams above, all gleaming with a polished
shine.  A scrubbed oak table was the only other piece of furniture in the
hut.  There were no chairs to sit on and the twins hovered near the door,
uncertain of what to do.  


Mistral was less hesitant. 
She walked towards the fire then stopped and turned in a slow circle. 
Curiosity made her tactless and she spoke without thinking, ‘Is this where I
was born?’ 


Alyssa moved out from the shadows
at the side of the fire, ‘Yes, my daughter.  You were born by this
fire.  You stayed here until we took you to begin your life in Nevelte.’


Mistral looked around the hut
again, taking in the pleasing simplicity, ‘I’d rather have stayed here.’


Alyssa sighed, ‘And I would rather
that you had stayed here too.  But it was not to be.  You were
destined to be more than my daughter.  We all are at the mercy of powers
greater than our own desires.  No matter how much we may wish it were
different.’


Mistral gave her mother a
disdainful look, ‘You place too much importance on what you see in the
stars.  I would never give one of my children away because the set of the
moon said so.’


The usually mild Alyssa was stung
by Mistral’s words, ‘Oh?  Have you not given two away already?’


Mistral’s expression became
belligerent, ‘No.’


‘Are Delphine and Amber not in
the care of others now?’


‘They’re married, but that
doesn’t mean they aren’t still my daughters!’


‘It means just that.  They
have another in their lives that they would turn to before you.’


Mistral made an angry noise and
turned to the twins, ‘Forget it.  This was a mistake.  We’ll find out
what we need to know elsewhere.’


‘No.’ Phantasm held her arm and
his twin echoed his motion, imprisoning her between them.  ‘Alyssa does
not mean to insult you.  The centaurs view things a little differently to
you, that’s all.  Please remember that we’re not here to judge, merely
listen.  Set your feelings aside.’


‘My feelings?  How about my
anger!’


‘That too.  Mothers and
daughters will always see at cross-purposes, it’s the way of life.  Now,
can you please try to be only eyes and ears, not tongue, just for the duration
of this meeting?’


‘You mean shut up and listen.’


‘If you want to put it so
crudely, then ... yes.’


Mistral shook off their hold and
stomped over to sit down on one of the fur rugs near the fire, noting with a
grudging burst of respect that it was a chimera skin, a highly difficult animal
to hunt.


Phantasm turned to address the
centaur chieftain, silent beside Alyssa, ‘Please forgive any offense we may
have caused.  We came here today to seek your knowledge on the power of
three.  What may be our final hour draws near and we would have every
weapon with which to fight at our disposal.’


Imperato inclined his head in
acceptance of Phantasm’s apology, then gestured to the furs by the fire,
‘Please be seated Gemini.’  


He waited until Phantom and
Phantasm was sat on either side of Mistral before he spoke again, ‘The hour you
describe has been foretold in the stars, but the outcome has not.  I give
you my knowledge now, in the hope that it will help.  The power of three,
yes, I know much of this.  It is a subject much studied by the ancients in
the belief that it held the answer to the meaning of existence.  Three is
the symbol of the triad, or trinity.  It has existed over immeasurable
time throughout the world.’  Imperato paused and moved across the hut, his
long tail swaying gently with the motion of his strides.


‘My tribe hail from Persia. 
There we learned much from the Greeks.  They held the number three in the
highest regard.  There were three Fates, three Graces, three Gorgons, and
three Furies.  Even Apollo's Pythia sat on a three legged chair, and
Cerberus was a fearsome hound possessed of three heads.  


‘From the West there came another
belief, that of Christianity.  But the number three prevailed still. 
They held faith in the Holy Trinity.  Three denotes divine
perfection.  


‘For the shamans of the hidden
civilizations the number three represented different views.  They believed
they could see not only the present, but also the past and the future. 
Three again.  Many of their beliefs and stories are based around the
number three.


‘There are but three divisions
completing time: past, present and future.  Living beings are complete only
in thought, word and deed and exist only in a kingdom of mineral, vegetable or
animal.  If we delve further we find that our universe is made of either
solid matter, liquid or gaseous.  We can measure our surroundings by
height, width, and depth.  We exist in a world governed by trinity.’


Mistral gave a bored sigh and
spread her hands out to warm them in front of the fire, but Phantasm nodded
thoughtfully, ‘Much store is placed by the number.  But what can the power
of three mean for us now?’


Imperato turned his timeless gaze
to Phantasm, ‘I have not seen what may be.  The stars foretell a great
battle, but the outcome is not clear.  Even the celestial bodies do not
know our fate.’


‘So we have hope.’  Phantasm
murmured, then spoke more clearly.  ‘Do the stars tell of Mistral having
the power of three?’


Imperato’s eyes became vague, ‘I
know that my daughter holds three within her and the stars speak of such a
number being of great importance to the Isle.  It is possible that the
children she is carrying hold such a power.’


‘Possible is a luxury we do not
have time for Imperato.  Forgive me if I appear insistent, but do you
think that Mistral’s children could have the power of three?’  


‘They might.  I would need
to consult the heavens to be certain.’


Mistral rolled her eyes, ‘So the
Isle will be saved by the stars and three infants, will it?’


‘No my daughter.  Your
unborn children may possess the power of three, but it is obvious that they
cannot wield it.  You must.’


‘Oh great.  So if my
children have this wretched power, then how exactly am I supposed to use it to
destroy Onieroi?’


‘The time has not been right to
ask that question of the stars yet.  The great celestial dance cannot be
hurried to reveal its answers more quickly.  The stars are like the apple
that ripens on the tree, the stalk only submits to being plucked once the fruit
is ripe.’


‘Ripe?  Try overripe! 
We’re all going to die if we don’t find some way of holding Onieroi back long
enough for the warriors destroy his following – and all you can do is talk
about dancing stars and apples!’  Mistral leapt to her feet, her eyes
blazing with anger.  ‘Well thanks for nothing, father, I’ll see you
at our joint funeral on Saturday!  I hope your last words are more
interesting!’  


The twins cringed as she stormed
from the hut and slammed the door behind her.  A heavy silence fell. 
The twins shared a look, then Phantasm heaved a deep sigh and began to
apologise.


‘Imperato, I –’ he abruptly
stopped when he saw a completely unexpected expression on the chieftain’s
face.  He was smiling. 


‘She has never called me father
before.’  


Phantasm sighed again, ‘No. 
Mistral is not very forthcoming with her more gentle emotions, only the fierier
ones.  I must offer my apologies –’ 


They all turned as the door
opened quietly again and Mistral appeared in the doorway, ‘May I come
in?’ 


‘You are always welcome in your
home, my daughter.’  


Mistral took a couple of steps
into the hut then halted and pulled a face, ‘Sorry.’


Imperato frowned seriously, ‘I
cannot accept your apologies until I know what event they pertain to.’


Mistral blew out her cheeks and
resisted the urge to roll her eyes, ‘I’m apologising for letting my frustration
and impatience get the better of me.  I need your help to understand this Imperato
... my father ... if you are willing to continue, that is.’


Imperato paused and seemed to be
about to smile again, then he inclined his head, ‘Your fire is forgiven, please
be seated.  I shall fetch certain scrolls that are relevant to our discussions
and Alyssa will bring you all some refreshments.’


Alyssa smiled and moved across to
the kitchen area while Imperato walked over to his desk and began searching
through the scrolls of parchment.  Mistral dropped down between the twins
and looked from one to the other with a scowl.  ‘What?’


‘You –’


‘Apologising!’


‘What brought that on?’


Mistral sighed, ‘Fabian.’


The twins’ astonished looks
became blank.


‘But, Mage De Winter isn’t here
Mistral.’  Phantom pointed out. 


‘No.  He’s here.’ 
Mistral touched her forehead lightly.  ‘And while I was selfishly losing
my temper he’s sat in the Council library reading through a pile of books that
redefine the word dull.  If he can suffer boredom for the sake of our
children, then I think I can cope with Imperato irritating me.’


‘The head of the Isle’s greatest
centaur tribe is anything but ... that word Mistral!’  Phantasm
hissed under his breath.  ‘Now if you can’t say anything respectful then I
suggest that you don’t say anything at all!’


Mistral shrugged moodily and
stared into the fire, ‘Fine by me.’


Phantasm groaned, ‘Oh please
no.  Don’t sulk.  Look, I’ll let you have a full-sized tankard of ale
when we get back to the Valley if you just promise to behave.’


‘A full tankard?’


‘Yes.  I promise.’


‘Oh, alright then.’  Mistral
sniffed and arranged her face into a less grumpy expression while Phantom
looked around as though he’d lost something.


‘What now?’  Phantasm
muttered exasperatedly.


‘I was just looking for
Marcus.’  Phantom said with a frown.  ‘Only I could have sworn you
were talking to a child just now –’


Mistral caught Phantasm’s eye and
they both laughed.


‘Sorry brother.  Bad night’s
sleep ... and I hate all this theorising.’


‘Yes.  I know lack of sleep
doesn’t agree with you, and I also know how little patience you have for
matters of this nature.  It’s ironic really, considering that you’re a
Seer born to centaurs.’


‘Mistral displays the more
physical traits of our race.’  Alyssa said quietly as she set a wooden
tray down beside them.  ‘Whilst centaurs are known as great thinkers, they
are also formidable hunters.  I was the same too, a long time ago.’


Mistral avoided her mother’s look
and reached out to take one of the horn beakers from the tray.  She may
have swallowed her pride and apologised to Imperato, but she was still angry
with Alyssa for her comments about Amber and Delphine.  She lifted the
beaker to her mouth and took a tentative sip.  The herbal brew was
fragrant, but not sweet.  Relieved that there was no honey in it, Mistral
took a longer drink.  The twins took theirs and thanked Alyssa politely
then a lull fell in their conversation.  Imperato was still at his desk,
apparently lost in one of the scrolls he was meant to be bringing over. 
Mistral watched him for a moment, then sighed and looked around the hut
again.  Noting there were no signs of anyone else ever having lived there,
she suddenly realised that she’d never asked the one question that now seemed
so obvious.


‘Have I any brothers or
sisters?’    


Alyssa shook her head sadly,
‘After many years Imperato and I were blessed to have you.  There have
never been any more.’


‘Oh.’  Mistral turned the
horn beaker in her hands, wondering again how Alyssa had found the strength to
give up what had been her only child.  She sighed and looked up to meet
her mother’s gentle gaze.  ‘I’m sorry for that Alyssa.’


Alyssa smiled, ‘Be not so. 
I have you, and many beautiful grandchildren.  My heart is full.’


Mistral suddenly shifted
uncomfortably, ‘It’s going to get fuller soon.’


‘Indigestion?’  Phantom
asked sympathetically. 


She nodded and massaged her side,
‘I think this drink has disagreed with me.’


‘I have a tonic brewed from
peppermint that will help.’  Alyssa quickly returned to the kitchen area
before Mistral could argue.


Mistral groaned quietly, ‘Oh go
stop her brother.  You know I hate being fussed over.’


Phantasm gave her a warning look
and a strange argument immediately ensued where Mistral hissed responses to the
thoughts she heard in his mind. 


Mistral.  Please let
Alyssa be a mother and just drink whatever she gives you.  


‘I’m a bit old to be mothered!’


Age has no bearing on it!


‘I think it does!’


Oh?  Do you cook for the
boys every night?


‘That’s different.’


How?


‘Because they can’t cook!’ 
Mistral snapped then realised that Imperato was standing nearby with three
scrolls in his hands.  ‘Are they about the power of three?’  She
immediately asked to cover her embarrassment at being caught bickering with
Phantasm. 


‘They are relevant to our
discussion today.’  Imperato passed one of the scrolls to Mistral. 
‘This is a copy of inscriptions made on an ancient clay tablet found near our
tribe’s homeland.’   


The yellowed vellum was thick,
but felt dangerously brittle.  Mistral unrolled it carefully and inhaled
the musty smell of old paper.  The twins leaned over to read the contents
with her.  She frowned at the faded writing then looked at Imperato, ‘What
language is this written in?’


‘Old Persian.  It is a
language that has not been spoken for over a thousand years now.’


‘Can you read this?’


Imperato nodded, ‘I have studied
all the old tongues.  Many important moments of history are recorded in
languages that are no longer spoken.’


Phantasm looked up, ‘I hate to
appear ignorant Imperato, but please could you translate this for us?’


‘Of course.’


Mistral passed the scroll back
and Imperato began to read.  His deep wild voice brought the old words to
life, rising and falling with a rhythm that quickly made Mistral and the twins
realise it was an ancient ballad.  They listened to the story unfold, a
tale of two girls that fell for the same handsome youth and became caught in a
triangle of love.  Despite the best efforts of both girls, who were both
young and beautiful, the youth would not choose one over the other.  In
desperation they confessed their feelings to each other and agreed to confront
him and force him to make a decision.  They found him sat before a mirror,
gazing at his own reflection.  When challenged to choose between them, he
answered – 


‘No beauty can match mine own


No eye can be so clear or skin as fresh


Or hope to touch this heart of stone


I see daily the grace of my reflection 


Ah!  Who has ever loved like this?


To see mine own face is divine
perfection.’


Far from being heartbroken, the
girls flew into a rage and attacked the handsome youth, leaving him with
scratches to his face and arms that would scar, marring the perfect beauty he
held so high.


Imperato finished reading and
rolled the scroll back up, ‘It is plainly based on the Greek myth of
Narcissus.  However, the mention of the triangle of love is important.’


Mistral looked puzzled, ‘How?’


‘Three is the divine number, but
it is one too many for love.’


‘Oh ... so three isn’t always a
good number?’


‘No.  I chose to relate that
particular story to highlight that fact.  Three is a number that can evoke
jealousy.’  Imperato carefully placed the scroll down on the table and
picked up one of the other two he had chosen.  This one was tied with a
thick scarlet ribbon.  Imperato untied it and passed it to Mistral. 
As before the twins leaned close as she unrolled it. 


‘Extracts from the Bible.’ 
Phantasm murmured as he eyes slid over the scroll.  ‘All relating to the
number three.’


‘Yes.  Three is a recurring
theme throughout the Bible.’  Imperato intoned wisely.  


The twins shared a few murmured
comments while they read, but for the most part they were silent.  When
they had all finished reading Mistral rolled the parchment up and passed it
back to Imperato.


‘This final scroll is perhaps the
most important.’


Mistral took the last scroll from
him.  It was by far the smallest of the three and written on a strange
material that was not paper. 


‘It is written on a single leaf
from the largest tree that stood in the druid forests of England.’


‘A single leaf?’  Phantom
echoed as Mistral slowly unrolled it.  The leaf was so thin in parts that
the light from the fire gleamed through.  It was roughly the size of a
dinner plate, but elongated in shape with familiar soft curves at the
edges.   


Mistral looked at Imperato, ‘An
oak leaf?’


‘Yes my daughter.  A leaf
from the greatest of all oaks.’


Runes were written in a silver
ink that seemed to glow in the firelight.  Mistral stared at the strange
figures and sighed.  Once again she had no idea what they meant.  ‘Do
you know this language?’  She asked the twins.


They shook their heads and
Mistral passed it back to Imperato, ‘Sorry to appear thick again, but we can’t
read it.’  


‘I do not show you the scrolls in
an attempt to make you appear uneducated, but to let you see and feel each
one.  That is sometimes more important than the words inscribed upon
them.  This one,’ he unrolled it carefully, ‘was written by a shaman over
two thousand years ago.  I cannot say why this leaf grew so large, or why
it has not disintegrated into dust with time, or why the words have not
faded.  You can see for yourselves that despite its venerable age, the
words glow as though they were written in liquid metal.’


‘What does it say?’  Phantom
asked curiously.


‘Quite simply, that three is a
power beyond any other.  To harness it is to have at your control a weapon
unsurpassed by any other.  It speaks of the power of three levelling
entire armies and laying waste to cities.’


‘Does it say how?’  Mistral
asked hopefully.


Imperato rolled the leaf back up
and gazed at her, ‘No my daughter.  The shaman who wrote this spoke only
of its power, not how it was wielded.’


Mistral frowned angrily, ‘I’m so
in the dark!  I just wish I could see how having the power of three could
help us!’


‘Wait!  Mistral, that’s
it!’  Phantom turned to her, his eyes bright with excitement.  ‘You
can See how!’


‘Huh?  Oh!’  Mistral’s
face cleared then just as quickly clouded again.  ‘I’m not sure reading
them will help Phantom.  They’re only young yet –’


‘Surely it’s worth a try!’


‘Well ... yes  ... anything
is worth a try right now.’  Mistral conceded with sigh.  ‘But let’s
not get our hopes up, shall we?’


‘Please drink this first my
daughter, it will ease the discomfort I see in your face.’


‘Oh, right.  Thanks.’ 
Mistral took the cup of steaming liquid Alyssa passed her and, under the
forceful gaze of the twins, reluctantly took a sip.  To her surprise it
had a pleasant flavour and almost immediately began to ease her sharp
indigestion pains.  


Alyssa gave a satisfied smile
when Mistral passed her the empty cup back and carried it back to the kitchen
area, humming softly.


‘See?  That wasn’t so hard,
was it?’  Phantasm murmured.  


Mistral threw him a black look then
settled into a more comfortable position and prepared to read the three unborn
lives that existed within her.  Calling forth the power of Sight was
second nature to her, but she took her time, carefully controlling her
breathing until she felt her heart slow.  The world around her receded to
consist of nothing other than the deliberate intake and exhale of each breath
and the soft beat of her heart.  Only when she was completely focussed on
the function of her body did she slowly unfurl a strand of Sight and send it
snaking down through her subconscious to seek the tender lives within her. 


The single tendril glowed in the
darkness, weaving, looping, twisting through a substance that was neither
liquid nor matter.  It continued its dizzying descent; a glittering ribbon
spiralling down, until it suddenly slowed and seemed to pause.  The tip
floated, swaying gently in an unseen current, then it abruptly frayed and split
into three, tearing off in different directions, each revealing to Mistral one
of her unborn children.


Three hearts beat in time, faster
than hers.  She watched the three forms moving, marvelling at the motions
of each fragile hand, minuscule, yet perfectly formed.  Discernible faces
were present on each rounded head, appearing slightly too large for their
delicate bodies.  They moved gently, swaying to a silent rhythm. 
Eyes that surely could not register her presence seemed to look straight at
her.  She watched them for a moment, struggling with emotions that
threatened to overwhelm her.  With no need of air in her ethereal state,
the breath Mistral drew in was purely from habit, but the effect it had on her
mind was the same and she grew calmer.  Drawing in another unneeded
breath, Mistral pushed her mind beyond the physical into the realm of the
unknowable, and began to read her children.  


There were no thoughts in the
young minds of her children, only a deep sense of contentment.  Mistral
floated in the ether of their minds, feeling completely at peace. 
Suddenly, they started to move, slowly circling around her, no longer holding
the form of children but appearing as three bright spheres of light.  They
span round her faster, their individual lights blurring to become one until she
was enclosed within a circle of radiance.  Lost in the beauty of the
moment, Mistral let their simple presence fill her mind and knew only them. 


Phantom and Phantasm watched as a
faint smile drifted across her blank face.


‘It’s been over half an
hour.  Should we call her out now?’  Phantom whispered anxiously.


‘No.  Not yet.  Give
her a while longer yet.’


Phantom chewed a nail nervously
as Mistral’s smile faded and the unsettling blankness returned, ‘I don’t like
this brother.  I think we should call her out.’


Phantasm turned to frown at his
twin, ‘I can’t see any distress in her.  What troubles you so much?’


‘She’s too still!  Even for
Mistral in a trance.  This is like watching a corpse!’


‘She’s fine.  Give her a
minute longer.’


‘A minute then, but no more.’


Oblivious to the twins’ muttered
conversation, Mistral watched the three pulsing orbs of life slow to form a
static circle around her once more.  She stared at them, mesmerised by
their beauty and felt something deep within her stir and awaken.  A
feeling gradually swelled and rose up, consuming every other thought until it
filled her completely.  


‘Mistral –’


A voice was calling her name
through the sparkling darkness.  She sighed, unwilling to leave the peace
of her private sanctuary, but the voice persisted, growing more insistent with
every repetition.


‘Mistral!’


She felt hands grip her,
shaking.  Her eyes snapped open, the brief mistiness swiftly replaced by
familiar anger, ‘What?’


Phantom gave a sigh of relief and
let go, ‘You’re back!  I was worried there for a moment!’


Reality slowly resumed control in
Mistral’s mind.  She blinked at Phantom, ‘Worried?  About what?’


‘You.  You had that look on
your face like when you’re in a Death Trance.  It frightened me!’


Mistral frowned and dragged a
hand through her hair, trying to shake off the disorientating feeling of being
somewhere else, ‘There was no need to be frightened brother.’


‘Are you sure you’re alright
Mistral?’  Phantasm asked softly.


‘I’m fine brother.  It was
... different, I admit.  But nothing like a Death Trance.’


His green eyes became inquisitive,
‘So how was it then?’


A dreamy look stole over her
face.  She smiled, ‘It was beautiful brother.  So beautiful.’


Phantom suddenly grinned and
Phantasm smiled, but Imperato’s expression remained grave.


‘Speak of your vision my
daughter.  What did you See?’


Mistral sighed and looked down at
her hands, resting loosely in her lap, ‘What did I See?  Well, I Saw three
lives within me.  Each was strong and vital and ... oh yes!  Their
eyes were open!  And dark, so dark – ’she paused and smiled.  ‘Like
Fabian’s.’  


A short silence fell while
Mistral smiled vaguely into nothingness.  After a moment she gathered
herself and continued.  ‘Then I Saw more ... into their minds.’


‘What did you See?’ 
Phantasm breathed.  


Mistral hesitated, searching for the
words to describe her strange experience, ‘Well, as you’d expect, they don’t so
much think as just be ... but I Saw something else and – and I don’t
think that I can describe it to you ... sorry –’ she offered Phantasm a
helpless shrug.


Phantasm reached out to take one
of her hands.  She watched his elegant fingers slide between hers, the
half-moons of dirt beneath her fingernails appearing black against his clean
white skin.  


‘Try Mistral.  Try.  We
need you to try.’  


She lifted her eyes to meet his emerald
gaze and nodded slowly, ‘I will ... but don’t expect to understand it. 
I’m not sure I do – and I Saw it!’  She gave a short laugh then continued
to relate her vision.  ‘I Saw that three form a shape.  Not a
triangle as the number would suggest, but a circle.  They – they span
around me ... and I felt, oh brother, I don’t know what I felt!  It was
something more than a feeling ... it was a – a certainty.  Yes.  That
was it.  I felt complete conviction.’


Phantasm’s gaze sharpened,
‘Conviction in what?’


‘In them.’  


‘To be able to do what Mistral?’


Mistral shook her head, ‘I warned
you that I might not be able to explain it.  I don’t know brother.’  


‘Tell me my daughter.’ 
Imperato’s deep voice made them both look up.  ‘When your children moved
in their light forms around you, could you tell them apart?’


‘No.  They moved too fast.’


 ‘But when they were not
moving.  Did one shine brighter than the other?’


‘No.’ Mistral shook her head
slowly, smiling dreamily again.  ‘They were as one.  Neither brighter
than the other.  And I felt ... oh!  I felt so safe!  Like when
Fabian holds me –’ she suddenly stopped and looked horrified at admitting
something so personal aloud. 


Imperato smiled, ‘You feel the
protection of love.  It is a powerful force.  Your children will have
shown it to you tripled by their number.’


‘Can you explain what I Saw
Imperato?’


His gaze grew thoughtful, ‘In
your mind’s eye the souls of your children formed a circle, a shape with no
beginning and no end.  In some ancient beliefs the circle is symbolic of
the cycle of life.  Birth, life, death and rebirth follow each other seamlessly.’


‘Rebirth?’


Imperato nodded,
‘Yes my daughter.   Some religions believe that life does not begin
at birth and end at death, but is a continuous flow of existence.’


‘Saṃsāra.’ 
Phantasm said quietly. ‘Yes, I have read of the belief.’


Phantom looked at
his twin, ‘Is that why Samson wanted to call his daughter that?’


Phantasm shrugged,
‘Possibly.  It is not without relevance or dissimilar to his own name,
however I feel it is something only Samson and Gemma know.’


‘But what does it
mean for my children?’  Mistral asked, quickly growing bored of the
tangent the twins were leading the discussion onto.  


Imperato smiled at
her impatient expression, ‘That is only for you to know my daughter.  I
can only offer insights that may help you interpret your vision.’


Mistral frowned,
‘So – in my vision they formed a circle which is symbolic of continuing
life.  What has that to do with the power of three?’


‘The circle of life
is but one interpretation.  Circles have been used to symbolise many
things.  It is the universal symbol of the sun – the centre of our
universe without which life would not happen.  Circles also form part of
an ancient Christian diagram used to give the theory of the trinity visual
form.  This emblem is called the Shield of the Trinity.  The
Ouroboros is also a circle.  It is an ancient symbol depicting a serpent eating its own tail. The name has its
origins in Greek – ’


‘I know.  “One
who eats the tail”.’  Mistral gave an impatient wave of her hand. 
‘But what does it symbolise?’


‘Quite simply, that
all things begin anew as soon as they end.’


‘Is that relevant
to the power of three?’


‘All things are
relevant to help you find your answer, my daughter.’


Mistral heaved a
sigh, ‘Fine.  Tell me more of circles.’


‘The Flower of Life
is a name given to a diagram consisting of overlapping circles. 
The name is apparent when you see the symbol.  The circles are arranged to
form pattern similar to an open flower.  It is an intricate design
considered by some to depict the elemental arrangements of space and time –’


‘Sorry
Imperato.  You’re losing me there.’


‘The concepts of
space and time are not important right now.  I think we can discard The
Flower of Life as having no relevance to your vision.’


‘Good. 
Because it sounded complicated.’ 


‘Yes.  We
could spend many hours in debate over the multitude of theories that exist on
the symbolism of circles, however I feel we must finish our discussion here and
move on.  In simple terms, a circle is an ancient and universal
symbol of unity, wholeness and infinity.’


‘Oh.’  Mistral looked
slightly deflated.  ‘I don’t see any of that being useful in telling me
about the power of three.’


‘Amazon druidesses use the circle
to represent the female spirit.’  Phantasm said thoughtfully.  ‘It’s
also the symbol given to the planet Venus.  Because of the connections to
the female goddess some tribes use a circle to represent women and
femininity.  You often see a circle painted on the door of the tribal
midwife’s hut.’


Mistral offered him a blank look,
‘What’s being a midwife got to do with the power of three?’


‘Not a midwife Mistral! 
Look, put more plainly, a circle means a woman.’  


‘Well that doesn’t fit does
it?  Two of my babies are boys.’  Mistral groaned and dropped her
head into her hands.  ‘I’m more confused than ever now.’  


‘I find it easier to see a
problem more clearly when the facts are listed.’  Phantasm said
briskly.  ‘So first of all, you Saw three forms of light, yes?’


Mistral nodded and waited for him
to continue.


‘Each were of equal size and
brightness.  They formed a circle with you at the centre, then proceeded
to move around you.  Am I correct so far?’


She nodded again and resisted the
urge to smirk at his teacherish manner.  


‘The circle they formed around
you could be symbolic of many things; however I think that it refers to you.’


‘Me?’


‘Yes.  As you said, two of
your triplets are boys, and a circle symbolises a woman.  I don’t think
the circle refers to their sister because the three lights were equal in size
and brightness.  I believe that the circle was for you.  Their
mother.’


Mistral’s lips formed a silent oh
then she frowned, ‘But what –’


‘Does it mean?’  Phantasm
smiled.  ‘I thought you would ask that.  You were at the centre of
the circle and you described feeling “safe” and having a sensation of
overwhelming “conviction”.  I think they were showing you that they would
protect you –’


‘Wait.  There was
more.’  Mistral gazed at the fire, watching the bright flames as she
recalled her vision.  ‘When they stopped spinning and just encircled me
... and I felt something else –’ she paused and fell silent.


‘What did you feel
Mistral?’  


She lifted her gaze from the fire
and slowly turned to look at him, ‘Power, brother.  I felt power.’


Phantasm’s face blazed with
sudden triumph.  He reached for her hands again, holding them
tightly.  


Mistral returned his glowing look
with more reserve, ‘Does this mean my unborn children have the power of
three?’  


‘Oh, there was never any doubt of
that Mistral.’  Phantasm gave her hands a squeeze and let go.  ‘You
just needed to realise it.’


She looked at Imperato, ‘So now
we know.  But how do I access their power?’


He turned his sombre gaze away to
look at the cloudless sky visible through the open door, ‘I do not have the
answer to your question, but I will seek it.  The stars will tell me.’


Mistral watched him gazing up at
the sky and knew he was seeing not the sunlit sky, but the stars hidden from
view.  He had once pointed out every constellation in a blue summer’s sky
and told her that just because she couldn’t see something didn’t mean that it
wasn’t there.  She glanced down at her body and gave a small sigh of
comprehension.  She couldn’t see her three children either, but she knew
they were there.  


‘Tell me where Imperato will be able
to find you with his answers my daughter.’


It was Alyssa that spoke, her
gentle voice drawing Mistral from her thoughts.


‘Find me?’


‘Yes.’  Alyssa smiled and
gestured to Imperato, a living statue gazing out at the sky.  ‘He will not
stir until he finds the answers to his questions, no matter how many days it
takes.  I wish to know where to tell him to find you.’


Mistral realised with a start
that they would be travelling down to the Council at some point during the week
to prepare for Leo’s wedding, and the slightly more important event of a war
with Onieroi.  ‘Um,’ she looked at Phantasm.  ‘I’m not sure what
Cassius has planned.’


‘The Divinus has given me the
schedule for this week.  Mistral will remain in the Valley fulfilling her
commitments as Training Lieutenant until Thursday when we shall all be leaving
for the Council.  I have been instructed to extend a formal invitation
from the Divinus for the centaurs to join with us for the journey and Mage De
Winter has offered his hospitality for the duration of your stay.’


Alyssa nodded, ‘Thank you. 
I shall pass your words on to Imperato in due course.’


Taking this as their cue to
leave, Mistral and the twins rose to their feet.  Imperato did not move
when Mistral walked past him, nor did he give any sign that he could hear when
the twins paused to murmur a few polite words of thanks to Alyssa.  By the
time they were pulling on their cloaks, Mistral was already cloaked and stood
by the door, hoping to avoid any touching farewells.  


Alyssa looked over from her place
by Imperato’s immobile side and smiled.  Mistral found herself smiling
back.  Satisfied that enough had been said between them, Mistral turned
and left the hut she had been born in to hurry back to the Valley and the Mage
who was her home.


 











The Last Hope





Mistral and Fabian reined their
horses to a halt and looked out over the High Moors.  Snow covered the
ground, broken here and there by grey mounds of rocks and thick patches of
heather.  Everything was still.  A grouse rose up into the air, its panicked
cries loud in the silence.   


The twins rode up beside Mistral,
their green eyes gazing out from beneath white fur-lined hoods.  They did
not speak and were soon joined by Cassius and their twin godsons.  Beside
them rode Marcus, for once also silent.  Amber and Brutus halted alongside
Fabian with Delphine and Cain next to them.  Bram reined in beside
Delphine.  He was astride Amber’s old pony and had taken well to
riding.  Despite still being an apprentice, there was no question of him
staying in the Valley to continue with his training.  He was family. 
Samson and Gemma halted a short distance away to continue a muttered
argument.  A glum-faced Xerxes and a pinkly glowing Marietta added their
presence to the line, then Gleacher, Bryden and Serenity appeared.  There
was a brief pause before the centaurs appeared, silent and austere. 
Alyssa stood close to Imperato’s side, flanked by Faras and Dravite. 
Lastly the two amazons strode over to stand behind them, their heads uncovered
to reveal haughty faces and watchful dark eyes.  Both had taken the
Contract without question.  Mistral had read them daily to ensure they
harboured no suspicions as to the real reason why they had been offered the
Contract.  So far she remained satisfied of their ignorance.


Gemma won her argument with
Samson and a hush fell over the waiting group.  Fabian spoke a few quiet
words to Mistral then turned in the saddle to address the group.


‘Are you all ready?’  


The chorus of murmured ascent
fell away, leaving in its wake the cold stillness of the winter moors. 
Fabian closed his eyes and bowed his head.  Furrows of concentration
creased his brow as he called forth the power he had spent a lifetime
denying.  An eddy of wind disturbed the icy surface of the snow near
them.  It whirled around, increasing in speed until it enveloped them all
in an icy vortex that made Serenity and Marietta gasp.  Then just as
suddenly it was gone, leaving them all blinking and wiping flecks of snow from
their faces.


‘Is it cast?’  Amber asked
breathlessly.


Fabian nodded, ‘We shall travel
fast now.  Ride with care and do not fall.  It is not possible to
halt the power of Expediency once it has been evoked.’  


Mistral suddenly leaned over and
kissed him, the warmth of her touch scalding on such a cold day.  Her lips
left his, but her gaze lingered.  He smiled at what he saw there, then
kicked Spirit sharply.  With a surprised snort the mare leapt from a
standstill into a gallop, tearing away across the moors, a shock of gold in a
white wasteland.  Mistral spurred Cirrus after him, the half-wolf that was
her living shadow bounding along in her wake.


There was none of the usual
exuberance in the group that urged their horses to follow.  Each secretly
felt that the spell Fabian cast would hasten not only their journey, but also
their fate.  Fear did not enter their thoughts.  In each there was
only calm acceptance.  For Ri warriors, life was a commodity.  Every
day they awoke to see the ceiling above them was an unexpected bonus. 
They were used to the feeling of signing a Contract knowing it could be their
last, yet there was a strange inevitability to the looming battle gave an added
sense of poignancy to the journey.  Trivial details took on greater
significance; the feel of the leather saddle, the smell of the cold air, the
feel of the wind whipping past.  Each gazed at the rider that coursed up
alongside them, noting the familiar features with a fresh eye.  At once
words were being shouted over the rushing air, half-guilty confessions made and
amusing anecdotes told.  


Amber checked that Merlin was
still safely tucked inside her saddlebag then looked up to see Brutus gazing at
her.  She smiled at him, but he didn’t smile back.   


‘What is it Brutus?’  


‘I love you Amber, that’s
what.  If we die on Saturday I want you to know that these last few weeks
have been the happiest of my life.’


Amber fought back sudden tears,
‘Don’t say that Brutus.’


‘Alright then.  These last
few weeks have been the most miserable in my life.  Is that better?’


She laughed, ‘I didn’t mean
that.  They’ve been the happiest in mine too ... I meant the dying bit.’


‘If I die having been lucky
enough to be married to you, then I die a very, very happy man.’


A tear rolled down Amber’s
cheek.  The cold wind caught it and sent it streaming back.  


He reached over to brush away the
salty streak it left on her skin, ‘Don’t be sad Amber.  Whatever happens
we’ll be together.  Whether it’s here, or in Elysium.’


‘Elysium?’  She choked back
a sob.  ‘Isn’t that just a warrior’s fairytale?’


Brutus smiled, ‘Maybe.  But
since meeting you I believe whole-heartedly in fairytales.  We will be
together in Elysium.  I know it.’


Amber suddenly smiled, ‘Elysium
or The Fallen Warrior.  Either’s heaven for me.’


Brutus’ expression changed,
making her realise his talk was just a brave front.  She risked the
dangerous pace of their ride to lean over and kiss him.


Since Monday, the week had been
divided into two halves, each contrasting starkly with the other.  In the
half spent during daylight hours, life continued with a normality that grew
increasingly surreal as the week progressed.  Mistral found herself
standing in the Arena shouting at an apprentice when the insurmountable reality
of what they were facing would abruptly overwhelm her and she would suddenly
stop and stare frozenly at nothing.  Daily tasks were carried out in a
mindless haze that gave much needed respite from the second half of their
existence.  During the hours of darkness the mundane would be cast aside
and they would gather around the long table in Mistral and Fabian’s house to
spend evenings filled with tense discussions.  When they were not
theorising on the power of three, they were debating the most effective methods
of deploying the two amazons.  But each secretly felt that their planning
had little point.  It was difficult to form a strategy with any confidence
when the opponent was a god.  


Mistral, Fabian and the twins
spent hours reading through the books he had brought back from the Council
library.  Most contained accounts of sorcerers using the power of three
during great battles and spoke of the spells they cast having a force likened
to that of a lightning strike.  Mistral was frustrated that there was
little in the dusty tomes not related to the Craft, but not completely
unsurprised, given that they came from a Mage library.  She hid her anger
at her continuing inability to harness the power that had the potential to save
them all and redoubled her efforts to seek out the means to wield it, spending
sleepless nights scouring her own psyche for the answer.  But her efforts
had so far been in vain.  


Delphine also spent the evenings
working tirelessly on developing her gift.  Her face changed expression so
many times in the course of a single hour that her twin brothers had taken to
watching her for amusement.  Under Cassius’ instruction she had progressed
from being able to feel an emotion to reflecting it back onto its
originator.  Although pleased with her progress, Delphine still wondered
what possible benefit her gift could have.  She kept such doubts concealed
and focussed harder, needing to feel control over some part of her life when
she had so little over what might become of it. 


Imperato arrived in the Valley
with Alyssa, Faras and Dravite on Wednesday evening.  Mistral wasn’t
optimistic about the stars’ ability to provide the guidance she so desperately
needed, but tried to listen to Imperato’s words without revealing her
pessimism.  What little hope she’d harboured quickly drained away during
Imperato’s typically ambiguous interpretation of his readings.  The great
battle he had spoken of previously was still portrayed in the stars, but the
outcome remained shrouded to his sight.  Irritatingly, the heavens seemed
undecided as to who should win the fight they foretold.  The power of three
was present and Venus was apparently at its largest because the
planet was entering a new phase ... at which point Mistral lost all interest
and didn’t even bother to listen to the profound insights Imperato made on the
significance of the planet’s movements. 


Wednesday night quickly became
Thursday morning.  Leaving the apprentices mending the fence around the
firebrand paddock under the baleful eye of Clovis, the party had begun their
journey to the Council city.  For a group that were supposed to be attending
a wedding there was not a single smile to be seen.  Samson glanced at the
bundle wrapped in the sling just visible beneath Gemma’s cloak. 
Samsara.  Their whispered argument had been about her.  Samson had
wanted to leave her at The Fallen Warrior, reasoning that they could collect
her on their return, or, if the worst happened, Hulda could.  Gemma had
argued back that Samsara was more likely to come to harm in a tavern than she
was attending a Council wedding.  When Samson had quietly pointed out that
it was more of a battle than a wedding, Gemma had become obstinate and bluntly
refused, saying that she trusted utterly in his ability to protect his daughter
and in Mistral’s gift.  Touched by his wife’s faith in him and her loyalty
to Mistral, Samson had backed down, but as he glimpsed his daughter’s
peacefully sleeping face, he began to doubt his decision.


‘I will not let any harm come to
my goddaughter Samson.’


Samson turned to see Mistral
gazing sincerely at him.  The rushing wind had pushed back the hood of her
cloak and her long hair flowed out behind her like a rippling banner.  


‘You heard me?’


She offered him a half-smile, ‘I
can hear all of you.’


‘The power of three?’


‘Yes.  My gift is stronger
than I have ever known it.  I can hear everyone.  Strangely, I can
even hear the horses – and Prospero too.’  She glanced down at her dog and
smiled briefly before returning her gaze to Samson.  ‘I don’t know what
purpose it serves yet Samson.  But I will before Saturday.  I swear
it.’


Samson flashed his gold-toothed
smile, ‘You swear a lot Mistral.’


‘Then you know I’m not lying.’


‘Of course I do.  You’re a
terrible liar.’


Under the power of the spell
Fabian had cast a day’s ride became a morning’s and by midday they were
gathered on the high tor that afforded Amber her first view of the Council
city.  She gasped and pointed to something.  Brutus nodded and
murmured his response.  Mistral smiled at her daughter’s awed expression,
remembering her own first glimpse of the sprawling city.  Now her gaze was
drawn to the Northern Range.  Her eyes raked the distant mass of snowy
peaks, narrowing to study each shadowed crevasse.  


‘Looking for Onieroi?’ 
Phantom asked quietly.


‘I know it’s pointless, but
yes.’  Mistral sighed and tore her gaze away from the mountains to look at
the city below them.  The grey slate roofs of the houses were hidden by
snow, creating the illusion that the houses were built from the same gleaming
white marble as the Council building. 


Phantom smiled humourlessly,
‘Even the shabbiest hovel can be transformed into a quaint cottage by a layer
of snow.  It’s the ultimate disguise.  I’ve always thought it ironic
that the Council is built out of white marble when white symbolises purity and
innocence.’


Mistral snorted, ‘It should be
made of manure for all the –’


‘Yes.  Quite.’


Mistral smiled at Phantom’s prim
expression and turned her attention back to the city.  Bright lines of
colour caught her eye; they criss-crossed the wide avenues and narrower
streets, standing out clearly against the white snow.  She frowned,
wondering what they were.


‘Bunting.’  Phantom
explained with a weary sigh.  ‘The city’s been decorated for Mage Sphinx’s
wedding.  There’s never been an event like it.’


‘There might not be if I don’t
get to grips with this damned power of three business before Saturday.’


‘It’s only Thursday
Mistral.  We still have time.’


‘Two days!  It took me years
to master Sight, and you expect me to get this one in just two days?’


‘Hush.  There’s no point
getting stressed about it.  You’ll only cloud your mind with anger.’


Mistral drew in a deep breath and
held it before letting it out in an exasperated rush of air, ‘I hate it when
you’re right.’


‘Then I feel sorry for you.’


She gave him a sharp look, ‘Oh?’


‘Yes.  I’m always
right.  You must spend a lot of time feeling hate.’


Mistral looked away to hide her
smile and saw Fabian talking with Samson.  The tightness in his expression
instantly wiped any amusement from her mind.  She did not need her gift to
know what they were discussing.  Saturday.  Their lives had narrowed
to consist of nothing beyond the day after tomorrow.  Mistral felt as
though they were sliding helplessly towards a gaping chasm and the nearer they
drew to the edge, the faster they slid.  


After the desolation of the moors
the noisy brightness of the city’s market street was a welcome relief to some,
and an assault to the senses for others.  Mistral hated the unrelenting
loudness, the coarse shouts of stallholders, and the noisy chatter of the women
who gathered in tight knots beneath the bright awnings to gossip.  The
stalls had surpassed themselves in tawdriness in preparation for the impending
wedding.  Bright flags depicting the faces of Leo and Melsina adorned
every stall.  Children ran past waving smaller versions mounted on
coloured sticks.  Some joker had even attached one to the collar of his
dog.  It flapped gaily as the dog weaved between the horses, barking
loudly.  Mistral kicked Cirrus into a canter, scattering the crowd before
her, not caring for the insults she received, or the shouted oaths of those not
quick enough to escape Cirrus’ heavy hooves.


Delphine watched her mother
canter off and continued to ride slowly beside Cain, drinking in the lively
atmosphere.  She loved the city and had visited it often before she was
married, staying at Mage Grapple’s house to attend the formal functions Mistral
so hated, but Delphine adored.  She had revelled in the opportunity to
wear a glamorous gown and dance the night away with her proud godfather. 
Delphine gazed around at the carnival-like surroundings of the market street
and smiled.  Here, in the face of impending doom, was life.   


Phantom gazed in disbelief at the
strings of coloured bunting fluttering in the air above them.  Flags were
hung from the upper windows of the houses they passed and draped over stalls in
place of their usual tablecloths.


‘They really don’t have a clue
what’s going to happen, do they?’


‘It would appear not.’ 
Phantasm frowned irritably and swatted away shower of rose-coloured confetti
being thrown by a giggling group of young women.  ‘Ignorance is definitely
bliss in this instance.’


‘Does anyone in the Council
actually know what’s going on?’


‘No.  Mage Sphinx has kept
the blood-bath that is going to be his wedding a secret from everyone except
us.’  Phantasm turned to offer his brother a warning look.  ‘And that
includes mother.’  


Phantom snorted dismissively,
‘She wouldn’t let something trivial like an ancient god bent on killing us all
wreck her moment of glory.’


‘No-one will die brother.’


‘You really think that?’


‘I do.  Mistral will master
it.  I’ve never seen her so focussed.’


Phantom sighed, ‘Me
neither.  But I think it’s beyond her.  Imperato can’t work it out,
you and I can’t work it out ... what hope is there?’


‘Just that brother.  Hope.’


‘Hope.  It makes a poor
shield against a god.’


Phantasm smiled grimly and swung
himself down from the saddle.  They had reached the end of the wide avenue
of Council houses and were immediately beset upon by a crowd of excited
stableboys.


‘The Ri!’


‘The Ri are here!’


The fact that the fearsome new
Head of the Council had once been a warrior had changed the way the Ri were
perceived in the city.  The title of warrior was no longer synonymous with
something unclean, but gave the bearer a certain dark glamour.  The
stableboys gazed at them with star-struck eyes, each eager to have the honour
of taking their horse.


‘Can I stable your horse
Divinus?’  Half a dozen boys clustered around Cassius, all reaching to
take Sky’s reins from his hands.  


‘No.  I prefer to settle her
myself.  However,’ he added more gently when he saw their disappointed
expressions, ‘I would like my tack to be polished and will pay each of you a
silver coin apiece for that task.’


‘Yes Divinus!’


‘You’ll be able to see your face in
it, I promise!’


Cassius smiled, ‘If I can, then I
will double my fee.’


The boys gave excited gasps and
followed Cassius as he led Sky towards the stables.  Mistral watched him
walk away; a tall figure with long hair tied back, so like Fabian, yet cursed
with her insecurities that gave him a vulnerability she had no doubt made him
even more attractive.  She sighed and hoped there would be a future beyond
Saturday where Cassius would meet the woman he so wished to.  Mistral’s
attention was drawn to the three stableboys struggling to drag her bad-tempered
horse away.  She smiled, pleased to see that there was fight left in the
Ri yet. 


Fabian took her hand to walk over
the frosted cobbles to the De Winter mansion.  Mistral stepped through the
gateway into the courtyard and was puzzled to see the windows blazing with
light.  ‘Who’s here?  


‘I employed Eximius’
housekeeper.  She will make sure it is ready for our use whenever we have
need to be in the city.’


Mistral nodded mutely and
realised that she didn’t even know the name of the dour-faced woman that had
been Mage Grapple’s housekeeper and trusted secretary, ‘Does she live in?’


Fabian shook his head, ‘Eximius
left her enough money to buy a property of her own and live in comfortable
retirement.  She took the work I offered out of loyalty to the family.’


‘I see.  Um ... Fabian?’ 


‘Yes Mistral?’


‘What’s her name?’


Fabian smiled, ‘Elnora.’


‘Oh.’


‘Yes.  I thought you would
say that.’


Mistral nodded and looked at the
unsmiling face of the woman that held open the front door of the mansion. 
Elnora.  Elnora had been the name of her surrogate mother, the woman that
Alyssa had entrusted the life of her only child to ... someone Mistral had
completely taken for granted every day of her life until she had left without even
saying goodbye.  She gazed at the lined face of the woman that was now her
housekeeper and offered her a smile and words she had never said.


‘Thank you Elnora.’


‘Lady De Winter.’  Elnora
dipped her head respectfully.  ‘The fires in each room have been lit and a
joint of beef is roasting in the range.  I can have it ready for one
o’clock, if that suits.’


‘Everything sounds perfect
Elnora.  But I will not keep you.  There are enough hands here to
cook and wash-up, and I’m sure lunch will suffice for dinner.’


‘As you wish Lady De
Winter.  Will you require me for breakfast?’


Mistral felt a need in the woman
that her polite question didn’t reveal, ‘Yes Elnora.  We rise early. 
I hope that will not be an inconvenience to you?’


Elnora smiled, easing the hard set
of her face, ‘No my lady.  It is a pleasure to serve your family at any
hour.’


Mistral watched her walk away
with quick, efficient strides then turned back to the open door of the
mansion.  A small crowd had gathered in the courtyard, waiting for her to
enter.  She sensed a sudden formality to the occasion, as though her
stepping over the threshold would somehow mark a line between their life in the
Valley and what lay before them.  The future.  Such as it may
be.  


Before she could make her
momentous move Merlin gave an excited yap and scampered up the steps chased by
Prospero, his pink tongue lolling and his long tail waving.  Smiling at
their complete lack of sense of occasion, Mistral followed after
them.   


At once the mansion was filled
with noise and activity.  Prospero and Merlin tore from room to room,
skidding across polished floors as they played a glorious game of chase. 
Amber, Marcus and their twin brothers set about exploring the mansion. 
Amber appeared less like a married woman and more like a child again, shrieking
with glee when they discovered the hidden passageway leading to the
armoury.  Mistral paused in the hallway and listened to the muffled clangs
of her children trying out the various weapons then walked upstairs to dump her
saddlebag on the huge bed in the blue room once again.  She glanced around
at the elegant room, noting with a smile from the disarrayed silk rugs that
Prospero and Merlin had already been there.  She began to make her way
back downstairs, listening to snatches of conversations that drifted to
her.  With so many people staying, even a mansion with ten bedrooms was
full to capacity.  Fortunately, the amazons had gone straight to the
Council’s hospitality house, and Mistral knew the centaurs would no doubt wish
to sleep out in the courtyard.  She smiled at being worried about such
unimportant matters as who slept where when there was still the seemingly
impossible task of mastering the power of three.  Heaving a sigh, she
walked into the kitchen where Delphine, Marietta, Gemma and Serenity were
already hard at work.  She joined the four women, alternating between
checking the progress of the meat, preparing the vegetables, and warding off
the inquisitive noses of Prospero and Merlin.


‘I swear Merlin’s worse for thieving
than Prospero!’  Delphine exclaimed and flicked a towel at both dogs to
keep them away from the joint of beef Marietta was basting.


Mistral nudged the puppy away
with the toe of her boot, ‘Don’t be fooled by his size.  Terriers are big
dogs in small bodies.  A bit like hobs, really.’


Delphine laughed and turned to
help Marietta with the huge joint of meat.  Between them they lifted the
heavy pan back into the range.  Marietta wiped her hands on her
apron.  ‘About another ten minutes, then it’ll need to rest.  I’ll
make a start on the gravy.’


Delphine nodded in agreement, ‘I
think we’re about ready to call everyone through –’


‘Not so fast ladies!’


They all turned as Xerxes, Samson
and Brutus appeared from a doorway at the back of the kitchen, each holding a
pair of dusty looking bottles.


‘What’s lunch without a little
something to wash it down with?’  Xerxes continued, grinning broadly. 


‘That’s a fine wine cellar you
have down there, Lady De Winter.’  Samson observed happily. 


Mistral nodded disinterestedly. 
She had unpleasant memories of her one visit to the De Winter cellars and had
no intention of ever stepping foot in them again.


‘We took the liberty of choosing
something to accompany lunch.  Hope you don’t mind.’  Xerxes set the
bottles on the table.  He wiped away the dust from one and gave an
exclamation of delight.  ‘French!  It’ll be good then.’


Brutus peered over at the
yellowed label, ‘How old is it?’


‘Can’t tell.  The label’s
too damaged.  But it looks like it’s been down there since Mage De
Winter’s father lived here.’


More voices sounded in the
hallway, followed by a familiar silvery tinkle of laughter that never failed to
set Mistral’s teeth on edge.


‘Your mother’s here!’  She
called loudly through to the twins sat in the drawing room.  She smiled at
their quickly smothered oaths and listened to them hurry to greet the third
time round bride to be.


‘Mother!  You look so ...
well!’


‘Well?  No!  You’re
positively glowing!  Here, let me take your cloak –’


Melsina’s reply was typically
acerbic, ‘If by “well” you mean fat Sheldon, then I should rather you told me a
looked a little peaky, and if I’m glowing then it’s from stress!  I’ve had
to arrange a rather large wedding with absolutely no assistance from either of
you!’


‘We’re terribly sorry about that
mother.  We desperately wanted to come and help, but the Divinus simply
couldn’t do without us.’


Melsina sniffed, ‘I know that you
both hold very important positions now, but surely the Divinus could have let
you go for a little while.’


Mistral laughed when she heard
Phantom lie magnificently, ‘I know.  We hoped so too, but he
couldn’t.  We would much rather have been helping you.’   


‘We can’t wait to hear all about
your plans.’  Phantasm continued, lying with complete sincerity.


‘Well, since you ask –’ Melsina
sounded marginally mollified and immediately launched into a rattling monologue
on her wedding plans.


Back in the kitchen, Mistral
dipped a spoon into the gravy Marietta was stirring and tasted it. 
Prospero pressed himself against her leg hopefully and Merlin sat up on his
hindlegs, waving his front paws in the air.  Ignoring the begging dogs,
Mistral turned to Delphine, ‘Go rescue your godfathers and tell everyone that
lunch is ready.’


Mistral left Marietta, Gemma and
Serenity making the final preparations in the kitchen and walked through to the
dining room to see what needed to be done, but Elnora had already lit the fire
and laid the table.  Light from three silver candelabras set along the
centre of the long oval table reflected back in the polished mahogany. 
Mistral eyed the crystal wine glasses and fine silver cutlery and suddenly
longed to be having lunch in The Cloak and Dagger with a pewter mug of ale and
a wooden bowl of stew.  She glanced around the grand room.  The ornate
plasterwork of the ceiling was as magnificent as the huge oil painting set
above the marble mantelpiece.  From her previous visit to the mansion she
knew that the double doors at the far end led to a ballroom.  Fabian had
laughingly told her that it wasn’t full-sized, but had been large enough for
him to use for archery practise on wet days.  She had laughed with him
then, but felt a spark of anxiety now.  Would her brothers be overwhelmed
by all the grandeur, or even worse, think it was how she wanted to live?  


Voices sounded behind her. 
She quickly stepped aside as Xerxes and Brutus strolled through the door
clutching the bottles they had liberated from the cellars.  Completely
unphased by the splendour of the room, they began uncorking the wines, tasting
the contents of each and sharing a few comments before filling the glasses set
on the table.  Mistral watched them move around the long table without
seeming to notice that the silver cutlery at each place setting was worth a
month of Contracts and could have laughed at her own stupidity.  If the
wine and company were good, her brothers wouldn’t care if they were dining in a
stable or a palace.  


Samson carried the joint of beef
through from the kitchen, closely followed by the two dogs.  Marcus and her
twin boys came after, telling the three Rochforte boys about the armoury and
promising to show it to them after lunch.  Bram followed more quietly, the
only one who seemed daunted by his surroundings.  He hovered uncertainly
at the door, but was quickly commandeered by Delphine, arriving with a dish of
roast potatoes.  


‘Oh, take these can you
Bram?  Cain!  Where are those vegetables?  And who’s bringing
the gravy?’


Mistral smiled at her daughter’s
ability to organise any event with military precision and sank gratefully onto
the plush velvet chair Fabian drew out for her.


‘How are you feeling?’


She shrugged, ‘Hungry.’


He smiled and took the seat next
to hers at the head of the table.  To her surprise Leo didn’t take the
opposite end, but sat next to Melsina, leaving Cassius to assume his rightful
place in the home of his grandfather.  Convention demanded that the
seating should be arranged with a man sat beside a woman, but no-one seemed to
care about observing formalities, and seats were taken as people wished and
conversations continued.  Mistral noted that Elnora had left four places
without chairs for the centaurs to stand at.  She had obviously set places
for meals including Imperato during her employment under Mage Grapple. 
Surprisingly, the atmosphere around the table was light.  Melsina’s
presence meant there could be no discussions about Onieroi.  Mistral could
feel Leo’s frustration at not being able talk openly, but for her it was a
blessed relief.  She relaxed back into her chair with a well-earned glass
of wine and listened to the conversations going on around her as lunch was
served.  Under Gemma’s watchful gaze Samson was reluctantly using a
carving knife on the joint and not his dagger.  Cain was being bossed
unmercifully by Delphine, but seemed perfectly content to obey her snapped
commands and served plates of food with his usual impish grin.  Amber had
pulled Merlin from beneath the table and placed him on her lap, fussing the
scruffy puppy while she laughed at something Brutus was telling her.  The
twins had managed to procure seats far enough away from Melsina to enjoy some
respite from wedding talk.  Marietta had Samsara and was happily rocking
the sleeping baby in her arms, watched less happily by Xerxes.


In his role of waiter, Cain recognised
a man in need and leaned over to refill Xerxes’ rapidly emptying wine glass,
taking the opportunity to whisper in his ear, ‘I have to say I’m impressed at
how brave you’ve been bringing Marietta.  Staying in a mansion, letting
her hold a baby, taking her to a wedding ... if we live beyond Saturday it’ll
all add up to a whole pile of trouble for you, my commitment-shy brother.’


‘Here’s hoping we all die
then.’  Xerxes muttered darkly and took a gulp of wine.  


‘I’m all for living brother.’


‘Oh, so am I Cain.’  Xerxes
sighed and placed his wine glass on the table then stared at it to hide his
embarrassment.  ‘I had to bring her this time.  She threatened to
leave if I didn’t.’


‘Ah, I can see why you brought
her then.  You’d struggle to replace a barmaid like Marietta.  Plus,
she’s an excellent cook.’


Xerxes shifted uncomfortably on
his chair, ‘She didn’t threaten to leave the tavern.  She threatened to
leave me.’


Somehow, Cain managed to hold
back his laughter and nodded seriously, ‘Nicely played brother.  Women are
easier to live with when they think they’ve won.’


‘S’what I thought too.’ 
Xerxes agreed quickly.  ‘Let her think she’s won, and I’ll have less
earache.’


‘You’re learning Xerxes. 
Slowly, but you’re finally learning.’  Cain smiled and turned to fill
Delphine’s wine glass.  


Amber’s twin brothers were sat on
her right.  Her hair had grown at a phenomenal rate and was now at the
irritating stage where she kept having to tuck it behind her ears to keep it
off her face.  Her brothers watched her brush it away again and laughed.


‘You’re going to look so funny on
Saturday ‘Ber!’


‘Why?’


‘A bridesmaid with short
hair?  You’ll look like a boy in fancy dress!’


Amber scowled, ‘So I’ll wear
trousers and just look like a boy then.’


‘No you will not!’  Melsina
said sharply.  ‘You are a beautiful young woman and you will look simply
adorable in the dress I’ve had made for you.’


Amber pulled a face and pointed
to her hair, ‘Thanks, but I doubt it Melsina.’


‘Oh yes you will.’  Melsina’s
smile revealed even white teeth that Amber was surprised to see weren’t
pointed.  ‘My boys told me of your unfortunate incident, so I had a fur
hat made to match.’


‘Oh right.  Thanks ... I
think.’


Brutus leaned close to whisper in
her ear, ‘Ignore Melsina.  She’s always been a bit forceful.  You can
wear what you want.  I won’t let you be bullied.’


Amber gave him a grateful smile,
then sighed, ‘No.  I’ll wear the dress and hat.  It is her wedding
after all.’


‘I wish that’s all it was.’ 
Brutus muttered and returned his attention to his meal. 


The wines Samson, Xerxes and
Brutus had found in the cellars proved to be of a fine vintage and were soon
gone.  More were fetched and lunch stretched long into the
afternoon.  As the sun set and Thursday faded into evening, the long
journey began to tell.  Yawns were stifled and talk became stilted. 
The centaurs made their excuses and left to settle themselves in the
courtyard.  Marietta, Gemma and Serenity retired to tackle the mountain of
washing up while Bram, Marcus, Amber, the Rochforte boys and Mistral’s twin
sons vanished to the armoury.  At a meaningful nod from Mistral, Delphine
escorted Melsina to the drawing room to talk seriously about the difficulty of
obtaining wedding flowers in January, and finally the talk in the dining room
turned to the plans for Saturday.


Leo watched the door close behind
Delphine and Melsina then looked at Mistral, ‘How long do we have?’


Mistral’s eyes grew vague, but
quickly sharpened again, ‘Not long.  Melsina’s tired.  If you want a
full report before she’s ready to leave I’m going to have to read them all at
once.’


Leo nodded and looked at the
twins, already holding inked quills over fresh sheets of parchment, ‘Are you
able to cope with that?’


The twins looked up and nodded
briefly.  


‘Then let’s begin.’


Cassius reached his hands out to
touch the exposed skin of the twins’ forearms, ‘This will be confusing,’ he
warned them quietly.


‘Your mother is always
confusing.’  


Cassius smiled, ‘Yes
Phantom.  But even more so now.  There will be four sets of
thoughts.  Do you each know which you will be listening out for?’


‘Yes Divinus.’  Phantasm
replied quietly.  ‘I have Grendel and Theo.  My brother has Remus and
Magnus.’


Purely to avoid the eyes of the
others seated around the table, Mistral closed her own.  She had no need
to do so for focus.  The minds of the Ri warriors heading each of the four
parties were an ever present murmur in her mind, along with Fabian, the twins,
all her children, and a multitude of others that she chose to listen to. 
For Mistral it was far from the confusion of noise that Cassius had warned the
twins to expect, but a perfectly ordered stream of news.  She felt as
though she was at the centre of some huge ethereal web with innumerable strands
feeding information to her.  She could choose which to listen to whilst
the others waited patiently for her command to speak.  The harder task for
her now was to limit the voices to only four.


Grendel.


She chose her brother
first.  The godfather to her unborn children.  At once his simplistic
thoughts filled her mind.  


‘It’s cold.’  Phantasm
suppressed a shudder and wrote the thoughts he could feel related through
Cassius.


More thoughts followed in rapid
succession.  Details of where Grendel had positioned his party.  The
weather, the terrain ... then Mistral moved on to the next party leader, adding
Theo’s thoughts to Grendel’s.  She let his thoughts into her mind, not
bothering to listen to them but siphoning them off to Cassius, and he in turn
to the twins.  The frantic scratching of their quills filled the silence
in the dining room as the thoughts of Grendel and Theo overlapped, then were
added to by those of Remus and Magnus.  Gradually the overwhelming deluge
of information slowed and Mistral opened her eyes again.  


‘That’s everything.’


The twins quickly began to
compare notes.  


Leo looked at Mistral, ‘How long
do we have left?’


Mistral tilted her head, her eyes
growing vague once more as she listened to Melsina and Delphine, ‘A little
while yet.  Marietta and Serenity have joined them.  They’re talking
about freesias.’


‘Good.’  Leo sat back in his
chair and looked at the twins.  ‘Tell me what Mistral has Seen.’


‘The weather is cold but holds
clear.’  Phantasm began.  ‘Each party is in position and awaiting the
signal to attack.  They know it will come in the form of thought
suggestion from my brother and myself.’


Leo nodded, ‘Good.  And how
is morale?’


Phantasm paused, understanding
Leo’s meaning.  Contracts that involved the killing of womenfolk were
unpopular.  ‘They are calm, focussed on the task.  There is no fear
in the group leaders’ minds that the warriors under their charge will baulk at
the task.  There is much bitterness towards Onieroi’s following for the
power they gave him to kill our brothers in the sea battle.  They are
determined to avenge the fallen.’


‘So.  The warriors are in
place and intent on fulfilling the Contract.  This is well.’  Leo
rested his chin on his clenched fists.  ‘What of your progress Mistral?’


Mistral met his cold gaze calmly,
‘I haven’t mastered the power of three yet.  But I will keep on
trying.  And if I fail, then my sword will be all I have to offer my
children for protection.’


‘I do not doubt you
Mistral.  I will leave you now.  We shall meet again tomorrow.’ 
Leo stood up and turned to Fabian.  ‘A full Council meeting will be in
attendance from nine – matters that require your presence – then I wish to
resume this discussion.’


Fabian nodded and rose to his
feet, moving politely to the door to show his guest out. 


Mistral remained in her seat,
gazing into nothingness while around her chairs were pushed back and the
occupants left to find their beds for the night.  Alone with only
Prospero’s reassuring head laid across her feet, Mistral let her thoughts
return to her continuing failure to master the power of three.  She could
feel it within her.  A strength – a certainty, like that of waking on the
morning of an exciting event, but she had no idea of how to harness it. 
In desperation she turned her mind inwards, calling the name that she rarely
spoke aloud.


‘Saul!’


At once he was there, the image
of his face shimmering into view in her mind’s eye.


‘You yelled?’


She saw his amused look and felt
the sudden urge to cry and laugh at the same time, ‘Please help me Saul.’


‘Help you?’


‘Yes Saul.  Help me.  I
know that the three children I’m carrying have the power of three, but I don’t
know how to harness it!  Tell me how.’


‘I don’t know how Mistral.’


Mistral had been so sure that he
would have the answer that to hear him say those words was like a physical
blow, ‘What?’


He shook his head slowly, ‘I
don’t know how you can harness their power.’


‘But you must know!  You’re
my last hope!’


‘No Mistral.  I’m only a
conduit.  A figment of Sight.  I have no will of my own.  You
are the last hope, not me.’


Mistral sighed, ‘I was afraid
you’d say something like that.’


He smiled, ‘I know you
were.  Which is why you haven’t asked for my help before now.’


She gave him a rueful smile,
‘You’ve been my carrot Saul.  I’ve been promising myself that I’d try just
another day, and if I still hadn’t got it, then I’d ask you.’


‘A carrot?’


‘You know, to keep the mule
moving on.’


‘You are hardly a mule Mistral.’


She sighed, ‘I feel as stupid as
one at the moment, and I know everyone thinks I’m as stubborn as one.’


‘You have your moments.’ 
Saul smiled.  ‘But stubbornness is a good quality too.  Be stubborn
now Mistral.  Don’t give up.’


‘Oh I won’t Saul.  I will
never give up on my children.’


‘My godchildren.’


She watched him fade in her
mind’s eye and left her trance to find Fabian sat beside her, waiting quietly
for her to return to him.


‘Anything?’  


She shook her head, ‘No. 
It’s down to me, apparently.’


‘No Mistral.  It is down to
us.  I told you that you would never have to do anything without me.’


They spent the night sat
cross-legged in the centre of the huge four poster bed.  Prospero
stretched out at the end and slept, but Mistral and Fabian remained awake,
working through endless suggestions on how to harness the power of three. 



‘It’s no good Fabian.’ 
Mistral sighed after another failed attempt to project her gift into him. 
‘It’s like there’s a part missing!  I can sense the power in me, and it’s
strong!  But I can’t do anything with it.  I feel like I’ve
got the Isle’s sharpest arrow in my hand, but no bow to shoot it with! 
It’s so frustrating!’


He smoothed away the angry
furrows on her forehead with his fingertips, ‘Yes it is.  And
wearying.  I want you to rest now Mistral.  It will be dawn soon, we
can try again then when you are refreshed by sleep.  I promise I won’t
leave you.’


‘I can’t sleep Fabian.  My
head’s buzzing.’


He pulled her into his arms and
lay back against the silk pillows.  She submitted to his embrace but lay
rigid, every muscle taut.  Fabian began to hum as he gently stroked her
hair.  She listened to the tune and smiled.  ‘Sing it to me Fabian.’


‘Will it help you sleep?’


‘It might.’


He smiled and began to
sing.  Mistral listened to the familiar ballad and let his soft velvet
growl fill her world.  If she only had until Saturday with her Mage then
she was determined not to waste any of that precious time on being
asleep.  Vowing to stay awake, Mistral promptly fell into a deep and
dreamless sleep. 











Bows and Arrows





Mistral awoke in Fabian’s arms to
the confusing sounds of a sword fight.  She lurched upright, instantly
fully alert.  ‘Where’s the fight?  Ah.  I See –’ she sighed and
sank back against him.  ‘The boys are in the armoury again.’


Fabian yawned and let go of her
to stretch his arms.  She watched him, noting the shadows beneath his
eyes.  ‘Did you sleep?’


‘No.  I was thinking.’


Mistral sat up, her expression
brightening as she listened to his thoughts, ‘Oh!  Yes!  That’s
definitely worth a try!’


‘Hmm, it was your words about
being an arrow in need of a bow that gave me the idea.’


‘Let’s go try it out now!’


Fabian watched Mistral bound off
the bed with a bemused expression on his face, ‘It would be polite to speak
with him first.’


Mistral was already half-way across
the bedroom, ‘Oh he already knows Fabian.  He’s nosier than the
twins.  I guess we should be glad they don’t have the Sight too, or we’d
never have any privacy.’


Elnora was stirring a huge pot of
porridge when Mistral and Fabian walked into the kitchen.  Only Gleacher,
Cassius and the twins were sat at the table.  Mistral knew her twin boys
and Marcus were in the armoury with Bram, everyone else was still in bed. 



‘Good morning Mistral.  Mage
De Winter.’  Phantasm greeted them both politely.  


Mistral gave her brother a
cursory nod then turned to Cassius, ‘Well?’


He nodded thoughtfully,
‘Yes.  I think father’s idea is one we must explore.’


‘Right, come on then.’ 
Mistral immediately turned back towards the door.  ‘We’d better go into
the courtyard though; we don’t want to wreck the house –’


‘You are going nowhere until you
have eaten.’  Fabian pulled Mistral back and firmly pushed her onto the
chair Cassius kicked out from under the table.  


‘I’m not hungry!’


Cassius smiled as Elnora set a
bowl of porridge down in front of Mistral and her stomach rumbled.  She
scowled at him then began to spoon porridge into her mouth at a rate Prospero
would have been proud of.  


Taking advantage of Mistral being
briefly unable to speak, Phantasm looked enquiringly at Fabian, ‘Is this about
the power of three?’


Fabian nodded, but waited until
Elnora had placed his bowl down before he replied, ‘Mistral spoke of her
frustration last night at knowing she possessed the power, but lacking the
knowledge of how to wield it.  She likened it to possessing an arrow, but
not a bow.  However, I rather feel that it is the reverse; that Mistral is
the bow and it is the arrow we need to discover.’  


‘An interested concept.’ 
Phantasm nodded thoughtfully.  ‘What would you propose we arm the power of
three with?’


‘Cassius is able to share Sight,
yet he also possesses the ability to control the elements.  It follows
that he should be able to share that gift too.’


Phantasm’s gaze sharpened, ‘Then
through Cassius, Mistral could have control over the elements too, but to the
power of three!  That would be a devastating weapon!’


‘In theory, yes.  However,
it is as yet untried.’


Mistral pushed away her empty
bowl, ‘Well, it’s going to get thoroughly tried and tested today.  I’m
going to skip the Council meeting and work at it all day –’


Phantom pulled a face, ‘Er, sorry
Mistral, but you’ve got a prior engagement this morning that simply cannot be
missed.’


‘No I haven’t.  There’s no
damned point going to a Council meeting when there might not be a
Council after tomorrow!’


‘No.  Not the Council
Mistral.’


Mistral’s face fell, ‘Tell me
that nasty little thought in your mind is just a joke.’


‘Sorry.’


‘Oh, you will be brother! 
How could you agree to me going to that?’


Phantom shrugged apologetically, ‘Mother
tends to get what she wants.’


‘Well she’s not getting me! 
I haven’t got time to waste being scrubbed and polished like a hide going into
the tannery!’


Fabian quietly finished his
porridge and set the empty bowl aside before turning to Mistral, ‘We can
practise when you return.  You must attend Melsina’s bridal
preparations.  Your absence would only cause her to become suspicious.’


‘Oh Fabian no!  I absolutely
refuse!  Melsina won’t notice that I’m not there.  She’ll be too
occupied with her own reflection to miss my face!’


‘She will notice if you are not
there.  You must go.’  Fabian insisted quietly.  ‘Leo is adamant
that Melsina should not know of our plans.  It is too late for her to find
out about them now.  Leo does not have time to waste explaining his
actions to Melsina.’


Casting aside the satisfying
image of Leo trying to calm his hysterical bride from hell when she found out
about the uninvited guest, Mistral heaved a defeated sigh, ‘Fine.  I’ll go
to one of her hellish pampering sessions.  But,’ she paused to give Fabian
a hard look, ‘only on one condition.’


Fabian raised an eyebrow.


‘Cassius comes too.  Then we
can practise.’


Fabian closed his eyes with a
pained sigh and let the twins take over.


‘It really would not be
appropriate for the Divinus of the Ri to attend Melsina’s bridal preparations
Mistral.  He is, after all, a man.’  Phantasm pointed out
practically.


‘Besides, the Divinus won’t need
to be there for you two to practise.  You share the gift of Sight. 
You can practise while you’re having some much needed attention paid to that
tangle on your head, and a manicure wouldn’t go amiss either.’  Phantom
finished, eyeing her bitten fingernails meaningfully.


Curling her hands up to hide the
offending nails, Mistral gave Phantom a grumpy look, ‘Who else is going to be
there?’


‘A couple of Council wives you
don’t know, which is probably a blessing … Delphine, Amber, Gemma, Serenity,
Marietta, oh, and Alyssa.’  


‘Alyssa?’


Phantasm nodded, ‘It would be
impolite not to invite her.’


‘She accepted?’


‘It would be impolite not to.’


Mistral shook her head, ‘This is
going to be the strangest morning of my life, and that’s saying something.’


Like a steep chute narrowing at
its close, the morning quickly intensified in pace.  Guests rose from their
beds and threw themselves into the day with fevered energy.  A lifetime
had been condensed into a single day.  Friday.  They had Friday to
fulfil every secret desire and ambition, starting with breakfast.  And it
soon descended into utter chaos.


Bryden led Serenity to the
ballroom and danced with her to complete silence.  Xerxes drank a bottle
of wine with his porridge and proposed to Marietta.  Amber and Brutus
didn’t get up.  Samson stood on the kitchen table and played the fiddle to
make his daughter laugh and his wife sigh with affectionate exasperation. 
Delphine alternated between crying and kissing Cain, who just looked helplessly
at her whichever she did.  Bram, Mistral’s twin sons and Marcus took the
Rochforte boys out to the moors with half the armoury strapped about their
persons, fully intending to hunt a lifetime’s worth of prey in one day. 
The centaurs shot targets in the courtyard and reminisced over the many
thousand hunts they had been on – and – not to be left out of the fun, Prospero
and Merlin were having a ball chasing the neighbouring cat that had foolishly
chosen that morning to try and swipe a fish from the ornamental pond.  


A party was soon in full swing at
the kitchen table.  Xerxes was into his second bottle of wine, holding a
tearful Marietta on his lap.  Samson looked set to catch him up as he
tilted a priceless vintage to his lips and drained half the bottle in one
go.  


‘To your good health my
friends!’  He roared and lifted the bottle high in the air.  


‘Good health!’  Xerxes
cheered back.


Samson lowered his bottle and
gazed seriously around the table, ‘There are many words that I should say to
you all now.  Perhaps I should speak of loyalty, honour and
friendship.  Maybe even mention love, that fickle mistress that rules all
our hearts.  But I shall not.  Instead I choose to offer you words
that I hope convey the depth of my profound philosophy on the meaning of
life.  


‘Life.  Ah, my friends,
yes.  Life is a journey.  I know now that the aim of that mystical
venture is not to arrive at our respective pyres in a well preserved body, but
rather to career in wildly, presenting a body ravaged by a life that has been
lived to the full, shouting the words, “Damn!  That was fun!  Can I
do it again?”’


There was a burst of laughter and
Samson raised his bottle again, ‘A toast!  To life!’


‘Life!’


‘Which is going to get a lot
shorter for the women present if they aren’t at mother’s in approximately the
next three minutes!’  Phantom hissed to his brother.


Phantasm nodded and rose to his
feet, clapping his hands loudly, ‘I must call some order.  Ladies? 
Your presence at the soon to be Lady Sphinx’s house is expected now, and
gentlemen?  The Council awaits your attendance.  Oh, and
ladies?’  He looked around the table at the women, fixing them each in
turn with his emerald gaze.  ‘Please remember that we are here to
celebrate a wedding.’


Mistral muttered something foul
under her breath then reluctantly stood up.  Fabian kept hold of her hand,
his eyes meeting hers while around them the women pulled on cloaks and prepared
to leave.


‘I promise you this afternoon
will be ours.’


A hundred flippant retorts could
have tripped off Mistral’s tongue, but the darkness of his gaze left her unable
to do anything but stare back.  One afternoon.  Was that all they
had?  She felt a burst of irrational anger, hot and petulant, like a
thwarted child.  She wanted to stamp her foot and shout “But you promised
me a lifetime!”.  As quickly as it came, the anger died, leaving in its
place a desperate sadness.  She raised her free hand and let the
fingertips brush over the unshaven skin of his jaw.  Her fingers trailed
away and curled emptily in the air while she remained lost in his black
stare.  An infinity of lifetimes lay in the depths of that gaze. 
Mistral smiled.  He had fulfilled his promise.  


She turned to Delphine, crying
quietly into Cain’s chest, ‘Quit blubbing and get Amber out of bed
Delphine.  If we’ve got to suffer this, she’s damned well coming too.’


And so the strangest day of all
their lives began.  Alyssa, Amber, Delphine, Serenity, Gemma, Marietta and
Mistral endured massages, manicures, pedicures, exfoliation and eye-watering
depilation that made them long for a dagger to stab their torturer with. 
Mistral was present in body, but not in mind.  She didn’t murmur at any of
the vicious assaults inflicted on her person, but gazed serenely into the
middle-distance while stifled gasps of pain chorused around her.  Melsina
was oblivious to their discomfort, and also to Mistral’s unusual quietness. 
She talked, laughed and even answered her own questions about her forthcoming
wedding without pausing to seek a response from any of her guests.  The
two Council wives managed to chorus obsequious platitudes whenever Melsina
paused to draw breath, but as their clay face-masks hardened they were unable
to move their lips and were reduced to trying to convey their undying devotion
to their new queen with unnaturally wide eyes. 


The Ri wives suffered in silence
and forced smiles at the bride to be.  They had watched their men leave on
Contracts with heavy hearts, and been weak-kneed with relief when they
returned, newly scarred and mourning fallen brothers.  For them the
pointlessness of the morning was less to do with a lack of vanity, and more to
do with a lack of time.  Whilst Melsina was ignorant to the fact that her
wedding day may also be the final day of her life, the Ri women were not. 
Every second they wasted listening to the mindless chatter of the beautician
attending them was a second they could have been spending with the reckless
fools they had promised their lives to.  


For those same reckless fools the
morning was less painful, but no less frustrating.  They attended the long
Council meeting chaired by Leo and tried to listen to the debates over policies
affecting an export trade that held less meaning to them than the dust on the
soles of their boots.  Once the pointless arguments had been concluded the
chamber slowly emptied, leaving only the Ri and Leo to begin the real
meeting.  Cassius sat alone on a bench at the back, not taking part but
caught in the epicentre of his own private weather system.  


Each element he called forth
Mistral took control of and tripled in power.  The breeze he commanded
became a hurricane.  The light shower of rain instantly swelled into a
monsoon.


Fire!  Call up
fire!  Let’s see what we can do with that!


No mother.  I think that
a raging inferno in the middle of the Council Chamber would not be safe.


Safe?  Come on
Cassius!  What could be safer?  There’s nothing to burn is
there?  Unless Leo fancies getting on his pyre early ... anyway, we can
just put out the fire with some rain, can’t we?


Cassius sighed.  Leo and
Fabian glanced up briefly as a ball of fire exploded in mid-air and rocketed
around the back wall of the chamber before being extinguished by a sudden
downpour of rain.  Everyone immediately drew up their hoods and continued
with their muttered conversation. 


That was impressive
Cassius!  Do you think we could hold Onieroi back with fire?


I don’t know mother.  But
we will try.


What about an
earthquake?  Do you think he’d fall down into the gap, or just hover over
it?


Well, he’s taken on physical
form hasn’t he?  So surely he would fall down.  And time is all we
seek.  If we could open the ground beneath his feet and make him fall it
might just buy the warriors enough time to destroy his following and – 


Ow!


Mother!  Are you alright?


No I’m not Cassius!  That
damned well hurt!


What did?


I’m not telling you.  But
I will tell you this.  If that claptrap Imperato was telling me the other
day about rebirth does actually have any kind of truth in it then I’m
definitely coming back as a man!


Why?


Hair is good on men, no matter
where it decides to grow.


Oh.  I think I don’t need
to know any more.


No you don’t.  Whilst I’m
being waxed to death by some over-made up sadist you’re being bored to death in
the Isle’s most pointless meeting!  This is a waste of time!  We
should be practising out on the moors!  There’s enough space to have a go
at calling up an earthquake.  In fact –


Sensing a rebellion, Cassius
suggested quickly, Want to have a go at trying to control a whirlwind?


Oh, now you’re talking!


Leo raised his voice to compete
with the roaring noise of the whirlwind that span across the centre of the
chamber, ‘Is everything in place for tonight?’


Gleacher replied more quietly in
the sudden silence that fell when the whirlwind vanished, ‘It is as you
instructed Mage Sphinx.’


Leo nodded and gazed at the glass
cupola in the roof of the chamber.  The sky beyond was a faultless blue,
the same shade as the eyes that stared up, mirroring the vast emptiness. 
He drew in a breath and turned his gaze back to Fabian.  ‘Then we have
done all we can.’


The Ri women managed to escape
Melsina’s house at midday.  They left the courtyard and headed back to the
De Winter mansion, flinching when the cold air struck their newly polished
faces.


‘I feel like a plucked
chicken!’  Amber grumbled and tugged her hood up to protect her glowing
skin.    


‘I can’t feel anything.’ 
Gemma remarked sourly.  


‘I know what you mean.’ 
Marietta agreed.  ‘I’ve gone numb too.  Are massages meant to hurt?’


‘My masseuse had arms like a
wrestler!’  Amber exclaimed.  ‘I think even Grendel would’ve
struggled with her!’


Alyssa laughed along with the
other women.  Her nervousness at accepting Melsina’s invitation had soon
been replaced by pleasure at spending time with her daughter and two
granddaughters.  Alyssa’s beautician was a veteran of the Council wives
and had witnessed far stranger sights than a centaur.  She had set about
grooming Alyssa with a contented sigh, feeling that she was finally fulfilling
her childhood dream of working with horses.  


Amber threw her grandmother an envious
look as they walked across the street.  The centaur had come through the
experience remarkably unscathed.  Aside from neater fingernails and an
elegant plait in her long dark hair, the only evidence of her morning spent
being beautified was in the glossy shine of her coat and the slick of oil on
her trimmed hooves. 


‘You got off lightly Alyssa.’


Alyssa smiled, ‘I rather think
that if the poor girl tending to me left the waxing part out because she didn’t
know where to start.’


Amber laughed, ‘You would look
funny with no coat.’


‘Hmm, cold too.’


‘Tell me about it.’  Amber
suppressed a shiver and walked on a little quicker.  ‘The sooner my hair
grows again the better.  My head’s freezing!’


‘I’m all for my hair growing
again too.  Everywhere.’  Gemma muttered and hurried after her
goddaughter.


They followed Mistral into the
mansion, pulling off cloaks with winces of pain when the material dragged
against their tender skin.  


Serenity closed the door and
leaned against it, exhaling a sigh of relief, ‘Oh thank goodness that’s
over!  Men have no idea how lucky they are!’


‘Lucky?  Oh I don’t think
so!’  Marietta snorted.  ‘I think it’s high time our men started to
take a little more care over their appearances, don’t you?’


Gemma laughed at the mental image
of Samson in a face-pack having his legs waxed, ‘Well, we are entering what may
well be the final afternoon of our lives, and I’m sure I heard Samson talking
his usual rubbish about living life to the full this morning.’


Laughing and planning an
afternoon of torture for their men, the women followed the scent of cooking to
the kitchen where Elnora was preparing lunch.  Only Mistral and Delphine
remained behind in the drawing room, both preoccupied by their own
thoughts.  They sat together on the sofa, but neither spoke.  Mistral
idly rubbed Prospero’s ears when he padded over from the fire to greet her and
Delphine stroked Merlin.  They were still silent when the front door
opened again and the men returned, talking with a forced lightness that didn’t
fool either Mistral or Delphine.  She looked at her mother, but Mistral
shook her head fractionally.


Mistral’s boys still hadn’t
returned from their hunting trip and the centaurs wanted to be outside. 
The smaller number of people allowed them to eat the lunch Elnora had cooked in
the less formal surroundings of the kitchen.  Despite Marietta’s joking
threats to tackle Xerxes’ hairy legs and Samson’s efforts at gaiety the mood
quickly grew flat.  Leo was silent, eating little and staring broodingly
at his untouched goblet of wine.  Mistral watched him as her own plate of
food grew cold before her.  After a while she turned to Fabian. 


‘So.  How was the
meeting?  Do you think you’ll get the outcome you seek?’


Fabian took a sip of wine,
avoiding her eyes, ‘New export regulations were passed that will allow the Ri
to claim a higher profit percentage on the sale of all goods made in the
Valley.  It will be financially beneficial to us.’


‘Oh, not that meeting
Fabian.’  Mistral said softly.  ‘I meant the one you had once the councillors
left.  You know, the one that you thought I would be too busy playing with
fire to listen in on.’


A silence fell across the
room.  Fabian turned to look at her, his face expressionless.


‘Melsina wouldn’t have been
suspicious if I hadn’t attended her torture session today.  She was too
preoccupied with being Melsina to even notice that anyone else was even in the
room.  You knew that, but you wanted me out of the way.  The ruse you
planned with Cassius was clever too.  You don’t believe that the elements
will have any effect on Onieroi, do you?  You just wanted me to be
occupied, Cassius too, so that I wouldn’t be able to hear him taking part in
the devious plan you’ve made.’


A tic jumped in Fabian’s jaw, but
he didn’t look away.  Mistral stared silently back, her eyes challenging
him to admit the truth. 


‘What devious plan?’  Amber
looked from her mother to her father.  When neither responded she turned
to Brutus.  ‘What’s going on Brutus?’


His eyes darted guiltily to
Xerxes who immediately laughed and waved a hand airily, ‘Nothing’s going on
Amber!  Your mother’s just angry about being forced to be made to look
like a lady for once.’


When Amber didn’t look convinced
Phantom smiled reassuringly at her, ‘Xerxes is right Amber.  Mistral’s
grumpy about having those elegant tangles she’s been lovingly cultivating in
her hair brushed out.  She hates being presentable.’


Amber frowned, ‘Now I know
something’s going on.  You may be my godfather Phantom, but you’re a born
liar.’  She turned to Brutus.  ‘What were you doing at the meeting
anyway?  You’re not on the Council.’


Brutus wilted under the force of
her gaze, ‘I –’


‘No Brutus is not on the Council
Amber.’  Leo said swiftly before Brutus could condemn himself. 
‘However I requested his presence today, along with the others, since it was a
matter that concerned the Ri.’  


‘The Ri?  But Brutus isn’t a
warrior anymore!’


‘He is still Ri Amber, and I
wanted his opinion.’


‘On export regulations?’ 
Amber arched an eyebrow.  ‘I don’t need Sight to know that’s a lie!’


‘Amber!’  Phantasm
gasped.  ‘The Head of the Mage Council does not lie!’


Amber gave her godfather an
insolent look, ‘Is he a man?’


‘You know he is Amber! 
Don’t be facetious!’


‘Do his lips move when he
speaks?’


‘Of course they do!  What is
this?’


‘Then he’s lying.’


Phantasm seemed to swell with
shocked indignation, ‘You’ve overstepped the mark Amber!  You cannot
simply accuse Mage Sphinx of lying!  It’s beyond insulting!  It’s
outrageous!  Apologise at once!’


Leo raised a hand, ‘Thank you
Phantasm, however Amber’s mother has worn away any sensitivities I may have
once possessed.  Enough lies have been spoken today.  It is time the
truth was told.’  


An expectant hush fell across the
table.  All eyes turned to Leo, but he was looking at Mistral.  Slowly
everyone followed his gaze until she was centre stage in the dramatic moment
Leo had created.  Ignorant to the audience awaiting deliverance, Mistral
had eyes only for Fabian.  She gazed at him with an intensity that was at
once compelling and uncomfortable, making the onlookers feel intrusive. 
When she finally spoke her voice was a whisper, so soft that the creaking of
chairs as their occupants leaned forward nearly drowned out the words.


‘You know that I will never agree
to my part in your plan.’


‘I know.  But I had to try.’


‘Yes.  I would have tried
too.’


His eyes narrowed fractionally,
‘What of the rest?’  


Mistral hesitated.  Her gaze
flickered around the table to rest briefly on Amber, then moved over the empty
chairs where her boys would sit.  Finally she looked at Delphine, meeting
the clear gaze of her wide blue eyes.  ‘Yes ... but Delphine must stay.’


Cain immediately leapt to his
feet, ‘No!’    


‘Sit down Cain!’  Delphine
hissed.  ‘This isn’t over yet.’


‘Too right it isn’t Del!’ 
Amber burst.  ‘Why should you get to stay?  And where the hell are
the rest of us meant to be going?’  


Brutus took her hand, ‘You’re
going to safety Amber.’  


‘And that includes
Delphine!’  Cain added forcefully. 


Amber ignored Cain and stared at
Brutus, ‘Why didn’t you say “we”?’ 


‘Because I am going to stay and
fight.’


‘Then so am I!’


‘No Amber.’  Mistral said
firmly.  ‘You are going to be on Mage Grapple’s yacht, along with your
brothers, Bram, Gemma, Samsara, Serenity, Marietta and Melsina.  You will
sail with the evening tide.  The crew have orders to head for France.’


A chorus of angry protests broke
out around the table, making Mistral raise her voice to be heard, ‘I can’t
speak for all of you, but I can say this to you Amber.  There’s no point
arguing about it because you’re going, and that’s final.  There’s going to
be war tomorrow which we have no guarantee of surviving, never mind
winning.  I will not send my children to their deaths.’


‘And I will not send you to yours
Mistral.’


Mistral looked squarely at Fabian,
‘My place is with you Fabian.’


‘Your place is to be alive. 
I want you on that yacht when it sails.’


‘No Fabian.  How can you
expect me to even want to live without you?’


‘But you will have me with you
Mistral.  You know that.  You are carrying a part of me inside you.’


She clenched her jaw, ‘They will
need their father too.’


‘I will leave you all well
provided for –’


‘Money?’  Mistral’s eyes
widened.  ‘This has nothing to do with money Fabian!  This is
about life and living it with the person you choose to!  I will stand by
your side to the day that we fall, together, not apart!’


‘What makes you think I don’t
feel the same way?’  Amber cried.  ‘I’m not sailing off and leaving
Brutus!’


‘There’s no way I’m going
anywhere either.’  Marietta folded her arms stubbornly.  ‘I’ve waited
years for Xerxes to marry me!  I’m certainly not going to let him off the
hook by vanishing to another country the moment he finally asks!’


Xerxes offered her a lopsided
smile, ‘You’ll struggle to marry me dead, sweetheart.’  


‘You wouldn’t dare to die before
we’re married Xerxes.  You know I’d kill you.’


He gave short laugh, ‘I should
have married you years ago Marietta.  I’m sorry.’


‘Get used to saying that
Xerxes.  It might save your life one day.’  Marietta retorted tartly
then fixed Mistral with a determined look.  ‘I’m sorry Mistral, but I’m
not going anywhere.’


Mistral gave a disinterested lift
of her shoulders and waited for the next person to state their reasons for not
going.  


‘Please go Gemma.  I want
you and Samsara to be safe.’


Gemma gave Samson a pitying look
then turned to Mistral, ‘Stop wasting time with this and get on with mastering
the power of three.  You know we won’t get on that yacht – and unless
you’re going to drug them, I’ve no idea how you plan to make the boys leave.’


Mistral’s eyes slid over to the
twins, ‘Not drug them.  Persuade them.’


‘Forget it Mistral.  Once
the twins’ influence is gone they’ll be off that yacht in seconds.’


‘I know that Gemma.  This
isn’t my plan, remember?’


Gemma let out an angry breath,
‘Yes.  Only a man could come up with something this stupid.’


‘How about a compromise?’ 
Cassius suggested.  Undaunted by the hostile looks his words elicited, he
continued in a clear voice.  ‘It would be sensible for Melsina to
go.  She is carrying the Isle’s heir.  Her safety will ensure that if
we fail, there is still hope for the future.  I also think that Samsara
and Marcus should go with her.  They’re both too young to be in a fight.’


‘Please Gemma.’


Gemma’s angry refusal died when
she met Samson’s pleading gaze.  She frowned irritably, ‘Oh. 
Yes.  Alright.  I agree that Samsara should go, but –’ she raised a
finger, halting Samson’s rush of relief, ‘only if Mistral hasn’t mastered her
gift by nightfall.’


Mistral met Delphine’s eyes
across the table and Cassius jerked as though someone had kicked him.  The
twins shared a furtive look but quickly became interested in their plates of
food when Amber looked over sharply. 


‘Why did you two look at each
other like that?’  Amber demanded then scowled when the twins returned her
glare with looks of innocent puzzlement.  ‘Fine!  Play dumb
then.  It suits you.’  Giving an angry toss of her head she turned to
her brother.  ‘And why did you jump?  What did you just See Cassius?’


He gave an embarrassed laugh,
‘You caught me spying Amber.  I was wondering how Melsina would take the
news and read her to gauge her mood.  She’s ... er, still having some
treatments done.’


Amber stared at Cassius, her
golden eyes seeming to burn into him, ‘You wouldn’t lie to me, would you
Cassius?’


‘I would never do anything to
hurt you Amber.’  


She held his solemn gaze for a
moment longer then narrowed her eyes suspiciously, ‘What sort of treatments?’


‘I believe you ladies refer to
such a process as depilation?’


Amber gave an involuntary
shudder, ‘Ugh, don’t remind me.  That’s not a treatment.  It’s
torture.’


‘Spare a thought for Mage Sphinx
then Amber.  He’s got to tell our mother about her non-wedding.  Now
that will be torture.’  Phantom whispered and Amber
giggled.    


‘Ah, now that’s more like it.
 Women should smile and giggle like that.’  Xerxes lifted his
goblet.  ‘Here’s to a long lunch followed by an afternoon spent doing what
the hell we want!’


‘You’ve spent a lifetime doing that
brother.’  Phantasm reminded him crisply.


‘So I have.’  Xerxes grinned
and reached over to pull Marietta onto his lap.  ‘Might as well go on as I
started then, hadn’t I?’


‘No!’  Cain slammed his
hands down onto the table.  ‘Stop it!  What are you two hiding with
your act?’


‘Act brother?’  Phantom
looked blank.  


‘There’s no act Cain.’ 
Phantasm smiled easily.  ‘Our humour is perhaps a little inappropriate,
but there is no need for anger.  We merely sought to ease the anxiety in
our goddaughter with light words.  I apologise if they offended you.’


‘Anger?  I’ll give you
anger!’  Cain turned to Mistral.  ‘Why do you want Delphine to stay?’


Mistral met his blazing look
calmly, ‘Because she’s my arrow.’


Cain’s face creased in angry
confusion, ‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’


‘It means Cain, that I am no more
than a bow.  The most powerful bow the Isle has ever seen, but I need an
arrow to shoot.  I think ... no, I know that Delphine is my arrow.’ 
Mistral looked at Fabian again.  ‘You thought it too, didn’t you? 
Using Cassius today was a twofold clever move.  Not only did you believe
it would keep me occupied long enough for you to make this shambles of a plan,
it would also test my ability to borrow his gift.  If I could successfully
channel and magnify his control of the elements to the power of three then, in
theory, I could do the same with Delphine’s.’


Fabian said nothing and gazed
silently at her, his face an inscrutable mask.


‘Speak Fabian.  I would like
to hear your voice with my ears and not just my mind.  Or have you no
words to say to me?’


The darkness of Fabian’s eyes
grew even deeper, ‘More than I could say in a lifetime.’


‘Our lifetime could be short
Fabian.  Speak now, before it’s over.’


He let out a sigh, ‘Yes. 
You are right.  I did theorise that if you could magnify Cassius’ gift
then you could do the same with Delphine’s.  But it has no bearing on how
I feel.  I still want you to go Mistral.  I don’t want you in this
fight.  I want you alive.  I –’


‘You have no choice in the
matter.’  Mistral said curtly.  ‘I’m staying.’


Fabian’s eyes closed. 
Mistral leaned forward and silently kissed the small furrow of pain creasing
the skin between his eyebrows.


‘Cain.’  Delphine took her
husband’s hand, forcing him to meet her eyes.  ‘Listen to me.  My
gift is the weapon here.  Don’t you see?’


‘No I don’t.’  Cain’s eyes
grew bright.  ‘I want you safe.  I need to know you’re safe! 
You’re the one thing I’ve done right in my life Delphine!  You have to get
on that yacht –’


‘No Cain.  What I have to do
is use my gift to help destroy Onieroi.’


Cain frowned, ‘But how
Delphine?  How can being an Empath hurt – oh!’


Delphine smiled, ‘Yes.  Oh.’


‘The amazons!’


‘The amazons.’  Amber
breathed in an echo of Cain’s gasped revelation.  


A collective sigh ran around the
table as everyone suddenly became aware of Delphine’s potential.  


Amber looked at Cassius, her eyes
narrowed to golden slits, ‘Did you know about this?’


‘No Amber.  I Saw something
pass between mother and Delphine.  I knew nothing about it until then.’


‘You lied to me then.’


‘No.  I said I would never
do anything to hurt you.  If I had my way, you would all be going on that
yacht tonight, Delphine included.’


Amber turned to her sister, her
eyes accusing, ‘You’d already worked this out, hadn't you?’


‘It only came to me today Amber,
when we were being treated at Melsina’s house.’


‘But I’ve been with you all
morning!  I didn’t hear you two even speak!’


‘I know.  This is hard to
explain, but I’ll try.  I knew mother was working with Cassius and sharing
in his power over the elements.  I suddenly thought that I could lend her
my ability to feel the amazons’ lack of love and reflect it onto Onieroi
magnified by the power of three, then it might cripple him long enough for the
warriors to destroy his following.  Mother heard me and we ... we sort of
communicated without speaking and agreed to try.’


‘What?  You communicated? 
How?’


‘Well … Mother can hear my
thoughts, and I can sense the emotion of her response.’  Delphine
shrugged.  ‘It’s fairly basic, but it works.  I felt hope when I
thought of my idea.  Mother thinks it can work too.’


‘No Delphine!’  Cain’s voice
rose in desperation.  ‘I can’t let you do this!  You’re sailing on
that yacht this evening!’


‘No I’m not Cain.  My place
is here, with you and my family.  We must fight.’


‘Fight?  There’s not going
to be a fight!  It’ll be a massacre!  Damn it Delphine!  Onieroi
is a god!  He’s immortal!’


‘No he’s not.  He only
exists from devotion.  We already know that Hedera drained him.  She
was only one amazon Cain!  We have two.  And between us, mother and I
can triple the effect they have on him!’


‘Mistral doesn’t need you for
that!’  Cain cried.  ‘She’s a Seer!’


‘Yes Cain.’  Mistral
interrupted sharply.  ‘I am a Seer.  Through my gift I can feel
emotion as well as hear thoughts, but the two are inseparable in my mind. 
Delphine’s gift is purer, more powerful.  She feels only a person’s
emotions and isn’t distracted by thoughts.’  


Cain shook his head wildly, ‘You
don’t know that!’


‘Don’t be stupid Cain.  Of course
I know that.’


‘And we can prove it too!’ 
Delphine said quickly and looked at Mistral.  ‘We’ll get the amazons and
try out our theory –’


‘No, we can’t Delphine.’ 
Cassius cut it firmly.  ‘The amazons have been brought here under false
pretences.  Revealing the truth to them will only create mistrust. 
They could turn against us.’


‘Well, we could practise without
them knowing.’  Delphine persisted.  ‘We can all meet to go over the
plans for the ceremony and –’


‘Who would you practise on
Delphine?’  Phantasm interrupted.  ‘Only Onieroi can feel the effect
of the amazons’ loveless natures, and he, I am very pleased to say, is not
here.’


‘Oh.’  Delphine sank back
into her seat.  


‘It may be true that we can’t
practise.’  Mistral argued.  ‘But the theory is still sound, and we
still need to plan.’  


Leo rose to his feet, ‘I shall
meet you in the Council atrium in one hour.  Have the amazons there
too.  They need to know where to be placed, but not why.  Be careful
how you speak and act around them.  We need them more than they need us.’


Everyone nodded and watched in
silence as he walked from the room.  He could feel a few pitying looks
from some of the men, and the more justified glares from one or two of women,
but he ignored them.  Neither sympathy nor anger would help him with what
he was about to do.


‘Good luck.’  Phantom
whispered at the sound of the front door closing.


‘Luck?  He’s going to need
armour.’  Phantasm muttered.  


‘Do you think she’ll go?’


Phantasm pursed his lips, ‘Don’t
know.  You never can tell with mother.  I –’


‘Phantasm?  Phantom?’


The twins looked up to see
Mistral gazing at them.


‘Get the boys back in time for
this meeting.  I want them to know what they’re doing tomorrow.’


‘Which I hope will be
nothing!’  Delphine interjected swiftly.  


‘Precisely Delphine.  I want
everything planned down to the last detail to prevent any last minute
heroics.’  Mistral turned back to the twins and frowned when she saw them
staring blankly at her.  ‘Did you two just hear me?’


Phantom gave himself a shake,
‘Yes.  Sorry Mistral.  I still can’t get used to the new you.’


‘What new me?’


‘The one that plans
things.’  Phantasm replied then turned to face his brother before
Mistral’s glare could turn him to stone.


A smattering of laughter broke
out around the table, lifting the atmosphere.  The twins finished using
their gift and began to talk quietly, their faces serious.  Cain watched
them, bitterness marring his usually cheerful expression.  They didn’t
look at her, but Cain had no doubt they were discussing Delphine’s gift. 
He shook his head angrily and took a long swallow from his goblet.  


Delphine laid a hand over his
wrist when he reached for the wine bottle, ‘Stop it Cain.  Drinking won’t
make you feel better.’


‘No.  But it might make me
sleep and give me some refuge from this madness!’


‘This isn’t madness Cain. 
With my gift and mother’s, we can use the amazons’ effect on Onieroi to hold
him at bay long enough for the warriors to do their work.  Then it will be
over.’


Cain let go of his wine glass and
took hold of the hand she had laid over his wrist, ‘But what if it goes wrong
Delphine?  What if I lose you?’


Delphine held his hand more
tightly, ‘You’ll never lose me Cain.  You tried running away from me once
and it didn’t work, remember?’


‘I never ran away from you
Delphine.  I ran away from me.’


She smiled, ‘Well, whatever you
were running from, you came back.  And I’m going to stick to you like an
autumn burr for the rest of our lives to make sure you never go again.’


Across the street a silence had
fallen that was more terrible than a bloodcurdling scream.  Leo waited
patiently for his words to register fully in Melsina’s mind and wondered if she
would still want to marry him after this.  If there was an after this.


‘No.’


He sighed.  He had expected
that.  ‘Yes.’


‘No.  Absolutely not.’ 
Melsina rose to her feet and began to pace, her elegant silk gown swishing
gently around her ankles.  


‘We can get married when you
return Melsina.’  Leo said quietly.  


Melsina spun round to glare at
him, ‘I don’t care about our wedding Leo!  I care about you!  There
is no way I am sailing off to leave you facing Onieroi alone!’


‘Melsina.  I may die. 
I do not want you to die too.  I want our son to live and take back the
Isle that will rightfully be his.’


Melsina waved a manicured hand
impatiently, ‘Our son – or daughter – will do as they please.  Like we
both have.  My place is by your side Leo.  You may not be my husband
yet, but you are my man and the father of my child.  I will not abandon you.’


Leo studied the beautiful
creature before him.  Her green eyes were filled with angry fire and her
sensuous lips set in a defiant line.  He suddenly smiled.  ‘Have I
ever told you that I love you Melsina?’


She frowned, ‘No.  I don’t
think that you have.  But it doesn’t matter.  I know you love me.’


‘Oh?’  Leo walked towards
her, opening his arms.  ‘And how do you know that?’


‘Because I want you to.  And
I always get what I want.’


He held her close, breathing in
the scent of her perfume, ‘Then want us to win this fight Melsina.  My
sword ... the Craft ... they are nothing against a god.  I am powerless to
defend the Isle that I swore to protect.  I have failed.’


‘No.  You haven’t failed yet
Leo.’  











Until Death Do Us Part





The Council gardens were in
unseasonable full bloom.  White roses climbed the elegant marble columns
of the covered walkways.  More bloomed in lush flower beds that should
have been barren wastes of frosted earth.  Mistral barely glanced at the
garden bursting with unnatural life but strode with Fabian to the centre where
a gazebo had been erected for the wedding.  She turned in a slow circle,
her narrowed eyes sweeping over the garden.  It was enclosed on three
sides by an eighteen foot high marble wall with no doors.  The final side
was made up of a long row of glass doors that led into the banqueting
hall.  Mistral stepped out of the gazebo and glanced up at the overcast
sky.


‘He’ll come from above.’


‘Or through the wall.’  


Mistral turned to join Fabian in
watching Gleacher and Cassius walking the perimeter, studying the wall for any
flaws that would give under force.


‘No.  I don’t think he’ll do
that.  When he attacked the Council before he entered through the glass
roof.  Onieroi’s a god.  It’s all about grand entrances with
him.’   


‘And grand exits for us.’
 Fabian added quietly. 


The twins walked down the steps
leading from the atrium and paused to survey the flourishing garden.


Phantasm sighed heavily, ‘She
could have had any colour under the sun, but she chose white.’


‘That’s our mother for you. 
Nothing if not predictable.’


They inhaled the sweet flowery
scent and recognised the unmistakeable tinge of ozone.


‘They’re not even real.’ 
Phantasm muttered disgustedly.


‘Of course not.  That’s
mother all over isn’t it?  Everything’s cleverly manufactured to disguise
the truth.’


‘Which is?’


‘That she’s only ever married for
social gain, and now she’s marrying for the third time and pregnant before the
icing has set on her wedding cake.  No doubt it’s to secure her marriage
to Mage Sphinx, just like we were born to secure hers with Preston.’


‘That’s rather a bleak outlook
brother.  I’d like to think we were born out of love.’


‘You can think what you like, but
let’s look at the facts shall we?  She wanted to get out of tribal
life.  Not even being a chieftain’s wife would have been good enough for
mother, she’d still have lived in a hut.  Preston Argyle was a rich Mage
with status who was, rather conveniently, completely smitten with her. 
She loved Council life enough to overlook his expanding girth and receding
hair.’


‘There was more to Preston than
large waistbands and a wig!  Couldn’t she have loved him for his
character?’


Phantom snorted, ‘Preston? 
Oh come on brother!  He was hardly a great wit, was he?’


‘No.  But he was kind and
generous.’


‘Yes.  And gullible.’


There was a pause, then Phantasm
said, ‘Mage Sphinx is none of those.’


‘No.’ Phantom frowned. 
‘Mistral says that mother is in love with him.’


‘I know.  She said the same
to me ... and that Mage Sphinx loves her too.’


A short silence fell while the brothers
regarded the white rose garden.  Gleacher and Cassius had completed their
circuit of the walls and joined Fabian and Mistral.  Snatches of their
conversation drifted over in muted bursts.


‘Maybe she’s finally met her
match.’  Phantasm said quietly.


Phantom looked at his
brother.  He was watching Mistral talking to Fabian.  ‘Like you did
when you met Mistral?’


Phantasm turned sharply, ‘What?’


Phantom smiled, ‘We’re twins
remember?  I know what you feel for Mistral.  I always have. 
But despite that obvious flaw in your character, you have enough of my better
traits to make me still want to be publically known as your brother.’


‘Are you mocking me?’


‘No.’ Phantom’s smile
faded.  ‘I would never mock the sacrifice you’ve made for me.’  He turned
to look at Mistral, studying her as though seeing her for the first time. 
Her head was bent close to Fabian’s, his hand rested protectively on the small
of her back.  ‘But I do sometimes wonder what it is about her that
inspires such loyalty.  She’s a walking disaster most of the time.’


‘I know.’


‘Stubborn. 
Argumentative.  Untidy –’


 ‘Determined. 
Opinionated.  Busy.’  Phantasm countered with a smile.


‘She’s totally spoiled the
boys.  And Marcus.’


‘Not really.  She just has a
different style of mothering to the one we experienced.’


‘You can say that again! 
And –’


‘She’s generous, loving,
protective to a fault, funny, intelligent, fierce, yet touchingly vulnerable,
and the mother of our godchildren.’


Phantom suddenly smiled,
‘Yes.  Yes she is.’


‘Oh!  It’s beautiful!’


The twins turned to see Delphine
gazing at the rose garden with shining eyes.  She stepped onto the
petal-strewn path, her gloved hands clasped together in a gesture of
rapture.  ‘Look Cain!  Roses in winter!  Isn’t it magical?’


Cain wrinkled his nose as he
caught the reek of ozone, ‘Very,’ he muttered dryly.  


Delphine bent to sniff one of the
blooms and gave another cry of delight, ‘They smell divine!  It’s so
perfect!  I can’t wait to see her dress!  Oh!  I won’t, will
I?  I almost forgot.  There isn’t going to be a wedding –’


‘Why ever not?’  


They all turned to see Melsina
stood with Leo in the open doorway.  She was swathed in white fur, one
silk gloved hand resting over Leo’s arm in a formal pose.  They descended
the stairs together then Leo murmured something in her ear before nodding to
the twins and striding over to join the group gathered near the gazebo. 


‘You’re staying then?’ 
Phantom asked bluntly.


‘Of course I am Wesley.’


‘Of course you are.  How
stupid of me to think that you would let Armageddon get in the way of achieving
your life’s ambition.’


‘Don’t you dare speak to me like
that!’


‘Mother.  I have spent my
entire life not daring to speak to you like this.  Now that there may not
be much left of my life, I think I will say what I damned well want!’


Melsina raised her eyebrows, ‘I
see.  Welll.  Come on then.  Get it off your chest.’


Phantom looked at his mother and
shrugged, ‘Alright then.  You asked for it.  You were a terrible
mother.’


‘Walk with me Del.’ Cain
quickly took Delphine’s elbow and steered her away.  


Melsina lifted her chin, ‘I was
firm.’  


‘Firm?  You were more
restrictive than a noose!’ 


‘I may have seemed that way, but
you were both loved and well cared for.’


Phantom gave a harsh bark of
laughter, ‘Loved?  We were your guarantee of a better life!  I’m sure
you loved us!’


Melsina’s eyes widened, ‘Is that
what you really believe?’


‘Do you deny it?’  


‘Of course I do!  I loved
Preston!’


Phantom’s lip curled scornfully, ‘You
mean you loved the money and the status!’


‘No!’


‘Come off it mother!  He was
twice your age and nearly three times your size!  He looked like a
walrus!’


Melsina smiled sadly, ‘Yes, he
did rather.  But I promise you that I loved him.  He was good and kind. 
We never lied to each other.  He knew I wanted to escape tribal life, but
he saw himself as some kind of gallant knight rescuing a trapped princess, not
a ticket to a better life.’


Phantom gave her a hard look,
‘And how did you see him?’


‘As the man I was going to be
married to for the rest of my life.  Only it didn’t work out quite like
that, did it?  Preston died and left me with two sons and a house that was
mortgaged up to the hilt.  I had to do what I could to support us, so when
Vilius asked me to marry him I had no choice but to agree.’


‘Of course you had a
choice!  You could have gone back to the tribe!’


‘No I couldn’t Wesley.  The
day I left Chieftain Dove told me that if I ever dared to return it would be to
work in his household as a maidservant.  I could never do that.’


‘Not even for your sons? 
Mistral would do anything for hers.’


Melsina stiffened, ‘Are you
comparing me to Mistral?’


‘If you like.’


‘No Wesley.  I do not
like.  Mistral is married to a very rich man.  I thought I was, but
it turns out that I wasn’t.  Mistral will never have to make the hard
choices I had to.  Believe me when I say that I thought of you both with
every decision I made.’


Phantom snorted, ‘Were you
thinking of us when you married Vilius?’


‘More than you know.’


‘Tell us what we don’t know then
mother.’  Phantasm said softly. 


Melsina gave him a withering
look, ‘Decided to join your brother and stick the knife in too, have you
Sheldon?’


‘No mother.  I have no
knife, just questions.  If you loved us, then why did you send us away
when you married Vilius?  Did you love him more than your own sons?’


‘No of course not!  I never
loved Vilius.  But I had to marry him or we’d have been homeless. 
The bailiffs had given me five days to find the money to buy Preston’s house or
get out.  Villus came round to see me on the evening of the fourth
day.  He knew I was desperate.  We talked and came to a mutually
beneficial arrangement.’


‘Which didn’t include us.’


‘Oh Sheldon!  This is hard
for me to explain.’  Melsina drew in a breath and spread her hands out as
she searched for the words.  ‘Vilius did not ... was not, oh!  How
can I put this?’


‘Vilius loved men, not
women?’  Phantasm suggested quietly.


Melsina let out the breath she’d
been holding in a rush of relief, ‘Yes.  Yes.  He was very open with
me the night he came to visit me.  I always knew who he really was – it
was part of our agreement, you see.  He knew he would never be respected
as a Council member if the truth about him were known.  I agreed to live a
lie and act as his wife in return for security.’


‘Oh I bet you did!  You
happily went on living the high life while we were shipped off back to the
tribe because he didn’t want children cluttering up his perfect little
fantasy!’


‘No.  You’re wrong
Wesley.  It was me that sent you back to the tribe, not Vilius.’ 
Melsina’s eyes suddenly filled with tears.  ‘I – I didn’t trust him you
see.’


The twins were too horrified to
do anything but stare at her.  Voices sounded in the atrium.  The
rest of the Ri filed past, talking amongst themselves, oblivious to the frozen
tableau of the twins and their mother.  The voices faded as the group
walked down the path to join the others gathered at the gazebo.  


‘Well, that certainly explains a
lot!’  Phantom finally exclaimed.  ‘The separate bedrooms for a
start!’


‘I always suspected, but why
didn’t you tell us mother?’  Phantasm asked.  ‘We would have
understood.’


‘I couldn’t!  It was written
into the agreement he had those three wretched lawyers draw up!  If I ever
spoke of it he could divorce me without a penny!’


Phantasm gave a disappointed
sigh, ‘Money wins again.’


‘Yes Sheldon, money!’ 
Melsina snapped.  ‘Who do you think paid for your upkeep at the
tribe?  Never mind the large sum that had to be offered before Chieftain Dove
would even agree to you both being allowed to go there!  I’ll tell you
who!  Vilius!  He was very generous with you two.  He never said
as much, but I think he was secretly grateful that I sent you away and removed
temptation from his sight.  You were ... you are, both, very handsome.’


Phantom pulled a face, ‘Please
stop mother.  You’re making me feel uncomfortable.’


Melsina suddenly laughed, then
abruptly burst into tears.  Phantom patted her shoulder awkwardly and
rolled his eyes at his brother over the top of her head, ‘Don’t cry
mother.  You’ll only smudge your mascara.’


She looked up, her eyes blazing,
‘Are you ridiculing me?’


‘No.  I hate the smudged
mascara look.  It’s so slovenly.  I’ve always been pleased that
Mistral never wears it, given the amount she cries.’


Melsina sniffed and wiped a tear
away with a lace-edged handkerchief, ‘Mistral cries?’


Phantom nodded wearily,
‘Loads.  But mainly when she’s pregnant, which seems to be most of the
time.’


‘So, she’s not as tough as she
makes out?’


‘No.’ Phantasm smiled and
put an arm around his mother’s shoulders.  ‘She’s a bit like you really.’


‘Only more fun.’  Phantom
mouthed to his brother, who laughed silently.


Across the courtyard, Fabian
frowned at Leo, ‘It would be better if Melsina left, then we could cancel the
wedding and face Onieroi alone.’


‘Of course it would, but she
refuses to go.’


‘Is she so determined to get
another ring on her finger that she would risk her life?’ 


Leo eyed his brother coldly,
‘Melsina’s reasons are not your concern.’


‘She wants to stay out of
loyalty.’  Mistral sighed quietly.  ‘Which is commendable, but also
very inconvenient.  It really would be best if she went.  Can we
cancel the wedding anyway?’


Leo shrugged, ‘In theory,
yes.  We could turn the guests away at the atrium doors and ask them to
leave the city ... perhaps blame an outbreak of Black Lupus.  Then we
would face Onieroi alone.’


‘Then that’s what we must
do.’  Fabian said firmly.  


Samson turned to Gemma, ‘You have
to be on the yacht with Samsara.  If Melsina won’t leave I can’t entrust
our daughter to the care of the crew.  They won’t know how to look after
her.’


Gemma began to argue, but Samson
pressed a finger to her lips, silencing her, ‘Please Gemma.  Please. 
I’m begging you.  Do this for one thing for me now and if, by the grace of
whatever gods are out there, I somehow survive, then I swear I will do whatever
you want for the rest of our lives.’


Gemma paused, ‘The rest of our
lives?’


Samson nodded.


‘That could be a long time
Samson.  We’re both elves.’


Samson’s face remained completely
serious, ‘I know.’


Gemma suddenly realised that she
didn’t want Samson to ever do anything other than be Samson.  She sighed
and nodded in resignation, ‘I’ll go.’


‘You won’t be alone Gemma. 
Marietta’s going with you.’  


Marietta gave Xerxes a surprised
look, ‘Am I?’


‘Yes sweetheart, you are. 
Gemma can’t go on her own, can she?  It wouldn’t be appropriate for a
woman to travel alone with a male crew.  She’ll need an escort.’


‘But what about you Xerxes? 
Won’t you need me?’


Xerxes grinned, ‘You know what
they say, absence makes the heart grow fonder.’


‘More like out of sight out of
mind with you.’


Xerxes laughed and planted a kiss
on her pouting lips.  


She pulled away with a frown, ‘But
will you still want to marry me when I come back?’  


He grinned and squeezed her plump
waist, ‘Course I will sweetheart.  My boots stopped working when you fell
out with me last week.  Can’t have that happening again, can I?’


Marietta smiled, ‘I promise your
boots will work perfectly every day that we’re married.’


‘They’d better.  I’m having
it written into our vows.’


Amber turned away from the sight
of Xerxes kissing Marietta to whisper in Brutus’ ear, ‘I don’t get it. 
What’s Marietta got to do with Xerxes’ boots working?’


‘She puts them by the fire at
night so they’re warm for him in the morning.  When she falls out with him
she doesn’t.  He hates having cold boots.’


Amber thought for a moment then
said, ‘Do you want me to do that with yours?’


‘You can parboil them for all I
care if we get out of this alive.’


Amber laughed then just as
quickly scowled, ‘I’m not getting on that ship Brutus.  You know that,
don’t you?’


‘Yacht Amber, it’s a yacht. 
And yes, despite the fact that I would trade my tavern for you getting on that
damned yacht, I know you’ve inherited enough frighteningly stubborn genes from
your mother to refuse any wild offers I might make to try and persuade you.’


‘Father’s worse.’


‘I could never possibly comment
on that and hope to still be breathing.’


‘Oh don’t be so ridiculous! 
Why is everyone so scared of my father?  He’s lovely!’


‘Yes Amber.  I’m sure he is,
to you.’


‘Honestly, I get so fed up with
people going pale when I tell them my name!  Anyone would think he was a
mass murderer or something!’


‘Hmm.’ Brutus suddenly
became very interested in the conversation going on between Leo and Fabian. 


‘That’s settled then. 
Bryden?  Would you agree to be the one to turn back the guests?  Your
word will carry more respect than one of my Council staff.’


‘Of course Mage Sphinx.’


Leo nodded, ‘Good.  Then we
must agree on a strategy.  Mistral?  You and Delphine need to be
close to the amazons.  I think ... about here –’


Mistral and Delphine moved to
where Leo indicated and listened while he outlined the plan for the following
day.  It was painfully simple, and just as painfully flawed.  


‘How are we going to explain the
lack of wedding to the amazons if we can’t tell them the truth?’


Leo frowned, ‘We must lie. 
Tell them that Melsina has refused me and I have sent the guests away under the
pretext of a Black Lupus outbreak to save my pride.’


‘No.  That won’t work. 
They’ll know we’re lying to them the minute we start hanging around in the
courtyard looking at the sky every five seconds.  We need them to trust
us.  The wedding must go ahead.’


‘What?  With all the
guests?’


‘Yes.  Anything else would
look suspicious.’


‘I cannot sanction the deaths of
all those people!’


‘The aim is for them not to die
Leo.’


‘I know that, but –’


‘We have the answer to harnessing
the power of three.  The warriors are in place to attack whilst Delphine
and I hold Onieroi at bay using the amazons.  We are as prepared as we can
be.  What does it matter if we have an audience?’


Leo shook his head, frowning
heavily, ‘I hear your reason Mistral, but I cannot help my concerns for the
lives I have sworn to protect.’


Mistral nodded calmly, ‘I
understand.  It’s your decision to make.’


Leo drew in a long breath and
lifted his gaze up to contemplate the overcast sky.  Iron grey clouds hid
the peaks of the Northern Range from sight.  His gaze moved slowly over
the shrouded mountains, lingering on a sharp peak jutting up through a wreath
of cloud.  Below the peak a dark crevasse ran from east to west, its
western end obscured by heavy mist.  Onieroi’s lair.  Somewhere
beneath the broiling mass of fog his enemy lay waiting.  


Exhaling softly, Leo slowly
turned his gaze back to meet Mistral’s, ‘The wedding shall go ahead.’


Mistral said nothing but
immediately looked at Fabian.  He nodded and turned to his three youngest
sons.


‘I have an important task for
you.  It will be dangerous and you will have to fight, probably for your
lives.  Are you willing to accept?’


‘Yes!’  Marcus immediately
cried, but his twin brothers shared a suspicious look.


‘What does this task
entail?’  Samson asked his father.


‘I need you to travel on Mage
Grapple’s yacht and protect it from attack.’


‘Attack?’  


Fabian nodded solemnly, ‘The crew
have orders to sail for France.  To do so they will have to cross the
Eastern Straits.  It is a well-used trade route infested with
pirates.  They are mainly interested in cargo ships, but Mage Grapple’s
yacht is bound to attract their attention.’


‘Why?’


‘Such a fine vessel obviously
belongs to a rich person.  It is not feasible to expect Gemma and Marietta
to fend off a pirate attack.’


Samson looked at his brother,
‘What d’you reckon?’


‘Sounds like we’ve got more
chance of seeing some action on that boat than here.  I hate weddings
anyway.’


Samson nodded, ‘We’ll do it
then.  But we’re going to need more hands.  Can Bram come with us?’


‘And Alain, Mathis and Beniot
too?’  His brother added quickly.


‘They already are.’  Leo
replied curtly.  ‘They are the crew.’


The twins shared a furtive look
and Mistral sighed, ‘No riding at anchor in the Straits to wait for a pirate
ship to attack, and definitely no diversions to the east to try and pick up
mercenary work.  Is that clear?’


Samson and Fabian rolled their
eyes, ‘Crystal.’


‘Good, now please fetch the
amazons, we’re ready for them now.’


Mistral waited until her three
sons were out of earshot then looked at Cassius, ‘Send a favourable wind to get
them across the Straits as quickly as possible.’


‘No need mother.  Mage
Grapple destroyed most of the pirate ships last year when they came too close
to discovering The Isle.’


‘Most?’


Cassius shrugged, ‘I am sure
enough remain to provide the boys with some entertainment.’


Mistral turned to Serenity, ‘You
must travel with them.  If they’re attacked they’ll need a Healer.’


Serenity immediately opened her
mouth to argue but Mistral cut her short.


‘I’m not asking you Serenity, I’m
ordering you.  You are the Ri’s Healer and those warriors may have need of
your skills.’


Serenity lowered her eyes, ‘Yes
Lady De Winter.’


‘Good.’  Mistral looked
around calmly.  ‘Now, is there anything else we need to discuss before the
amazons arrive?’


The sun was already setting when
they finally left the Council building and started making their way back to the
mansion.  Mistral walked ahead, trapped between Phantom and
Phantasm.  The rigid set of her shoulders told the group behind that she
was unhappy at whatever they were telling her.  Cassius listened to her
thoughts for a moment then smiled.


‘What has angered her?’ 
Fabian asked quietly.


‘Our dinner invitation.’


‘Ah.  Yes.’


Fabian watched his wife shaking
her head and saw the twins’ shoulders raise and lower as they heaved joint
sighs.


‘Did you notice the way she took
over the meeting today?’  Cassius continued in a low voice.


Fabian’s jaw tensed, ‘Yes.’


‘And the way she commanded
Serenity?  I know it’s my place to issue orders to the Magnate, but I have
to say she did it better than I could have.’


‘Mistral is Serenity’s superior
and has as much right as you to remind her of the duties she is sworn to
fulfil.’


‘It was more her manner than her
words that impressed me.  She is as fierce as ever, but more controlled
now.  She ordered Serenity to go without shouting, or a uttering a single
swear word.  I cannot help but wonder whether it is the power of three
affecting her.’


Fabian said nothing.  His
gaze remained fixed on Mistral.  As she turned to speak to Phantasm he
caught the profile of her face.  His hands clenched into tight
fists.  ‘I see it Cassius, and it frightens me.’


‘Why?’


‘Because I cannot protect her
from it.’


‘It?  You mean Onieroi?’


‘No.  Not Onieroi.  I
could place her safely out of his reach.  Make her leave the Isle until we
had dealt with his following.  My mother had family in France.  I
would send her there.’  


‘She would never leave you.’


Fabian’s expression hardened,
‘Not willingly.  But I would protect her by any means necessary, and if
that meant her leaving by force, I would do it.’


Sensing that their current
conversation would only lead to an argument, Cassius changed tack, ‘If not
Onieroi, what is it you fear?’


‘I fear the power of three
Cassius.  It will place her life in danger, Delphine’s too.  And it
is all my fault.’


‘How can any of this be of your
doing?’


‘Because it was me that pushed
Mistral to embrace her gift.  She never wanted it.’  Fabian gave a
mirthless laugh.  ‘Unbelievable as it sounds, she just wanted me. 
But I could not bear for her to waste her destiny on a soulless creature like
me.  I forced her to become a Seer.  And now this has happened.’


They walked in silence a little
longer, then Cassius spoke again, ‘When I was living with the centaur tribe I
would spend the nights sitting outside to study the stars.  Imperato would
teach me, but sometimes he would be silent and we would watch the stars together
without speaking.  On such nights I could hear the stories the mothers
were telling their young to settle them to sleep.  One has always remained
in my memory.  It concerned a rich merchant in Baghdad who sent his
servant to the market to buy provisions.  The servant returned, trembling
with fear and claiming to have seen Death in the market place.  He said
that Death had pointed at him.  The merchant lent his terrified servant
his horse and told him to ride to Samarra where Death would not find him. 
The merchant then went to the market place to see Death for himself and asked
him why he had pointed at his servant and frightened him so.  Death
replied that he had been surprised to see him in Baghdad when he was destined
to meet him in Samarra later that day.’


Fabian smiled bitterly,
‘Yes.  I have heard that fable also.  It is pointless to try and
evade destiny.’


‘And it is also pointless
dwelling on the past.  We must focus on tomorrow.’


‘Tomorrow.’  Fabian
sighed.  ‘I served my apprenticeship under a Training Captain called
Simian.  He was a man of few words, but he would finish every Saturday
session by telling us that tomorrow didn’t exist and all we had was
today.  Of course, his words only fuelled our reckless natures, but now I
see a different meaning to his words.


‘All warriors live for the
moment.  Tomorrow is a promise we whisper in our minds to appease our
consciences.  It is the last Contract before you retire, the wrong you
swore to right, the old debt meant to be paid.  Tomorrow is the fulfilment
of your destiny.  The inescapable.  Now I know that Simian was
wrong.  Tomorrow always happens, only we may not be there to see
it.’  


Cassius turned to his father,
suddenly curious, ‘I have never spoken with you of such matters, and have never
intruded on your thoughts to seek the answer.  This question is new to me,
and one I hope will not offend.  I do not believe that our lives are
predetermined to arrive at some inescapable destiny, but I know you do. 
Tell me father, what is it that you believe is your destiny?’


Fabian did not look at Cassius
but stared straight ahead, ‘Mistral is my destiny.’


They had reached the courtyard
where Mistral and the twins were waiting for them.  Mistral took Fabian’s
hand and walked up the steps to be greeted by Elnora in the open door of the
mansion.  She took their cloaks while they filed through to settle on the
sofas in the drawing room.  The fire was lit, giving the large room a
welcoming feel.  Elnora moved quietly amongst them serving goblets of warm
spiced wine.  Under the influence of wine, coupled with the warmth of the
fire, the subdued atmosphere began to lift.  


Phantasm walked over to stand in
front of the fireplace.  Carefully nudging apart the two sleeping dogs to
make room, he turned to address the room.  ‘In a few hours we will
separate.  The time we have until then may be the last we know
together.  I propose that we spend it, not in morose reflection, but in
celebration.’  


‘Hear!  Hear!’  Samson
roared.  ‘We can mourn life when we’re dead!  I think that a visit to
that fine wine cellar is in order!’


‘One moment please Samson. 
The celebration I refer to will not be held here.’  


‘What?  Well, is there a
good tavern around here then?  Or better still, a bad tavern?’


‘We will not be going to a tavern
Samson.’  


Phantasm drew a small scroll from
his pocket.  He unrolled it and stepped over Prospero to offer it to
Cassius.  He scanned the contents that he already knew and passed it to
the person sitting on his left. 


Amber took the scroll and read
aloud, ‘Mage and Lady Sphinx request the honour of our presence for
dinner.’  A few groans sounded then Amber continued in a louder voice.
 ‘We are expected for six and to be attired formally.’  She turned to
Cassius with a frown.  ‘What does that mean?’


‘Wear a dress.’


Amber pulled a face and tossed
the scroll over her shoulder to be caught by Marietta, who read it with a
panicked look, ‘This is a disaster!  I’ve only got the dress I was going
to wear to the wedding!  It’s not right for a formal dinner with Mage
Sphinx!  What am I going to do?’


Xerxes frowned, ‘What’s wrong
with the one you’re wearing?’  


‘I’ve been wearing it all day
Xerxes!  I can’t wear it tonight as well!’


‘Why not?  I’m going like
this.’


Marietta stopped panicking and
slowly looked him over, ‘Oh no you are not.’


At once the mansion was filled
with frantic activity.  Delphine quickly took control and marched the
flustered women upstairs to raid her grandmother’s closet while the twins
issued rapid instructions to Elnora on how to iron the worst creases out of the
clothes the men were wearing.  Unnoticed in the general mayhem, Mistral
slunk away to the huge bathroom adjoining the blue bedroom to wallow in peace.


She sank into a bath of hot water
and let her mind rove.  One hand rested on the edge of the bath, the other
hung over the side to allow her fingertips to caress the top of Prospero’s
head.  She listened idly to the voices in her mind.  Xerxes and
Samson were unashamedly trouserless in the kitchen, arguing over a translation
of an age eroded wine label while they drank the bottle’s contents. 
Serenity was trying to squeeze a tightly corseted Marietta into a dress two
sizes too small for her.  Delphine was attempting to arrange Amber’s hair
into some sort of style ... all inconsequential matters distracting them from
the real concern Mistral could hear in their minds.  


Tomorrow.  


Everything hung on that single
word.  Mistral sighed and stroked Prospero while she thought about the
preparations they had made.  The planning session with the amazons had
gone well.  Cerbera and Belladonna had been typically focussed on the
duties they had been Contracted to fulfil and showed no suspicions that
something was being concealed from them.  Mistral let her mind reach
further and listened to the thoughts of the four party leaders, waiting in
their snowy hideaways.  They were settling down for an early night in
preparation for the day that lay ahead.  Satisfied that everything was in
place, she reluctantly rose from the bath and began to dress for the
evening.  


Fabian opened the door to their
bedroom to see Mistral sat at the dressing table.  He paused in the
doorway to watch her as she secured a jewelled comb in her hair, her face set
in a mask of concentration.  The dress she was wearing was one of his
mother’s, a striking gown of silver silk with delicate black embroidery framing
the hem and neckline.  With her crown of dark hair and pale skin Mistral
was all moonlight and shadows.  She finished pinning her hair into place
and met his gaze in the mirror.  


He smiled at her reflection, ‘You
look beautiful.’  He walked over and bent to kiss the exposed nape of her
neck.  


Mistral reached around to link
her hands behind his neck, holding his eyes in the mirror, ‘This is not how I
want to spend our evening.’


‘I know.  And I also know
that I promised you this afternoon would be ours and it has not been.’


‘Then make this evening short and
let your promise hold.’


The eyes in the mirror suddenly
darkened, ‘Tonight will be ours.  I swear it.’


Mistral smiled and rose to her
feet.  She began to move around the bedroom, talking to him while she
gathered together items she would need for the evening.  


‘The boys are packed ready to
sail with the evening tide, although I would advise against them trying to take
your father’s cannon from the armoury.  It’s not really designed to be
used on a sailing vessel.’  


Fabian watched her slip her kukri
knife into a beaded purse and fasten the silver clasp, ‘I will speak with
them.’


She nodded then bent to raise the
hem of her dress, revealing elegant heeled shoes of black velvet while she slid
another dagger into the top of her stocking.  


He watched her adjust the skirts
of her dress and smiled, ‘Are you quite ready now Lady De Winter?’


She draped a fur stole over one
arm and looked up, ‘Yes.  I think so.  Are you armed?’


He raised an eyebrow and offered
her his arm, ‘Do I need to be with the number of daggers you have concealed
about you?’


She took his arm and gave him a
reproving look, ‘Of course you do Fabian, which is why you have a dagger in
each boot and one in the back of your belt.’


‘You know me so well,’ he
murmured and escorted her through the door.


Melsina’s house had changed since
the last time Mistral had seen it.  Evidence of Leo living there was
everywhere.  Swords and bows were stacked in the entrance hall, albeit
very neatly.  Scrolls of parchment were piled on the desk in the white
drawing room where they gathered.  Mistral accepted the glass of champagne
she was offered by the housemaid and watched her gazing wistfully at Cassius
while he took his.  She sighed and looked over at the tight huddle Marcus
and her twin boys had made with Bram and the three Rochfortes, excitedly
plotting their sea adventure.  Her eyes ran around the room, noting
briefly that the three black-robed Council lawyers had also been
invited.  She jerked sharply when a hand touched the nape of her
neck.


‘I was just adjusting the comb in
your hair.’  Phantasm murmured then stepped back to give her an appraising
look.  ‘Hmm, not bad – considering that it was your first solo effort.’


Mistral scowled and took a slug
of champagne, ‘I can dress myself you know Phantasm.’


‘Yes, usually in Mage De Winter’s
shirts and a pair of trousers that should have been in last  week’s
laundry.  But I have to admit that you’ve done quite well tonight,
although you could have done with some jewellery.’


‘Shh!’ Mistral looked around
quickly and was relieved to see Fabian talking with Leo.  ‘Don’t say
that!  You know I hate jewellery.  I’ve been dreading what Fabian is
going to give me for having triplets!’


Phantasm smiled, but his eyes
betrayed him.


‘Oh they will be born
Phantasm.  I promise you that.’


‘I hope so Mistral.’


‘Hope?  What good is
that?  Try the facts.  We have a damned good plan, and if we follow
it everything will work out.  Xerxes will have to make good on that rash
drunken promise he made over breakfast, you will have three more godchildren to
cope with, and I will have the Isle’s scariest woman as a sister-in-law.’


Phantasm laughed, ‘The way you
view life has always amused me.’


‘Well amuse me for a change and
fetch me another glass of champagne.’


‘Two?’


Mistral shrugged, ‘Cain says it’s
alright.’


Phantasm narrowed his eyes, ‘Are
you lying to me?’


‘No brother.  You know I
can’t lie.’


Mistral grinned when he turned
away and walked over to collect fresh glasses from the housemaid.  


‘Liar.’


She widened her eyes innocently
at Phantom, ‘I learned everything I know from you, brother.’


‘Lessons I sincerely wish I had
held back, now I know how you intend to use them.’


The champagne quickly eased the
nerves of the guests.  Dressed in borrowed finery, the women were released
from their own identities to assume different personas.  They sipped
elegantly at their glasses of champagne and clung to the arms of their
unusually well-groomed partners. 


Phantom looked around at the
small gathering then sighed and returned his gaze to watch the bubbles rising
in his glass of champagne, ‘Typical of mother not to be here to greet her
guests.  I suppose she wants to make a grand entrance.’


Mistral exclaimed happily, ‘Oh
look!  Here comes my second glass of champagne.  If I manage to get
another the triplets’ll have had one each.’


‘That’s your last Mistral. 
I want healthy godchildren.’


Mistral smiled broadly at Phantasm
when he passed her drink over, ‘Thank you Phantasm.  Have I ever told you
what a gentleman you are?  So much more than your brother.  All he
ever does is nag me.’


‘Well, I was the first
born.  Some might say that has some significance.’


‘Were you?  I never
knew.’  Mistral took a sip of her champagne and winked at Phantom.


‘Why are you in such a good
mood?’  Phantom asked suspiciously.  ‘Do you know something we
don’t?’


Mistral shrugged and tilted her
glass to her lips again.


‘Well?  Do you?’


‘Might do.’


‘Oh come on Mistral.  Out
with it.’


She looked around cautiously,
then beckoned Phantom closer.  He leaned forward, half-amused and
half-annoyed by her play acting.  She pressed her lips close to his ear
and breathed softly, ‘Wait and see.’  


Phantom jerked back with a hiss
of irritation.  Mistral offered him an enigmatic smile and turned to look
pointedly at the door.  Almost immediately Melsina appeared.  She
paused in the doorway and a gasp ran around the room.  She wore a floor-sweeping
sheaf of white lace trimmed with shimmering pearls.  Her face was hidden
behind a heavy veil mounted on a diamond tiara.  The slender fingers that
held a bouquet of white roses trembled slightly. 


Leo looked at the twins,
‘Phantom.  Phantasm.  Please would you honour your mother by giving
her to me on this, our wedding night.’


The twins immediately thrust
their glasses of champagne at Mistral and hurried to their mother’s side. 
Mistral sighed happily and raised one to her lips, only to have it plucked away
by Cain.


‘In your dreams Mistral.’


‘And I’m drunk in every one of
them Cain.’


The guests parted to form an
aisle.  At the head stood Leo with Fabian by his side, his brother and
best man.  Goddess-like in jewelled lace, Melsina glided towards
Leo.  The long train of her gown spread out behind her, rippling over the
white carpet like foam on a wave.  At first there was only awed silence,
then a round of applause broke out.  Melsina completed her approach to the
sound of clapping that died away when Cassius stepped forward to lead the
ceremony.


It was by far the smallest
wedding any of the guests had ever attended, yet the intimacy only seemed to
add significance to the occasion.  The familiar vows Leo and Melsina
recited took on a new and deeper meaning for everyone present.  Amber held
Brutus’ hand more tightly.  Delphine cried.  The housemaid looked
hopefully at Cassius.  Marietta gazed dewily at Xerxes, who hid his
discomfort by making flippant remarks.  


‘I, Leopold
Sphinx, take you Melsina De’ath –’


‘Bet she’s glad
to be rid of that one!’  Xerxes muttered to Samson, who stifled a snort of
laughter.


‘To be my wife,
to have and to hold –’ 


‘I’m all for the
holding bit.’  Xerxes leered and squeezed Marietta. 


‘– for better or
for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to
cherish; from this day forward –’


‘Day?  More
of the night I say!’


Marietta fixed
him with him a warning glare, ‘Shut up Xerxes.’    


‘– until death do
us part.’


Mistral met Fabian’s eyes across
the room and saw a spark ignite in the blackness.


When the final words had been
spoken Leo raised the veil covering his bride’s face.  A sigh ran around
the room in response to the singular beauty that Melsina possessed.  As
Leo smiled and kissed his wife the room erupted into cheers and applause. 
Mistral didn’t join in but stared at Fabian, her eyes not leaving his as he
pushed through the crush of guests until he was standing before her.  For
a long moment neither moved nor spoke, but stared at the other in unmoving silence. 
The hands that slowly took hers were work roughened, but the brush of every
callous was sweeter than the softest caress.  Still he did not speak, or
even smile.  His ebony stare burned deep into hers, seeming to devour her
very soul until everything she knew ceased to be, leaving her nothing more than
a reflection in the dark shine of his eyes.  Then he spoke, and her world
was resurrected in bursting flames.  To love so fiercely was to abandon
all reason and blindly entrust her soul to another.  To allow someone such
power was terrifying, to deny them was utterly unthinkable.  


‘Dance with me Lady De Winter.’


Mistral blinked and realised that
couples were whirling elegantly around the candlelit drawing room to the music
Alain and Mathis were playing on their violins.


‘Oh no Fabian.  I hate
dancing.’


Fabian smiled and bent his head
to murmur in her ear, ‘Think of it more as an opportunity to behave
inappropriately in public.’ 


Mistral laughed as he pulled her
into his arms and began to dance.  Their bodies moved in the rhythm of
steps they had both trodden a thousand times in the Training Arena.  She
closed her eyes and let her feet move of their own accord while Fabian
saturated her mind.  Every breath she drew was filled with the dizzying
scent of his skin.  Through the thin silk of her dress the touch of his
hands scorched like an open flame.  She was abruptly aware of the
closeness of his body and opened her eyes to see him gazing at her with amused
eyes.


‘See?  Dancing is just
public impropriety.’


‘Only with you.’


Fabian laughed softly, ‘I should
think so too.’   


Outside the world that was her
and Fabian, Mistral was vaguely aware of other figures moving around
them.  The laughing faces of Amber and Brutus span past.  Xerxes,
displaying an astounding pair of left feet with Marietta struggling loyally not
to wince every time he stepped on her.  Bryden, singing softly to
Serenity, who was gazing at him with love-struck eyes.  Cain and Delphine,
she giggling at something he was whispering to her.  Imperato and Alyssa
moved into her line of vision and Mistral became so mesmerised by the sight of
the two centaurs dancing that Fabian whirled her away before they noticed her
staring.


‘Tell me Mistral, have you ever
read any works by Xenophon?’ 


‘No.  Onieroi helped me get
over my Greek phase.’


‘Ah, but I think you would like
Xenophon.  He was a talented soldier and an excellent horseman.  He
could make a horse move like Imperato and Alyssa are doing.  He believed
that true mastery came from harmony, not brute force.’


‘Huh!  I’d like to see him
harmonise with Cirrus.’   


‘You do.’


‘No, I know him.  And I pick
my fights.  Sometimes it’s not worth the argument, other times I have to
remind him of who’s boss.’


Fabian smiled, ‘Precisely. 
To know another’s mind and live in perfect accord with them is harmony.’


Mistral nodded thoughtfully and
watched the centaurs dancing over Fabian’s shoulder, ‘Can you get me one of
Xenophon’s books?  I’d like to learn how to do that ... maybe teach the
apprentices too.  It could be handy in battle.’ 


‘If it pleased you, I will buy
you a library of such books, and you can teach the Ri herd to dance.’


‘They do dance though, don’t
they?’  Mistral said suddenly.  ‘I mean, have you ever watched the
herd when the sun shines for the first time after the winter and the spring
grass comes through?’


‘Frequently.’  Fabian smiled
ruefully.  ‘Usually with a halter in my hand and no horse to put it on.’


Alain and Mathis finished the
dance on a wavering note and Mistral gave a sigh of relief that immediately
became a groan when they struck up a fresh tune.  


‘Mage De Winter.  May I have
the honour of dancing with your wife?’


‘Say no.’ Mistral muttered,
but Fabian merely smiled and stepped away, leaving her to be swept off again.


‘I know you didn’t mean that.’


Mistral glowered at Phantom, ‘Yes
I did.  I hate dancing.’


‘You appeared quite happy a few
moments ago.’


‘I was pretending.’


‘So pretend now, and make me
happy.  I’ve never danced with the mother of my godchildren and since
tonight seems to be one of unexpected events, I think I should.’


Mistral sighed and let Phantom
turn her in a circle, bringing her back to meet his inquisitive gaze.  She
stood his silent interrogation for a moment before heaving another sigh, ‘Yes,
I knew.’ 


Phantom nodded and they danced
for a few moments before he asked quietly, ‘Tell me why they’ve done this.’


‘Does it matter?’


‘Yes.’


‘You want to know whether it was
spur of the moment romance, or a calculated move to ensure that Leo’s child is legally
his heir should he die before tomorrow’s ceremony is completed.’ 


Phantom smiled coldly, ‘And the
title of Lady Sphinx confirmed.  This is my mother we’re talking about,
and I rather think that the presence of the lawyers tells me this was hardly spur
of the moment.’


Mistral eyed the three wizened
figures casting disapproving looks at the dancing couples, ‘Hmm, cheerful
souls, aren’t they?’


‘Quite.  So?’


Mistral sighed and looked at him,
‘It was both love and reason brother.  But just look at them; does that
look staged to you?  Did she ever look at Vilius like that?’


Phantom’s eyes left Mistral’s to
look across the room and watch his mother and Leo dancing, ‘No. 
Never.  She always looked at Vilius as though he’d done something to
irritate her.’


‘She made a great sacrifice for
you when she married him.’


‘No she didn’t!  You
wouldn’t have done that.  You would have kicked Vilius out for daring to
make such a crass proposal then sent the bailiffs packing when they tried to
evict you.’


Mistral smiled, ‘Yes I
would.  But your mother is strong in different ways to me.  She
agreed to a loveless marriage and sent you both away, even though she loved
you, all because she believed it was the best thing to do.’


Phantom stiffened, ‘You heard
us?’


‘I may have overheard your
quietly shouted conversation, along with the rest of the city.’


‘Oh.’


‘There’s no need to look ashamed
brother.  It was actually one of the reasons they brought the wedding
forward.  Melsina took your comments about being a terrible mother to heart
and vowed to do better this time.  She’s agreed to leave on the yacht
tonight, hence the early showing of the blushing bride.’


Phantom gave his mother an
appraising look, ‘Well I never.  She’s finally thinking of someone else
for once.  Hang on!  No she’s not!  How the hell are we going to
have a full formal wedding without the bride?  Oh!  Typical
mother!  Doesn’t care about anyone else so long as she’s alright!’


‘Yes.  It does leave us with
a slight problem.  However we’re all meeting up after they’ve left to
discuss a way to get around a brideless wedding, along with one or two other
matters.’


‘Oh?’  Phantom’s gaze became
curious.  ‘Such as?’


Mistral suddenly grinned, ‘I want
champagne before I divulge any classified information.’


‘No chance.  Don’t think I
didn’t notice you emptying our glasses when we were shepherding the white
shroud up the aisle.’


Mistral laughed, ‘It was a bit
over the top wasn’t it?’


‘Just a bit.  That veil was
more of a curtain!  I’m not surprised we had to help her find her husband,
I doubt she could even see behind that thing!’


Mistral suddenly gasped and
Phantom stopped dancing to stare at her anxiously, ‘What?  Is it the
triplets?’


‘No brother, you’ve just given me
an idea!’











Falling Skies





Darkness surrounded
Mistral.  Soft and forgiving.  She was alone, but she was
unafraid.  There was nothing there that could harm her.  She turned
in a slow circle, her eyes wide.


‘Saul?’


Silence.  She repeated his
name with more insistence.  A slight edge of annoyance crept into her
voice at the third repetition.  


‘I know you can hear me!’  


More silence.  The dark
began to feel oppressive.  Mistral turned and shouted his name again.


‘I’m here Mistral.’


‘Finally!’  Mistral spun
round to see Saul appearing out of the darkness before her.  


‘Sorry.  Been busy.’


Mistral gave him an exasperated
look, ‘Doing what?  Being dead?’  


‘It can be surprisingly time
consuming.’


‘What’s that supposed to
mean?  Do you haunt other people apart from me?’


Saul sighed wearily, ‘No
Mistral.  You’re a full-time job.’


Mistral snorted and turned
away.  A silence fell, then she slowly turned to face him again. 
‘So, where have you been?’


‘Checking up on Onieroi. 
Forgive me if I’m wrong, but I assumed that Mage De Winter wouldn’t risk you
slipping into an irretrievable trance this close to the final day.’


‘Final day?  That’s a bit,
well, final sounding, isn’t it?’


‘Sorry.  Bad choice of
words.’ 


‘Do we stand a chance then?’


‘There is always hope.’


‘Hope?  Hope!  What
good is hope!  I want some reassurances that when I watched my sons sail
off on that damned yacht I would be seeing it sail in again!  I don’t want
any washy talk of hope!’


‘Sight cannot reveal what has not
yet been decided.’


‘Can’t it?’  Mistral paused
and looked suddenly thoughtful.  ‘So destiny doesn’t exist then?’


‘I never said that –’


But Mistral wasn’t listening to
him.  She began to walk rapidly back and forth, disturbing the darkness
and making it swirl around her.  ‘Of course it doesn’t!  How could
it?  I mean, if destiny existed then Sight would be able to reveal the
future because by the very laws of destiny everything is preordained
–’ she suddenly halted and turned to look at Saul with bright eyes. 
‘Destiny doesn’t exist.  The stars are nothing but stars.  And I am
me.  No great Seer or saviour of the Isle, just Fabian’s wife and the
mother of his children.’


‘You are whatever you want to be
Mistral.’  Saul said carefully.  ‘But destiny does exist – only the
path leading to it changes with every decision made.’


‘Oh.’


‘Don’t look so
disappointed!  Most people would find it reassuring to know they had a
destiny.’


Mistral looked up, suddenly
curious, ‘Doesn’t everyone have a destiny?’


Saul shrugged dismissively, ‘Some
pass so quietly through life that they leave no trace of their existence. 
Perhaps it is their destiny to be so completely inconsequential.’


‘I wish I were one of them.’


‘No you don’t.  Those types
of people don’t have children.’


Mistral bit her lip and turned
away, hiding the sudden anxiety she felt.


Saul watched her for a moment
then sighed, ‘Amber.’


Mistral nodded but kept her back
to him, ‘She wouldn’t go.  I asked the twins to use their gift to make
her, but she threw it off like it was nothing.’


‘Her gift protects her from their
influence, and she is stubborn.  Like you.’


A short silence fell, then
Mistral turned back to look at him, frowning thoughtfully, ‘Saul?’


‘Yes?’


‘If I will it, could you protect
another instead of me?’


‘I am a servant of Sight Mistral,
not yours to command.’


‘But you said before that it’s my
gift and I control it.’


Saul nodded cautiously, ‘Yes,
within the boundaries of Sight.’


‘Right.  So you could, in
theory, protect anyone that I asked you to, that also shared in my gift?’


Saul frowned, ‘You want me to
protect Cassius?’


‘No, not Cassius.  Amber.’


‘Amber isn’t a Seer Mistral.’


‘I know.  But she can see
aura trails.  That’s a version of Sight, isn’t it?’


Saul hesitated, ‘Yes.  But
–’


Mistral smiled triumphantly,
‘Then I command you to abandon me and protect Amber.’


Saul looked at her, ‘How long
for?’


Mistral’s smile faded as she
realised the full implication of Saul’s question.  Here was her chance to
release him.  Protecting Amber would be far less onerous, and might give
Saul some taste of the eternal peace he was supposed to be enjoying ... and she
would finally be freed from the tearing guilt she felt whenever she saw
him.  


But … she would never see him
again.  


Mistral hesitated and instantly
hated herself for being selfish enough to even consider making him return to
her.  She sighed and stared down at the curls of black mist rising up
around her boots.  ‘I will miss you brother.  But this isn’t about
me.’


‘Yes it is!  Command me to
come back again!’


‘I – I can’t Saul.  This is
your chance to find peace.  Amber’s a lot less complicated than I
am.  Think of it as a holiday.’


‘Holidays come to an end
Mistral.’


‘Not this one.’  Mistral
looked up and met his gaze firmly.  ‘I command you to –’


‘What about my
godchildren?’  Saul asked quickly.


‘What?’


‘How can I be a godparent if I’m
not around?’


Mistral frowned irritably, ‘I don’t
know, do I?  Get Amber to tell you how they’re doing!’


‘Mistral.  Be rational about
this.  I think we both know Amber would find it extremely disturbing to
have me in her mind.  She’s never met me for a start!’


‘She’d adapt!  Amber’s quite
–’ Mistral floundered for words and waved a hand in frustration, ‘adaptable!’


Saul suddenly smiled, ‘Want to
hear about Onieroi?’


Mistral narrowed her eyes, ‘Are
you trying to change the subject?’


‘Yes.  Is it working?’


‘No.’


‘Fine.  What about a
compromise then?’


‘Not one of my strong points, but
I’m listening.’


‘I will obey your wishes to
protect Amber tomorrow and return to you when the day is over.’


Mistral’s eyebrows arched
sharply, ‘Where’s the compromise Saul?’


‘In return I will tell you about
Onieroi.’


‘That’s not a compromise! 
It’s blackmail!  And I think you’re forgetting that I could command you to
tell me!’


Saul suddenly yawned,
‘S-sorry.  Terribly tired –’


He began to fade and Mistral
quickly cried out, ‘No!  Wait Saul!  I agree!  Come back and
tell me what you know!’


‘Knew you’d give in.’ Saul
flickered back into view, his broad grin instantly making Mistral wish she’d
let him fade away.


‘So?  What do you know
then?’  Mistral listened to the sulky note in her voice and wondered how
he had the power to turn her into a petulant first year all over again.


‘Onieroi will attack tomorrow
when the sun is at its zenith.  It’s symbolic, apparently.’


‘If I survive tomorrow, I swear
I’m going to spit every time I hear something being passed off as
symbolic.’  Mistral narrowed her eyes sharply.  ‘Does he know
anything of our plans?’


Saul shook his head, ‘He is
divinely ignorant of the four parties hidden around his lair.’


Mistral gave a relieved sigh, ‘So
the warriors are safe.  Good.’  She tensed again.  ‘Does he know
about me?’


‘He might.’


‘What do you mean by that?’


Saul spread his hands out
apologetically, ‘I’ve been trying to find out Mistral, but it’s not easy. 
Being in Onieroi’s mind is like looking for a book blindfold in the Ri
library!  I caught the flicker of a memory concerning you and tried to
follow it, but it was gone before I could see all of it.  One of his
followers must have told him about you.’


Mistral paled, ‘Do you think he
knows about the power of three?’  


‘No I don’t, or he’d be thinking
about it.  The memory I saw was vague and obviously of little importance
to him, or he would have recalled it.  I think he was just mildly
intrigued to learn that there was a Seer on the Isle.  I don’t think that
he views you as a threat.’


‘Did you see anything about
Delphine?’  


‘No.  He has no knowledge of
your plan, of that I am sure.’


‘And what of his plans Saul?’


‘When Helios drives
his sun chariot to the centre of the sky he will awaken Onieroi to arise and
claim this land as his.  All that do not go on bended knee before him will
burn in his wrath.  He will re-establish the old ways and grow strong then
seek to –’


‘You can stop
there.’  Mistral raised a hand wearily.  ‘I’ve heard the world
domination speech enough times already.’


Saul shrugged,
‘Gods are nothing if not predictable.’


Mistral suddenly
smiled. 


‘What’s so
funny?’  Saul gave her a quizzical look. 


Mistral shook her
head, ‘Not a lot, sadly.  But you just stole the words right out of the
mouth of a very good friend of mine.  Do you know Melsina got married?’


‘Ah, that will be
Lady Sphinx to you Mistral.  She’s the wife of the Head of Isle and
outranks you now.’


Mistral lifted an
eyebrow, ‘Oh really?’


Saul laughed, ‘Only
on paper.  You’d annihilate her in anything other than a dressmaking
competition.  Now, have you issued enough instructions to your long
suffering minion, or are there more?’


‘You’re no minion
Saul, and I would release you from your suffering in a heartbeat.’


‘Then I would truly
suffer.  Talking of suffering, are Amber and Brutus still glowing with
newly wedded bliss?’


Mistral pulled a
face, ‘Sorry.’


Saul sighed
stoically, ‘The things I do for you.  I’m warning you Mistral, if I see
anything about Brutus to scar me for the rest of my death, you will be hearing
about it.’


‘Why would you want
to share something like that?’


‘To dilute the
horror.’


‘There’s a nasty
streak in you Saul.’


He began to fade,
his brown eyes dancing with laughter, ‘See you tonight Mistral.  On your
side, not mine.’


Smiling, Mistral woke
to see Fabian gazing steadily at her, ‘What did he say?’


‘Good morning to
you too, Fabian.’  Mistral sat up and leaned back against the pillows,
yawning and running her fingers through her disheveled hair while she woke up
fully.  


Fabian waited
patiently until she had finished then fixed her with his black stare, ‘Well?’


‘Saul’s been
watching Onieroi for us.  He plans to attack the Council at midday.’


‘Is he coming
alone?’


‘Didn’t get that
much detail, oh, there was something else though.  Onieroi knows I’m a
Seer.’


Fabian’s eyes
tightened, ‘What else does he know?’


‘Nothing.  Or
rather, nothing that Saul could find.  However, Saul said that Onieroi
didn’t consider me being a Seer to be of any importance.’


‘Nothing about
Cassius or Delphine?’


Mistral shook her
head, ‘No.’


Fabian gave a small
nod and leaned back on the pillows.  Mistral moved closer to be beneath
the arm he placed around her.  They sat together, quietly watching the
darkness in the room fade to grey as dawn broke.  Mistral suddenly wondered
how many times she and Fabian had watched the day begin and couldn’t help but
wonder if this would be the last time.  She turned her head to look at
him, studying the profile of the man she loved.  


‘You know it’s
always been you, don’t you Fabian?’


He turned to face
her, a frown drawing his dark brows together.  


She gently traced
each furrow and shook her head, ‘No-one else.  Ever.  Not Saul. 
Not Phantasm.  It’s always been you.’


His frown deepened,
‘You know how Phantasm feels?’


‘I’m a Seer,
Fabian.’


He laughed shortly,
‘You are many things Mistral, least of all a Seer.  Most women would revel
in having such devoted admirers.  But not you.’


‘No.  It makes
me sad.  I wish happiness for them.  In fact,’ she let her hand fall
to rest on the satin quilt covering them, ‘I’ve sent Saul away.’


‘Oh?’  Fabian
reached down to take her hand.  He didn’t look at her but raised it to his
lips.  ‘Where to?’


Mistral watched him
tenderly kiss each fingertip then move down, his warm breath caressing the skin
of her palm.  She struggled to think.  ‘Um.  Amber.  I’ve
asked him to protect Amber.’


Fabian suddenly
looked up, catching her with his ebony gaze, ‘So.  Just for this one
moment in time, I truly have you all to myself?’


She nodded mutely,
lost in the exquisite promise of his velvet smile. 


Elnora served a breakfast that
was either ignored or politely picked over by everyone except Mistral who still
had the three hungry lives within her to consider.  No-one made any effort
at conversation and the only sounds in the kitchen were those of Elnora washing
up.  When Fabian announced it was time to prepare for the day everyone
instantly leapt to their feet, relieved to be doing something.  


Mistral looked up from her second
helping of bacon and eggs to see the twins regarding her impatiently, ‘What?’


‘You heard Mage De Winter. 
It’s time to get ready.’


‘In a bit.’  Mistral
returned her attention to her food.


‘No.’ Phantasm leaned over
and snatched away the half-empty plate.  ‘Now.’


‘Hey!  There was still some
left!’


‘And for that, Prospero thanks
you.’


Mistral glanced down to see her
dog wolfing down the remains of her breakfast and sighed, ‘Perhaps I’d had
enough after all.’


‘I should think so too.’ 
Phantom chided.  ‘Or you might not fit in your dress.’  


Fabian had moved around to stand
behind her chair, ready to pull it out.  She rested a hand over his and
looked at the twins.  ‘Brothers?  Do you mind if I get ready alone
today?  I’d like the time to think.’


Phantasm inclined his head, ‘Of
course Mistral.  If you need any help, just ask.’


Phantom looked at her
suspiciously, ‘How high is your bedroom window from the ground?’


Mistral smiled and rose to her
feet, ‘Too high to jump out.  Now.  Where’s my dress?’


‘Hanging in your room.’


‘Thanks.  See you later.’


The twins watched Mistral take
Fabian’s hand and leave the kitchen.  Phantom turned to his brother
and arched an eyebrow, ‘Do you trust her?’


‘To do what?’


‘Oh I don’t know!  Not to
jump out of the window wearing yesterday’s trousers and more daggers than a
porcupine has prickles!’


Phantasm smiled then stood up and
began to walk out of the kitchen, ‘Mistral will wear the dress.  It’s her
showdown, remember?’


‘There’s a showdown every day
where Mistral’s concerned.’  Phantom muttered and followed his brother. 


Everyone began to prepare for the
day with none of the sense of joy that a wedding should evoke.  The
absence of Gemma, Serenity, Marietta, Bram and Mistral’s three youngest sons
told in the heavy silence that hung over the mansion.  An air of
moroseness persisted when they finally gathered in the drawing room, all
dressed with uncomfortable formality in readiness for the sham wedding. 
Cassius walked over to the long windows and gazed out at the flat grey
sky.  There would be no sunlight to illuminate Onieroi’s divine arrival,
only drab winter mist.  It was a day more suited to a funeral than a
wedding.  Suppressing a shiver, Cassius turned away from the window to
watch Phantom poking the fire with undisguised irritation. 


‘Do you realise this is the fifth
wedding we’ve been to this year?’  He exclaimed, giving the glowing coals
a savage stab.  


Phantasm examined his reflection
in the mirror over the fireplace and adjusted his silk cravat, ‘Take solace
from the fact that it might be our last brother.’


In the blue bedroom Mistral was
sat at the dressing table finishing her hair.  She pushed the last pin
into place and eyed herself critically in the mirror.  Dark eyes gazed
back, seeming to ask what she saw.  What did she see?  Was the person
in the mirror a mother?  A wife?  A Seer?  A Lady?  A
warrior?  A Training Lieutenant?  She smiled and the Mistral in the
mirror smiled back.  She lifted her chin and the reflection mimicked her,
eyeing her challengingly in the glass. 


‘Yes.  I am all those
things.  And more.  As you will find out Onieroi.’


‘And what will Onieroi find out?’


Mistral turned at the sound of
Fabian’s voice.  He was leaning against the doorframe looking
breathtakingly handsome in a white shirt, black waistcoat and dark
trousers.  


‘That I am yours.’


‘Oh?’  Fabian began to walk
across the room.  ‘Has Onieroi suggested otherwise?’


‘No.  I was just reminding
myself of my favourite part of the puzzle that is me.’


Fabian smiled and bent to kiss
the curve of her collar bone.  Mistral closed her eyes at the touch of his
lips against her skin.  He spoke again, the words he murmured tickled
distractingly, then their meaning sank in and her eyes snapped open.


‘I have something for you.’


Mistral looked at the flat velvet
box he placed on the dressing table and sighed.  She raised her eyes to
meet his in the mirror.  ‘Fabian.  Since this is a time for truths, I
have something to confess.’


Fabian raised both eyebrows, ‘You
hate jewellery?’


She blinked, ‘If you know, then
why give me so much?’


Fabian moved around to kneel
beside her, looking up to meet her bemused gaze, ‘Because I love you and it is
right for a husband to honour his wife in such a way.  And,’ he paused and
lifted her hand, gently kissing the ring she always wore, ‘it amuses me to see you
struggle to appear grateful.’


She watched his dark eyes light
with humour and suddenly wished that today had never come.  For all her
apparent confidence, there were too many ‘what ifs’ in their plan, and there
was nothing Mistral hated more than ‘what ifs’. 


‘I’m sorry to be such an
ungrateful wife,’ she whispered.  ‘It’s not that I don’t appreciate how
beautifully made it is, or what it means ... it’s just so ... useless!’


He rose to his feet and gestured
towards the box, ‘Hopefully this piece will satisfy your exacting
requirements.’


‘I doubt it.’  Mistral blew
out her cheeks and reached for the box.  ‘But maybe Onieroi will be so
dazzled by my jewellery that he’ll forget what he came for.’


‘Maybe.’  Fabian murmured
and moved to stand by the bed, watching her through narrowed eyes. 


Mistral pulled the box towards
her.  It was surprisingly heavy.  She rolled her eyes.  How many
boulder sized diamonds would it take to make up a weight like that? 
Repressing the urge to scowl, she slid aside the hooked clasp and slowly lifted
the lid.  


‘Oh!’


A ruby glistened like a fat drop
of blood beside a gleaming gold-coloured stone.  Other stones shone in the
candlelight, all set in the finest gold.  She turned to give Fabian a look
of astonishment.  ‘Was this your mother’s?’  


‘No.  I had it made for
you.’  Fabian walked over to stand behind her.  He rested one hand
lightly on her shoulder and reached over to point at each gemstone.  ‘I
was born under the sign of the lion.  That ruby symbolises me.  You
were born under the sign of the scorpion.’  He paused and offered her an
ironic smile.  ‘Your stone is topaz, it’s the gold one beside mine.’


She nodded and traced a finger
lightly over the gems, ‘And the others?’


‘One for each of our
children.  Cassius was born under the sign of the virgin.  The
sapphire is his stone.  Delphine was born under the sign of the
scales.  The opal is hers.’


Mistral ran a finger over the
softly rounded opal.  The candlelight caught the milky coloured stone and
a rainbow of colours appeared.  Mistral smiled, ‘It’s full of hidden
lights, just like her.  And the two set together are for Samson and
Fabian?’


‘Yes.  The boys are
scorpions like you.  They share your birthstone too.  The turquoise
stone below is for Marcus.  He was born under the sign of the goat.’


Mistral gave a laugh, ‘Marcus is
more stubborn than a goat, but definitely as mischievous.’


‘Hmm, and Amber shares my sign
and stone.  The ruby below theirs is for her.’


‘And the three diamonds?’


Fabian smiled, ‘A jewel you actually
know the name of.’


‘You have given me enough of them
over the years.’


He looked at her in the mirror,
‘The diamonds are for our three unborn children.  They are clear, like
their futures.’


Mistral held his gaze in the
mirror, ‘It’s the best piece of jewellery you’ve ever given me.  But
there’s just one problem with it.’


‘Oh?’


Mistral lifted the jewelled
dagger from its velvet-lined case.  She raised it to the light and admired
the way the gemstones sparkled before sliding her hand around the gold hilt. 
It felt perfectly balanced in her hand.  She looked at Fabian again. 
‘Yes.  It’s too small.  Where are all our other children’s
birthstones going to go?’


He smiled and bent his head to
murmur softly, ‘On the arsenal of weapons I’m going to have made for you.’


She laughed and offered him the
dagger, ‘Care to do the honours?’


‘It would be my pleasure.’


Fabian took the dagger and knelt
beside her once more.  She watched with a smile as he slowly lifted the
gold embroidered hem of her dress and slid his hands up her leg until he found
the top of her hose.  She gasped at the touch of the cold steel blade,
then laughed when Fabian gently kissed the skin above the dagger’s hilt.  


Fabian sighed and let her dress
fall back into place with a soft rustle.  He rocked back on his heels and
looked at her intently.  ‘Now that you are fully dressed, we need to
talk.’


‘Yes.  We do.  I’ve
been thinking about today Fabian, and I want to adjust the format –’


Fabian held up a hand, halting
her, ‘In a moment Mistral.  Please listen to me now.  If I am killed
today I want you to know what provisions I have made for you and the children.’


Mistral shook her head quickly,
‘No!  No Fabian!  We are not having this conversation!’


‘Yes we are Mistral.  Listen
to me.’


‘No I won’t!’  Mistral
pressed her hands to her ears and closed her eyes, refusing to listen. 


‘Then I will think it
instead.’  


Fabian closed his eyes and
concentrated on the details of the will he had made.  Unable to deny the
whisper of his thoughts in her mind, tears rolled slowly down Mistral’s cheeks
as she listened to him calmly describing life continuing without him.  


When he finished, Mistral slowly
opened her eyes, ‘Are you quite done telling me about your death now?’ 
She asked quietly. 


He smiled and brushed away her
tears, ‘Yes.  But I never want to see tears fall for me again.  Dead
or alive.’


‘I’m a Scorpio Fabian. 
We’re prone to being emotional.’


Fabian laughed softly and stood
up.  He held out a hand to Mistral, ‘I thought you didn’t believe in stars
and signs.’


‘I do when it suits me.’ 
Mistral shrugged and took the hand he offered, pulling her gently upright and
into his arms.  She laid her head against him, inhaling the crisp smell of
starched fabric.  


‘I would say typical Scorpio, but
there’s nothing typical about you, my tigress.’


Mistral and Fabian descended the
stairs together, neither speaking but listening to the muted murmur of
conversation coming from the drawing room.  The twins looked up as she
entered and immediately stood up.  Phantasm clicked his fingers and Elnora
promptly appeared with two glasses of champagne on a silver tray.  


Phantom quickly kicked Samson,
‘Get up you bunch of oafs!  Lady De Winter’s here!’  


Heads turned and eyes widened as
Mistral entered on Fabian’s arm.  A creak of upholstery springs heralded
her arrival as everyone leapt to their feet, Amber included.


‘Mistral!  Oh, er, I mean,
Lady De Winter –’ Bryden blustered and swept a hand across his body in a
deep bow.  ‘You look truly divine.’


‘Mother!’  Amber managed to make
her gaping mouth frame the word completely at odds with the woman stood before
her.  


Mistral smiled and took the glass
of champagne Elnora offered and waited while Fabian took his.  He turned
to her, raising the glass to gently knock against hers.  


‘To you.  If I dreamt a
thousand dreams, you would fill each one.’


‘Inappropriately, I hope.’


‘Always.’  Fabian smiled and
tilted the glass to his lips. 


A stunned silence fell as
everyone watched Fabian and Mistral toast each other.  Phantasm smiled and
leaned an elbow onto the marble mantelpiece, ‘She looks good, doesn’t she?’ 


‘Good?  No.  She looks
–’


‘Regal.’  Cassius finished
quietly.


All three turned to regard
Mistral.  The dress was one Melsina had ordered to be made for her. 
A short bodice gathered beneath her bust then fell away in panels of ruched
gold silk bisected by smoothest black velvet.  The hem and neckline were
embroidered in gold and threaded with teardrops of glittering jet.  Her
dark hair was swept up to reveal a slender neck, unadorned by any
jewellery.  But it wasn’t the dress that was so compelling; it was the
woman who wore it.  Gone was the scruffy warrior that wore her husband’s
shirts.  The reluctant Lady De Winter had finally grown into her
title.  


‘No jewels again.’  Phantom
sighed.


‘She doesn’t need
them.’   


Phantom tilted his head, ‘I
disagree.  Mistral?’


Mistral reluctantly tore her gaze
away from Fabian, ‘Yes brother?’


‘Why aren’t you wearing any
jewellery?’


‘I am brother.’


‘Oh?’  Phantom let his gaze
travel over her bare throat and wrists then gave her a waspish look. 
‘Dare I ask where?’


‘No.’


Phantom rolled his eyes then
reached inside his waistcoat to pull out a velvet pouch, ‘Here.  This is
fit for a lady to wear.  If you know one, give it to her from my brother
and I will you?’


Mistral reached out to catch the
pouch he threw, ‘Don’t know any ladies, sorry brother.  There’s only
thieves and assassins in my life.’


‘Long may that continue!’ 
Samson roared.  


‘Ah, yes my friends!’ 
Xerxes took up the cheer and lifted his glass of champagne.  ‘Here’s to a
life worth living!’


At once everyone was raising
their glasses and calling out their own toasts.


‘To happiness!’


‘To love!’


‘To tomorrow.’


Brutus looked at Amber, ‘We will
see whatever tomorrow brings together Amber.  I swear it.’


‘As long as you’re there Brutus,
I don’t care where we are.’


Mistral passed her glass of
champagne to Fabian then untied the ribbons to open the velvet pouch.  She
glanced at what lay within and turned to Fabian, ‘You told them?’


‘They wanted to give you
something.  I suggested that this would be appropriate.’


Mistral held up the broad gold
bracelet.  It was set with the exact same stones that decorated her
dagger.  She turned it wonderingly.  Each stone was a precise match in
size and colour to the ones Fabian had bought.  The candlelight caught the
bracelet as she turned it over in her hands, bringing the cold stones to life
in a thousand sparkling lights.  One for each of Fabian’s dreams.


‘Do you like it?’  Phantom
asked.


Mistral shrugged, ‘It’s alright,
I suppose.’


Phantom smiled smugly while his
brother stepped forwards to carefully fastened the bracelet around her
wrist.  Mistral met his emerald eyes, brighter than any of the jewels he
had bought her.  


‘Thank you.’


He smiled and dropped his gaze,
knowing that her words were for more than the gift. 


‘It is time.’  


Imperato’s deep voice swiftly
galvanised the room into action.  At once glasses were emptied and set
down.  Cloaks were pulled on to cover the swords they all wore, then they
were leaving, stepping out of the mansion into a misty January day.  


Mistral paused in the courtyard
to pull the hood up on her velvet cloak and turned to look over her
shoulder.  Alyssa and Elnora were framed in the doorway, the dour housekeeper
clasping a struggling Merlin in one hand, the other determinedly holding back a
straining Prospero.  


‘I’ll see you later boy.’
 Mistral promised and walked on.  


Voices and laughter sounded all
around them as they strode out into the street.  For everyone else today
was a cause for celebration.  Mistral walked by Fabian’s side, listening
to the different conversations she could both hear and See.  By the time
they reached the gates leading to the Council she was white with fury.


Fabian frowned at her expression,
‘What is it Mistral?  What do you See?’


‘I can hear their vile whispers
in my mind!  Pompous fools!  Pah!’  Mistral spat on the ground,
a demonstration of disgust sharply incongruent with her appearance. 


‘What are they saying?’  


Mistral’s face twisted as she
repeated the words she could hear.  Her voice was a flat monotone, every
word quietly spoken, but loud enough for them all to hear.


‘Look at those savages! 
Downing champagne like the watered ale they’re used to swilling!’  


‘Huh!  No doubt out to
have a good time at our expense.  What kind of Head of the Isle chooses to
surround himself with filthy Arcanes anyway?’


‘One that was born the wrong
side of the marriage bed and raised by thieves and assassins.’


‘Shh!  For pity’s sake
don’t let that monstrous family of De Winters hear you!  That lot would
stab you as soon as look at you!’  


‘Huh, they don’t scare
me.  Did you see them strutting around like they owned the place
yesterday?  It makes my blood boil!  Half-breeds shouldn’t be allowed
in the Council!  I suppose we should just be grateful there aren’t more of
the Ri here today.  They’re probably too busy slitting each other’s
throats in a drunken brawl to bother attending something dull like the Head of
the Isle’s wedding.’


‘Never mind the Ri.  Look
at those barbarous Arcanes!  Has that chieftain really got five
wives?  That’s positively obscene!  It should be outlawed!  I
think I shall lobby for a limit on the number of wives these chieftains are
allowed at the next Council meeting’.


‘I dread to think how your
proposal will be received by those animals!  Perhaps we should amend our
laws to match theirs so that we can take more than one wife as well.’


‘That’s not such a bad idea
Maurice.  In fact, it might even solve your little problem –‘


Mistral fell silent as they
reached the steps leading up to the Council entrance.  Two warlocks were
on duty beside the closed doors.  They moved to open them then jerked to a
halt and stepped back to stand quietly on either side of the doors again. 



‘I believe this moment belongs to
you, Lady De Winter.’  Phantasm murmured.  


Mistral let go of Fabian’s arm
and walked to stand before the closed doors.  She drew in a deep breath
and placed both hands flat against the cold metal.  She gave a massive
shove then calmly composed herself as the huge bronze doors slammed open with a
booming crash to reveal an atrium full of shocked faces.  Any outraged
muttering swiftly died when Fabian walked quietly to stand beside her. 
The sound of shuffling feet filled the room as the crowd hastily parted to
create a clear path through the centre.  Holding her head high, Mistral
stepped slowly into the vast marble atrium on Fabian’s arm, the soft whisper of
her long dress the only sound to accompany her entrance.  Booted steps
rang out on the marble as the Ri followed, hard-faced and silent.  Finally
the rhythmical thudding of unshod hooves sounded as the centaurs entered. 
A curious few raised their downcast eyes to catch a glimpse of the majestic
centaurs, only to hurriedly look away again for fear of being caught
staring.  


The tension in the room tightened
when Mistral paused in front of an overweight Mage, florid-faced in his
uncomfortably tight robes.  She studied him with detached interest for a
moment then announced quite clearly.


‘Adulterer.’  


Leaving the Mage spluttering
furious denials, Mistral moved calmly on to her next victim, favouring him with
a disdainful look.


‘Wife beater.’


The Mage quailed and shoved his
trembling wife in front of him like a shield.  


‘I would kill you for that
alone.  Coward.’  Mistral glanced briefly at the wife before moving
on.  ‘My fees are quite reasonable.’


The next Mage didn’t even dare to
meet her eyes but received her verdict with a shamed nod.  


‘Cheat.’


She continued, barely pausing at
the next Mage. 


‘Liar.’ 


Panicked scurrying could be heard
further down the atrium as Mages quickly tried to push their way back through
the throng of guests and hide, but Mistral Saw them all.  


‘Bigamist.’


‘Drunk.’


‘Fraud.’


Women were not excused from her
searing one word revelations either.  Many were left frantically fanning
themselves, apparently on the brink of swooning. 


‘Gossip.’


‘Whore.’


‘Thief.’


Mistral paused before one well
known councillor.  He met her gaze defiantly at first, then slowly seemed
to shrivel under the unwavering intensity of her glare.  


‘Ah, I know you.’  Mistral’s
eyes narrowed as she recognised the Mage she had overheard talking about her
family.  She leaned forward and pressed her face close to his.  ‘Are
you scared of me now?’


He flinched back, his eyes
betraying his fear.   


Mistral smiled coldly,
‘Yes.  You should be afraid, because I would just as soon stab you as look
at you.  In fact, it would be preferable.  However, blood stains
terribly, and this dress was very expensive.  Perhaps when we meet again I
will be more appropriately attired.’  


Leaving the Mage pale-faced,
Mistral swept on.  She worked her way through the atrium, leaving in her
wake a host of embarrassed Mages, incensed wives, and openly laughing
Arcanes.  The twins followed, unashamedly enjoying the discomfort she was
causing.


‘Now that’s how to make an
entrance.’  Phantom remarked cheerfully to his brother.


Phantasm nodded politely to one
red-faced councillor enduring a furiously hissed interrogation from his wife,
‘Oh yes.  Mistral’s certainly made this a wedding to be remembered. 
For all the wrong reasons.’


‘Are there ever any right reasons
to remember a wedding?’


Phantasm smiled grimly, ‘None
we’ve ever been to brother.’


The cool air of the courtyard
helped diminish the burning cheeks of the publically shamed.  Mistral
watched impassively as they gathered around the flower-wreathed gazebo, all
looking anywhere but at her.


‘Had your fun?’  Leo asked
quietly as he strode up, calmly adjusting the cuffs of his wedding suit.


‘Not really.’ Mistral turned
her gaze up to study the flat sky.  ‘But it did feel good to remind them
of who really holds the power around here.’


‘Are the amazons ready?’


Mistral lowered her gaze to meet
the cool looks of the amazons stood on either side of her and Fabian.  She
looked at Leo and raised an eyebrow, in a “what do you think” kind of way.


Leo nodded and turned to mutter a
curt instruction to the cluster of white-robed women near the gazebo.  At once
a delicate harmony filled the air.  Harps and flutes combined to create a
gentle melody, heralding the arrival of the bride.


A chorus of theatrical sighs
greeting the appearance of the heavily veiled figure.  She slowly
descended the steps into the garden and began to walk along the petal-strewn
path.  In the weak winter light her jewel-encrusted gown seemed to glow
with an unnatural brightness, making her look more like a visiting angel than a
living being.  Behind her traipsed a bored looking Amber, the only
bridesmaid.  Her short hair was concealed beneath a fitted cap of white
fur and her dirty boots hidden by a dress of pink silk.  She clutched at
the ends of the long bridal train and fought the urge to shake it like a set of
driving reins and gee up the bride.


By the time she passed the third
weeping wife and openly leering husband, Amber’s fingers were itching to reach
for the daggers concealed in her boots.  She contented herself with
screwing up her face and sticking her tongue out at the next fat councillor who
winked suggestively at her.  Amber was so pleased with the result that she
failed to notice the bride had reached her destination and come to a
halt.  Still grinning at the shocked councillor, she walked straight into
the bride.  Muttering a quick apology, Amber dropped the train in a
crumpled heap and hurried to Brutus’ side, almost forgetting to take the
bride’s bouquet until it was pointedly thrust at her. 


‘How’d I do?’  She whispered
breathlessly to Brutus.  


‘Hmm.  Let me see.  You
didn’t fall over or stab anyone, but you did pull faces, hold the train like a
set of reins and walk into the bride ... so, overall I’d say you did just
fine.’


‘I thought so too.’  Amber
agreed and casually tossed the bride’s bouquet over her shoulder.


Cassius stepped up to stand
before the bride and groom.  His dark eyes swept over the gathered guests
and an expectant hush fell.  His lips parted to deliver the familiar words
of greeting, but his voice was drowned out by an ominous rumble of thunder.


Phantom stared at his brother,
‘Did you hear that?’


‘Yes.’


‘Is it thunder?’


Phantasm frowned up at the dull
sky, ‘No.  I don’t think so.’


Phantom turned to Mistral, ‘Was
that anything to do with you and Cassius?’


Mistral stared up at the sky,
‘No.  That’s not a natural sound.  Something’s happening.’


There was another loud boom, then
terrified screams erupted as a shower of rock fell from the sky.  


‘The giants!’  Chieftain
Greenoak suddenly shouted.  ‘The giants are fighting!  I said they
would!  Get inside!  NOW!’


At once the courtyard was a crush
of scrambling bodies.  Chunks of rock began to rain down from the sky,
striking indiscriminately.  Screams filled the air, some ending in a
worryingly abrupt silence.  A larger piece fell, smashing into Cerbera. 
She gave a cry of pain and stumbled, blood gushing from a wound on her
head.  


‘Sister!’  Belladonna
grabbed her arm, but Cerbera was already unconscious.  Grunting from the
effort, Belladonna hefted her slumped body into her arms and began to
run.  More rocks hailed down, striking the panicked guests.  They
shoved past the struggling amazon, knocking her over.  She fell, the
weight of Cerbera’s unconscious body pinning her to the ground.  


Fabian threw Mistral onto
Imperato’s back and the centaur broke into a gallop, leaping over fallen rocks
and barging past fleeing guests in his urgency to get her to safety. 
Mistral clung to his broad shoulders and stared with wide eyes at the mayhem in
the courtyard.  Brutus had flung Amber over his shoulder and was sprinting
towards the glass doors of the banqueting hall.  A strange bubble of clear
air seemed to hover over Amber’s bent back, as though she were beneath an
invisible canopy.  


The banqueting hall quickly
filled with frightened guests; the men grim-faced and silent, the women crying
and screaming at every crash of rock on the roof.  The Ri quickly
regrouped beside one of the elaborately dressed tables.  With calm
efficiency born of a lifetime spent in the chaos of battle, Gleacher performed
a rapid headcount and swore when he realised the amazons were missing.  


‘Damn it!  I’ll go back.’


Mistral caught his arm as he
strode past, ‘No Gleacher.  There’s no point.’


He jerked round to face her, his
grey eyes hard, ‘Are you sure?’


‘Quite sure.’


Seeing Gleacher’s suddenly bleak
expression, Amber frowned, ‘Why?  What’s happened to them?’


‘The amazons are dead
Amber.’  Mistral said quietly.  ‘Cerbera was struck down by a falling
rock.  Belladonna tried to carry her … but she fell.  I think you can
guess what happened.’


Amber stared at her, ‘She was
trampled to death by that bunch of cowards running for their lives?’


‘We were all running Amber. 
It could have been any of us.’


‘No way!  I think I’d have
noticed –’


‘Not now Amber.’  


They fell silent as Leo strode into
their midst carrying the bride.  He gently set her down and Cain
immediately ran over to yank off the veil covering her face.  


‘Damn it Delphine!  Are you
hurt?’


‘No Cain, I’m fine.’


Cain let his eyes close briefly
in relief before glaring angrily at her again, ‘That’s the last time I ever let
you talk me into something so stupid!  You could have been killed out
there!’


‘We had to have a bride Cain, or
there wouldn’t have been a wedding.’


They all looked up as another
crash sounded on the roof.


‘There isn’t going to be one now
either.’  Phantom said heavily.  


Leo’s expression tightened as his
eyes travelled over the group and noted the missing amazons.  His lips
barely moved as he uttered the words he already knew the answer to, ‘Where are
Cerbera and Belladonna?’


‘Dead.’  Fabian responded
flatly.


Leo closed his eyes.  When
he opened them again his gaze was completely calm.  He turned to face the
crush of frightened guests in the banqueting hall, raising his voice to be
heard over the thunder of falling rocks.  


‘The giants are fighting! 
It is not safe to be outside!  I ask that you all remain within the
Council building while I dispatch a platoon of warlocks to deal with
them.  Please,’ he gestured to the lavish spread of food and wine, ‘avail
yourselves of the food and refreshment.  There is no need for your stay to
be one of discomfort.’


The Ri watched in silence as the
guests immediately began to make their way to the buffet table.  The shock
was quickly wearing off and many of the women were already gossiping loudly
about Melsina’s disastrous wedding.


Amber watched them leave, her
expression incredulous, ‘Are they really going to eat and drink like nothing’s
wrong?’  


‘I sincerely hope so.’  Leo
began to walk towards the atrium.  ‘Mine may be the shortest reign of any
Head, but it will not be the bloodiest.  Onieroi seeks to kill me and rule
in my place, and he can, but he will not destroy the lives I have sworn to
protect.’


‘What of the warriors
Mistral?’  Fabian asked quickly while they all hurried after Leo. 


Her eyes grew vague as she Saw
into the minds of the four leaders, ‘It’s too dangerous for them to move. 
The giants are destroying the mountainside with their fight.  They would
be killed the moment they left cover.’


‘And Onieroi?’  Leo demanded
tersely.


They had reached the cool silence
of the empty atrium.  Everyone turned to stare at Mistral while she stared
unseeingly back.  A silence fell.  Talk and laughter drifted through
from the banqueting hall.  To the tense group stood in the atrium the
sound of glasses chinking and cutlery scraping against plates could have been
coming from another place and time.  


Grey skies sped past.  The
wind was a wild shriek in her ears.  Mountain peaks and ravines rushed
away beneath her.  In the distance a speck of white glistened like a
pearl, growing steadily larger as she sped towards it.  


Mistral’s eyes slid back into
focus, ‘He’s coming.’


Xerxes swore.  Rasps sounded
as swords were drawn.


Leo raised a hand, ‘No. 
This is my fight now.  The amazons are dead, the warriors trapped by battling
giants.  We are defenceless.  You must all leave while there is still
time.  Get to the docks and take a boat, I will hold Onieroi back for as
long –’


The sound of smashing glass made
them all turn to face the door leading to the meeting chamber.


‘Too late.’  Mistral said
quietly.  ‘He’s here.’


Fabian jerked round to Brutus and
Cain, ‘Get my daughters out of here!  Now!’  


Brutus and Cain grabbed their
wives and began to run across the atrium.  With swords drawn the Ri turned
to face the closed door of the meeting chamber.  Over the clatter of
running boots they could hear the sound of heavy feet slowly ascending the
marble steps.  An eerie silence fell, then a low humming sound filled the
air as the door began to vibrate on its hinges.  The hum grew to become a
rattle, then the ebony wood splintered with a deafening crack and a great cloud
of dust billowed out.  Fragments of wood pattered softly to the floor as
the dust settled, revealing an armoured figure standing in the doorway.  


 Leo stepped forward, ‘It is
I that you seek.  I am the Head of the Isle.’


Lights flared in the black eye
sockets of the metal visor covering the god’s face, ‘Then prepare to meet your
death.’


Onieroi’s voice was the low roar
of a blazing fire, yet it made each of them shiver.  He moved with heavy
steps into the atrium, his bronze armour clanking loudly.  Out of the
corner of his eye Samson saw that Brutus, Amber, Cain and Delphine hadn’t made
it to the doors and were hiding behind one of the columns.  


‘Onieroi!’  Samson levelled
his sword at the approaching god.  ‘Let’s see if I can put a few scratches
on that shiny armour!’    


With a grinding squeal of metal,
Onieroi halted.  His armoured head slowly swivelled to face
Samson.  The glowing coals of his eyes flared as he raised a
gauntleted hand and held it, motionless in the air before him.  He paused,
then flicked it sharply, as though waving away a fly.  At once Samson’s
sword flew from his hand.  It clattered across the marble floor, spinning
away to be lost in the shadows at the edge of the atrium.


‘Your weapons have no effect on
me, pathetic mortal.’


Samson shook out his stinging
hand and grinned savagely, ‘How about unarmed combat then?’


With deliberate slowness, Onieroi
clenched his raised hand into a fist.  Samson gave a choking gasp and
slowly sank to his knees, clawing desperately at his neck.  


‘Release him!’  


Flames blazed in the black
sockets of Onieroi’s eyes, then his hand slowly opened.  Samson collapsed,
coughing violently.  Onieroi’s open hand slowly curled again, leaving one
metal clad finger pointing at Mistral.  


‘So.  Her words were
true.  Seers do exist on this Isle of ancients.’


Mistral kept her voice even,
‘No.  There is only me.  I am the only Seer on the Isle.’


‘Then, Seer, you will serve me
well.’  


Mistral met his glowing stare
fearlessly, ‘I serve no-one.’


Onieroi’s eyes flared again, ‘You
are more than you confess to be.  I sense power.  Do you challenge
me?’


Mistral shook her head slowly,
but her eyes didn’t leave the flaming sockets in the mask before her, ‘No
Onieroi.  I don’t challenge you.  I refuse you.’


The Ri tensed.  A soft creak
sounded as the centaurs drew their bows.  Leo laid a hand over Fabian’s
arm, preventing him from moving after Mistral when she took a step towards
Onieroi.  In the taut silence that fell the unreal sounds of revelry could
be heard coming from the banqueting hall.  


Onieroi spoke again.  His
voice was a rumble of summer thunder, full of the threat of a storm about to
break.  


‘You?  Mortal?  You
refuse me?’


Mistral held his scorching gaze,
‘I do.’


‘Then challenge me as a
shade!  This land will be mine!  Your blood will lay the foundation
of my empire!’


‘An empire built on blood? 
How original.’


‘What the hell is she doing?’ 
Phantom hissed as Mistral took another step towards Onieroi.


‘The same as us brother. 
Buying Amber and Delphine time by dying.’


‘You dare mock me mortal?  I
have commanded legions and crushed nations!  I am the destroyer of
legends!  The one who’s will must be done!  This pathetic crumb you
call an Isle is nothing to me!  I will smite all who stand in my
way!  This Isle will know the wrath of Onieroi!  But you will feel it
first!’


White fire erupted around
Onieroi’s armoured form, swiftly intensifying until the air crackled from the
searing heat.  With a roar Onieroi snatched up a handful and hurled it at
Mistral.  A figure moved so fast that he was nothing more than a dark
blur, throwing himself into its path.  The ball of white fire struck him
in the centre of his chest.  For a moment he was suspended, spread-eagled
in the air, then he fell, crashing lifelessly to the marble floor.  A
dreadful silence fell as Mistral stared uncomprehendingly at Fabian’s
motionless body.  His sword lay close to one of his outstretched
arms.  His eyes were half-opened, the slits revealing only a gleam of
white.  With a low moan she sank to her knees and pressed a trembling hand
to his neck.  A scream broke the silence, raw and desperate.  The
sound of unbearable anguish.


‘Father!’  


Delphine wrenched herself from
Cain’s grasp and ran to her father’s side.  Mistral was oblivious to
Delphine’s sobbing, or the hand grasping her arm.  She stared at Onieroi,
her eyes terrible with grief.  


‘NO!’  


Shrieking wildly, Mistral tore
frantically at her dress, seeking the metal hilt of her dagger.  With a
keening cry she flung the blade at Onieroi then crumpled, sobbing into Fabian’s
chest.  Almost immediately hands grabbed her, dragging her away.  She
resisted, clinging to the still warm body of her Mage.  Panicked voices
rang in her ears, but they meant nothing to her.  


‘Mistral!  You must move!’


‘Get up Mistral!’


She clung tighter, fighting the
hands that tried to prise her away.


‘Mistral!  Something’s
happening to Onieroi!  We’ve got a chance to get out of here!  You
must get up!’


Another sound obliterated the
babble of voices.  A deep, throbbing roar that should have been
terrifying, but Mistral felt her awful pain ease fractionally at its sound. 


‘What the hell was that!’  Phantom
cried.


‘I don’t know and I don’t
care!  Quick, you take Mistral.  I’ll carry Mage De Winter –’


Mistral’s eyes flew open,
‘No!  Don’t take him away from me!’


Green eyes gazed deeply into
hers.  A voice spoke.  Its musical lilt was soothing.  


‘I won’t Mistral.  I
promise.  He’s here.  Look.  See?  I won’t make you leave
him.  But you must come with him now.  We need to go.’


Shaking off the hands pulling at
her, Mistral rose to her feet unaided.  Her frozen gaze fell on the sight
of an armoured figure sprawled on the marble floor.  The jewel embossed
hilt of her dagger protruded from one eye socket of his metal mask.  With
a snarl she snatched up Fabian’s fallen sword.  Raising it high above her
head she strode across the room and swung the blade down, severing the god’s
head in a single stroke.  Lava spewed out, showering Mistral with hot
sparks.  Fabian’s sword clattered from her hand, then there was no sound
other than a rhythmic thudding noise.  The sound abruptly ceased when
Mistral brought her foot down on the source.  She gazed down at Onieroi’s
head, trapped beneath the sole of her shoe.  With deliberate slowness, she
bent and grasped the jewelled hilt of her dagger, yanking it out with sudden
savagery.  Fire spurted from the wound, swiftly dying to a stream of grey
ash.  Staring emotionlessly at the lifeless black sockets, Mistral wiped
the blade clean on her dress. 


Another roar sounded, spurning
the shocked twins back into action.  Phantasm ran over to Mistral and
grabbed her hand.  


‘You must come now Mistral,’ he
urged her gently.  ‘Mage De Winter’s waiting.’


She nodded and turned away. 
Her numbed gaze fell on the sight of Fabian’s body being carried by Leo and
Phantom.  Her ears filled with a ringing noise and the room span. 
Then there was only blackness. 


 











Winter Eternal





Snow fell during the night. 
Those that slept woke to a world made new, white and pure.  Sunlight
glittered on the snow-covered roof of the Council, concealing the damage caused
by the warring giants.  The Council gnomes were hard at work clearing up
after the wedding celebrations.  The small group diligently sweeping the
atrium clustered curiously around a pile of abandoned armour.  They looked
at each, then shrugged and began to carry the heavy pieces of bronze
away.  Just another article to be packed into an anonymous crate and
stacked in one of the Council’s echoing storerooms.  A small shower of ash
fell from the chest plate as it was lifted up.  One of the gnomes tutted
and stooped to flick Onieroi’s remains into a dustpan. 


Curves of snow filled the window
panes of the De Winter mansion.  For the lucky few that had found sleep
the peace of their waking moments were quickly marred by reality.  For
everyone else the dawn merely consigned the day before to yesterday.  


Delphine sat up in bed and hugged
her knees as she watched Cain measure out another dose of poppy brew.


‘How long do you think you can
keep drugging her senseless?’


Cain concentrated on completing
his task, carefully corking the bottle before he replied.


‘For as long as it takes for the
worst of her grief to pass.’


‘Then what?’


‘Then she will focus on the lives
within her.’


Delphine bit her lip, fighting
the tears that pricked at her eyes, ‘I’m frightened that without him she’ll
just give up, like she did before.’


‘No she won’t Delphine. 
She’s stronger now.’


‘But is she strong enough?’


‘She has to be.’


Delphine sighed and laid her head
against her drawn up knees, ‘I can’t believe this has happened.  I thought
my father was invincible.’


‘We all die Delphine.  Even
gods.’


Downstairs in the kitchen, Elnora
quietly prepared a breakfast she knew would be unwanted.  She stirred the smooth
mixture of oats and milk and stared at the dawn sky beyond the window, noticing
with a spasm of irritation that the glass needed cleaning.   


The growing light revealed the
hollowed eyes of those denied sleep.  Cassius and the twins sat without
speaking, staring at nothing while the first rays of sunlight filled the long
windows of the drawing room.  Silence reigned throughout the upstairs
rooms.  In the blue bedroom only Prospero stirred.  He rolled
contentedly onto his back, warm on the bed filled by his mistress and
master.  


Mistral slept on beside the body
of her Mage.  She had grown hysterical when they had tried to take him
away.  Frightened by the force of her grief, the twins had promised not to
move his body.  After that, Mistral had grown almost disturbingly calm,
even accepting without argument the large dose of poppy brew Cain
administered.  Under its influence she had found refuge in oblivion,
unaware of the people that crept in to check on her throughout the long
night.  


Sunlight pierced her drugged
mind, drawing her from the darkness.  She lay with her eyes closed,
neither asleep nor awake, but floating in a limbo where her dreams were more
real than the bed beneath her.  A heart beat in the silence.  She
listened to the persistent sound, every pulse confirming her empty
existence.  She willed it to stop and release her, but the beat grew
stronger, defiantly filling her ears with a relentless pounding far too loud to
be that of a single heart.  Surely it was the sound of two hearts beating
in rhythm … her eyes flew open and her dry lips gasped the name her beating
heart belonged to.  


Silence.  


Mistral felt her heart stutter
and slow.  She closed her eyes and drifted away again, denying the pain
that waited.  


Above the quiet beat of her heart
the faintest sigh disturbed the air in the room.  A summer breeze that
breathed her name then faded, leaving in its wake a profound silence.  A
second longer than a lifetime passed, then Mistral’s eyes flew open to stare
unseeingly at the silken canopy above the bed.  Her heart began to race,
demanding the air she drew in shallow gasps.  Her fingers stretched out,
instinctively reaching for the owner of that voice, but her body remained
rigid, stopping her from turning to face him.


‘Mistral.’


It took every ounce of willpower
Mistral possessed to force her head to turn.  Dark eyes met hers. 
Lips parted and spoke her name again.  With a moan of fear Mistral pressed
her hands to her eyes, blocking out the illusion her unhinged mind had created. 



Fingertips gently brushed away
the tears that trickled out and the voice sighed, tormenting her memory with
its sound. 


‘I told you that I never wanted
to see tears fall for me again.’


Mistral kept her hands pressed
tightly over her eyes and shook her head, ‘I’m not crying for you.  I’m
crying for me.’  


‘Why?’


‘Because I’ve lost my mind.’


‘What makes you think that?’


Mistral finally lowered her hands
to glare at the illusion her grief had created, ‘You’re dead Fabian, but I’m
talking to you.  What could be more insane than that?’


He smiled, ‘I confess that this
is strange, but I assure you that I am not dead, and you are not going insane.’


‘That’s impossible.  I saw
you die.’


‘Onieroi could not kill me while
you lived Mistral.  You have a piece of my soul, as I have a piece of
yours.  We are Bonded.’


Mistral’s face clouded as she
struggled not to succumb to the madness that beckoned.  She desperately
wanted to believe the invention of her grief-stricken mind, but a stubborn
fragment of reason made her hesitate.  She felt as though she were
teetering on the edge of a gaping void.  The temptation to fall was
strong, far stronger than the fragment of reason that anchored her to
reality.  Reality.  The cold world where a life without Fabian
waited.  


A white-hot needle of pain
pierced her mind.  She winced and shut out the thought that had caused it,
gazing instead at the dark eyes of the ghost beside her.  It would be so
easy too fall.  To tumble into the dark wells of his eyes and embrace the
release of insanity they promised.  


Something abruptly snapped inside
Mistral.  


Why not?  Why not expend her
life in a delirious haze?  So she would be mad, but what did she have to
stay sane for anyway?  


Nothing without Fabian.  


Mistral suddenly smiled. 
She would do it.  She would escape into lunacy.  She gazed happily at
the dark-eyed ghost beside her, ‘I’m –’ 


A fluttering sensation in her
belly made her smile falter.  She frowned down at her body.  Inside
her, three living pieces of Fabian were growing.  They needed her.  Alive
and sane.  She had to stay in reality, no matter how painful it was going
to be.  She sighed.  It was time to go.   


‘I’m ... sorry, but I’ve got to
wake up now.  I hope I have this dream again, but, until I do ... goodbye
Fabian.’


Fabian suddenly grabbed her by
the shoulders, pulling her close.  For a second they lay face to face,
then he kissed her.  


She froze and tried to resist
what every fibre of her being yearned for.  But it was so real.  Even
the hands that held her felt warm.  Alive.  To deny the touch of his
lips a moment longer was impossible.  With a sigh she closed her eyes and
surrendered to insanity.  Reality and fantasy collided, creating a new
existence.  Time had no meaning.  The sun rose higher and bright
sunlight filled the room.  Prospero yawned and leapt from the bed, padding
away in search of breakfast.  Mistral didn’t notice him leave.  She
remained lost in the dream her fractured mind had woven.  Eventually the
soft voice murmured in her ear again, making her smile.


‘Are you convinced now?’


‘No.  Now I’m fully
insane.’  Mistral opened her eyes to be blinded by a blaze of
sunlight.  She laughed.  ‘You even have a halo.  My dark angel.’



The voice sighed, ‘I sometimes
wish you were less stubborn Mistral.  Please believe me when I say that
you are not insane and I am neither dead, nor an angel.’


Mistral propped herself up on one
elbow and looked at the ghost of her Mage, ‘Alright then, just to humour you,
we’ll have this conversation, although I’m fairly sure I’m talking to some
deranged part of my own mind.  Say I’m not mad, and you are, somehow,
miraculously alive, even though I saw you die with my own eyes ... then what
are you telling me?  That we’re immortal because we’re Bonded?’


‘Not immortal.  Protected.’


‘Right.  Protected.  So
if Onieroi had run you through with a sword, or cut off my head, would we
survive that?’


Fabian smiled, ‘No.  Wounds
or diseases that damage our bodies beyond repair would prove fatal.  It is
fortunate that Onieroi did not wield a sword.  His weapon was a force that
drained the life from his victims.  He drained mine, but not the piece
that exists within you.’


‘Hang on a minute.’  Mistral
sat up fully and stared at him.  ‘This is all starting to sound horribly
like it could actually be true.’


‘Oh?’  Fabian lifted an
eyebrow lazily.  ‘Which part?  The mystical power of Bonded souls, or
my resurrection?’


‘No.  None of that. 
The part where you knew we had this protection before we faced Onieroi and
failed to tell me.  That’s definitely too like you to be part of any
fantasy.’


Fabian sat up quickly, ‘I didn’t
know for certain Mistral, I only suspected.’


‘And you didn’t think to share
this suspicion with me?’


‘Forgive me, but I feared that
the knowledge would make you reckless.’


‘Reckless?’  Mistral’s eyes
widened.  ‘I’m not one of the apprentices Fabian!  You had no right
to keep that knowledge from me!  I thought you were dead!  Dead! 
How?  Oh!  Just how could you do that to me?’


Fabian reached for her hands,
‘Please listen to me Mistral –’


‘Oh no!’  Mistral shook him
off and leapt from the bed.  ‘Not this time!  I’ve watched you die
too many times De Winter!  You’re going to suffer for this!’


Fabian watched the bedroom door
slam shut with enough force to make it rattle on its hinges.  Heaving a
sigh, he rose from his deathbed to face the more daunting challenge of
appeasing his angry wife.


Mistral ran down the stairs and
stormed into the drawing room, shattering the heavy silence with her furious
shout.


‘Where the hell is it?’  


She strode over to the desk and
yanked out a drawer, tossing items over her shoulder as she searched.  The
twins locked gazes behind her back.  Phantom widened his eyes and tapped
the side of his head.  Phantasm frowned then jerked his thumb towards the
door.  With a nod, Phantom slipped quietly from the room and Phantasm
began to walk cautiously towards Mistral.  


Cassius didn’t move but remained
on the sofa, staring frozenly at Mistral.  A look of incredulous disbelief
slowly stole over his face.  Then he smiled. 


‘What are you looking for
Mistral?’  Phantasm asked softly.  


‘That dagger Fabian gave
me.  You took it off me yesterday.  Where did you put it?’


Phantasm was almost close enough
to reach her.  He raised his hands, ready to stop her from harming herself
if she found the dagger.  


‘Why do you want the dagger
Mistral?’  


Mistral yanked out another drawer
and began rummaging through the contents, ‘Oh don’t worry Phantasm.  I
don’t want to kill myself.  Although I might kill Fabian.’


Phantasm’s hands flexed as he
reached out to grab her wrists, ‘Mage De Winter’s dead Mistral. 
Remember?’   


‘No he’s not brother.  He’s
alive.  But that might be temporary.’


The door opened and Cain hurried
in with Phantom behind him.  Phantasm made a lunge for Mistral just as she
gave a triumphant shout and spun around with the jewelled dagger in her
hand.  


‘Found it!’


Phantasm froze, then slowly
raised his hands in a gesture of submission.  His eyes followed the dagger
she was waving in his face.  ‘Listen to me now Mistral.  You’ve
suffered a terrible shock.  You’re not thinking straight.  Why don’t
you let me hold the dagger while you sit down and have a drink?  Cain’s
got something to help calm you.’


Mistral shot Cain a sour look,
‘Does he want my children addicted to that damned poppy brew before they’re
even born?’


‘Fine, no poppy brew then. 
But will you please just give me the dagger?  You’re making me nervous.’


‘No.  I need it.’


Phantasm hesitated.  He
didn’t want to risk trying to take the dagger from her by force.  He studied
her face, trying to assess her state of mind.  He could clearly see anger,
but none of the tormented grief of the night before.  


‘How do you feel Mistral?’
 He asked gently.  


Mistral frowned, ‘About what?’


‘Well, about Mage De
Winter.’  


‘Oh that’s easy.  Angry.’


Phantasm sighed, ‘Yes. 
That’s an understandable part of grieving, but it will pass.  I want you
to know that I’m here for you, whenever you need me.’


Mistral shrugged indifferently
and dropped down onto one of the sofas, ‘That’s a nice offer brother, but I’d
rather you just told the boys to stop skulking in the kitchen and come
through.  I know they’re there.’


Phantasm glanced at Cain. 
He was watching Mistral carefully, after a moment he gave an almost
unperceivable shrug, ‘She seems lucid.  Let her see the boys.’


Phantasm turned back to her with
a frown, ‘The boys haven’t been told about their father yet Mistral.  We
thought you should be the one to tell them.  Do you feel up to it?’  


Mistral’s expression hardened,
‘Just send them in.’


Phantasm looked hesitant, but
turned and called loudly in the direction of the kitchen, ‘You can come in
now.’  


Marcus’ head poked around the
edge of the doorframe, grinning broadly, ‘Morning mother.  Missed
us?’  


The twins sidled in after him,
both dripping egg yolk onto the white rug from their overloaded plates. 
Bram followed more hesitantly, his lowered eyes and drooping shoulders speaking
clearly of his shame.


‘Good morning Marcus.’ 
Mistral replied curtly.  Ignoring Bram, she eyed her twin sons coldly. 
‘And just when did you get back?’


‘S’morning.’  Samson
responded through a mouthful of food.  ‘Things didn’t quite work out on
the yacht.’


‘Oh?’  Mistral raised an
eyebrow.  ‘In what way?’


‘Well –’ Samson paused and
swallowed, ‘for starters there was nothing in the Straits other than water,
which was disappointing to say the least ... then the wind changed and went
against us –’


‘We reefed the sails, but it was
still pretty rough.’  Fabian continued when his brother stopped to ram
another forkful of food into his mouth.  ‘We had to keep tacking and
Melsina got seasick.  Things got a bit heated, and there was a bit of a
mutiny ... basically we had no choice but to turn back.’


‘A bit of a mutiny?’ 



‘Er, well, more of a lot of
moaning really.  But it got really annoying.’


Mistral’s eyebrows shot up, ‘Are
you seriously telling me that you couldn’t cope with a few whinging women?’


‘Oh, the whinging was
bearable.  But Gemma and Melsina got very insistent that we turn back or
face some rather unpleasant consequences.’  


A frosty silence fell.  


‘So, to summarise.  You were
nagged into submission by two unarmed women.  How impressive.  If
that’d been a paying Contract you’d be the laughing stock of the Valley! 
You both need to toughen up, or you’re going to end up working in the tannery
with all the other warriors who can’t stomach Contracts anymore!  Is that
what you want?’


The twins stared down at their
shuffling boots and shook their heads while Marcus chewed smugly on a bread
roll, obviously pleased not to be on the receiving end of his mother’s sharp
tongue for once.  Bram looked as though he wished for nothing more than
the floor to open up and swallow him whole.


‘Well?’  Mistral
demanded.  ‘Have you nothing to say for yourselves?’  


‘I’m so sorry Lady De
Winter!’  Bram immediately wailed.  ‘I have failed you!  I will
leave the Ri at once!’


‘You will do no such thing
Bram!’  Mistral snapped.  ‘You weren’t given responsibility for this
pitiful fiasco, and if my sons dare to let you take any of the blame then I
shall disown them with my next breath!’  


Samson and Fabian shared a guilty
look then mumbled, ‘Sorry mother.’


‘I should think so too. 
Now, enough of that matter, there’s something else I need to tell you.’ 
Mistral paused to make sure she had their attention then announced
bluntly.  ‘Your father died last night.’


To Prospero’s joy the plates of
food fell from the twins’ hands.  They gaped at Mistral, ashen faced with
shock. 


Phantasm rounded on her, ‘That was
cruel Mistral!  I know you’re hurting, but that’s no reason to hurt them
too!’


Mistral shrugged, ‘It’s the
truth.’   


Phantasm floundered, ‘Well ...
yes, it is the truth.  But you could have been a bit more tactful!’


‘There’s nothing tactful about
death brother.’


‘And there’s definitely nothing
tactful about you!  Honestly Mistral, just what –’


 ‘If father’s dead, then
who’s that?’  Marcus suddenly asked and pointed to the doorway.


‘I said he died, not that he was
still dead.’  Mistral said sharply.  ‘Now, if you’ve quite finished
smearing egg yolk on the rug, can you please go and get everyone up.  We
need to talk.’


‘You can say that again.’ 
Phantom muttered and snatched the bottle of poppy brew dangling limply from
Cain’s hand. 


Sunlight poured in through the
long windows in the white drawing room.  The two dogs lay on their backs,
luxuriating in the heat from the fire roaring in the polished grate. 
Steaming jugs of coffee and bowls of warmed sweet bread were set on the low
tables near the sofas.  All details completely ignored by the occupants of
the room, now staring silently at the figure sat beside Mistral.  He had
not spoken, or looked anywhere other than at her while the room filled with
people.  Each had sunk onto the nearest seat to stare at him in
disbelief.  Last to arrive were the centaurs.  They walked in from
the courtyard, seemingly oblivious to the atmosphere in the room.  Faras
and Dravite glanced at Fabian disinterestedly, Alyssa smiled and Imperato
nodded politely, as though the sight of his recently deceased son-in-law living
again were nothing out of the ordinary.   


‘Is it a Mortifera?’  Marcus
whispered fearfully to his older brother, not taking his eyes off his father.


Fabian’s eyes narrowed,
‘Dunno.  Can’t tell for sure unless we kill him.’  


‘Don’t fancy trying that, do
you?’  Samson muttered. 


Marcus’ eyes widened, ‘No
chance!  Mother would kill us.  She looks in a really bad
mood!’


Mistral ignored her sons’
whispered conversation and looked at Cassius, ‘I think it’s time we had some
answers, please Cassius.’


Cassius rose to his feet and
walked quietly over to stand before the fire.  Stepping carefully between
the two sleeping dogs, he turned to face the room.  ‘I shall begin by
pointing out the obvious.’  Cassius inclined his head in his father’s
direction.  ‘Welcome back.’


‘I have known warmer welcomes,’ a
brief smile touched Fabian’s lips, but his eyes remained on Mistral, who was
stubbornly not looking at him.


Mistral’s expression remained
stony as she slowly looked around the silent room, ‘Yes.  As you can all
quite clearly see, Fabian is alive.  I am sure that some of you are
finding that hard to come to terms with.  But let me assure you – despite
the fears I can hear in your minds – I have not embraced the art of
necromancy.’


Xerxes shifted uncomfortably and
took a noisy slurp from his mug of coffee.  


Samson stared hard at his
lifelong friend, then a glint of gold flashed as a slow grin spread over his
face, ‘Is it really you, my friend?’


Fabian nodded and Samson roared
with laughter, waking his sleeping daughter and causing Gemma to frown
irritably.  ‘Damn!’  Samson slapped his thigh.  ‘Trust you to
ruin what was going to be the best burning the Valley’s ever seen!  I had
an outrageous display of decadence planned!  I was actually looking
forward to it!’


Gemma paused in shushing her
crying daughter to scowl at him, ‘No you weren’t Samson.  You were too
busy weeping to do anything other than blow your nose.’


Samson reddened, ‘Can’t a warrior
show respect for a fallen brother in the shedding of a manly tear or two?’


‘Of course you can Samson.’ 
Gemma said briskly and dumped a squalling Samsara in his lap.  ‘Now you
can deal with your daughter’s tears, since you’re such an expert.’


‘Father?’  Delphine asked
hesitantly.  ‘Is it really, really you?’


Fabian looked at his daughter,
‘Yes Delphine.  Despite your brothers’ concerns that I might be a
Mortifera, I can assure you that this really is me.’


Delphine gasped and ran across
the room.  She sank down at her father’s feet, taking his hand and gazing
up at him in happy wonderment.  


Amber was less reserved and
bounded onto the sofa next to him with a broad grin on her face, ‘I’m glad
you’re not dead.  I hate funerals.’ 


Fabian laughed softly as she nestled
affectionately against him, ‘So do I Amber.’


Apart from Samson, the rest of
the room continued to regard Fabian with suspicion bordering on fear.  


After a long moment of silence
Gleacher leaned forward, his grey eyes fixed on Fabian, ‘But how is it that you
live again?  I have seen more warriors fall than I care to recall, yet
none have ever risen again.  Why is it that you have?’


Fabian lifted his shoulders in an
apologetic shrug, ‘My answers are such that they would only beg more
questions.  It would be better if Imperato shared his knowledge with you
all and I saved my breath for appeasing my wife, who I appear to have sorely
displeased by not remaining dead.’


Mistral looked at Fabian for the
first time since he had entered the room.  Her face was a rigid mask, but
her eyes gave her away.  They blazed with an intensity that made Amber
instinctively tense, preparing for the storm that was about to break.  


‘This is no joking matter
Fabian!  I thought you were dead!  Can you even begin to imagine how
that feels?  Well?  Can you?  Can you imagine believing that the
one you love more than life itself has gone for ever, never to hear their voice
or feel their touch again?  Have you any idea how that
feels?’  


Fabian said nothing but gazed
steadily into her furious eyes, waiting patiently for the storm to pass. 


‘No?  I thought not. 
Well, I’ll tell you then shall I?  It felt like my heart had been cut out
with a dagger but, somehow, I was left still living.  I lay there, beside
your dead body, willing every breath I drew to be my last so that I could join
you.  But despite the agony I was in, I kept breathing and –’ she faltered
slightly, her voice losing some of its vitriol ‘– and then … you spoke.  I
was convinced I’d gone insane.’  Mistral gave a hollow laugh and shook her
head.  ‘Maybe I have.  None of this seems real.’  


‘It is real Mistral.’


Mistral shrugged and looked away,
‘So you say.  But how can I believe anything you say ever again?  You
knew about the protection Bonding gave us, but you chose to put me through hell
rather than tell me.  I could never do that to you.’


At first Fabian didn’t reply but
just looked at her.  His eyes travelled slowly over her face, irresistibly
drawing her eyes back to his, ‘And have you never kept something from me because
you feared it would anger me?’ 


Mistral felt her face stiffen,
‘No.’


Fabian smiled at her attempt to
lie, ‘Of course you have.  We all instinctively seek to protect those we
care about, not inflict pain upon them.  I believe that such concealment is
termed as the telling of white lies.’


Mistral snorted, ‘No lies are
white, and failing to mention the fact that being Bonded practically makes us
immortal is definitely a big fat black lie!’  


‘I never lied to you Mistral.’


‘No!  You just failed to
mention it because you thought it would make me reckless!  How
ironic is that considering that you were the one to throw your life away!’


‘Oh?  And just what were you
intending to do when Onieroi attacked?’  


Mistral held his gaze defiantly,
‘Goad him for as long as I could to give you all time to escape.’  


‘And no doubt die in the
process.  I need no further proof that my concealment was completely
justified.  You were already behaving recklessly enough.  Heaven only
knows what you would have done with the added knowledge of the protection that
our Bonded souls gave us.  Challenged him to duel perhaps?’


‘Why not?  I’m invincible
aren’t I?’


‘Er, much as I hate to interfere
between man and wife, could you please save it for later and tell the rest of
us what the hell you two are on about?’  Phantom cut in swiftly.  


Mistral favoured Phantom with an
icy look, ‘What would you like to know brother?’


‘Well, what’s all this talk of
immortality for a start?  No, actually, for a start I’d like to know how
Mage De Winter is alive when my brother and I carried his corpse through the
door not twelve hours ago!’  


Mistral waved a hand angrily in
Imperato’s direction, ‘Ask my father.  He and Fabian have had several
conversations on the subject.  Something else they both failed to mention
to me.’


Everyone turned to look at the
imposing centaur, swishing his tail thoughtfully while he gazed at the sky
beyond the window.  He slowly turned to survey his expectant
audience.  Only Mistral was pointedly not looking at him.  Imperato
studied the angry set of her face, understanding more from her silence than if
she had stood up and shouted at him.  He sighed and directed his words to
her alone, leaving his audience to wait for their answers.


‘I am sorry that you feel I have
failed you, my daughter.  When Mage De Winter sought my knowledge on the
nature of your bound existence I spoke with him in confidence.  If you had
wished me to break that confidence and share his words with you, then I would
have.  But I ask you this question in defence of my actions – would you
ever have spoken to me with trust again if I had?’


Mistral jerked her head angrily
but didn’t respond.


Imperato sighed, ‘I would never
lie to you, and neither would your husband.  We both sought to protect you
with ignorance.  Perhaps it was wrong, but our intentions were not. 
If to guard those we love against any ill is a fault, then I ask you to forgive
us both that which is the deepest of flaws in our natures.’   


A silence fell when Imperato finished
speaking and everyone turned to look at Mistral, waiting for her
response.  If she felt their scrutiny she gave no sign, but stared down at
the jewelled dagger in her hands.  Eventually she heaved a sigh and laid
the dagger down on the sofa beside her then turned to face her father. 
All her anger had gone, exposing the underlying hurt that was the true reason
for her sharpness. 


‘To love isn’t a flaw.  It’s
probably the best quality any of us can ever show.  But you once told me
that trust must form part of the ties that bind us.  I ask you this. 
Where was the trust here?’


With a gentle swish of air, heads
turned to watch Imperato’s response. 


‘Yes I did say that, and I
believe it still.  You can always trust in both your husband and your
father to do their utmost to ensure that you are protected.’


Mistral’s expression abruptly
hardened, ‘I grew up without a father and I certainly don’t need one now! 
You can save the paternal lecture for someone who cares.’


Imperato nodded sadly, ‘Yes, you
did grow up not knowing the love of your parents, and that is a regret I shall
take to my pyre.  Forgive me if I sometimes forget myself and try to
overcompensate for the years I forbade myself to know you.  Perhaps it is
the destiny of all fathers to fail their daughters.’


Mistral frowned and turned away,
more to hide the sudden tears in her eyes than out of anger.  Fabian
remained silent, his fingers gently seeking hers.  She didn’t resist his
touch, but neither did she return it, letting her hand lie unresponsively in
his.  She stared down, watching as a single tear splashed down onto her
skin.  Slowly her fingers curled around his, locking them together as he
raised their joined hands to kiss away the tear that had fallen.  


Sighing deeply, Mistral looked up
to meet Imperato’s soulful gaze, ‘You haven’t failed me Imperato, just ...
upset me.  I don’t think it’s any more the destiny of fathers to fail
their daughters than it is the other way around.’  


He frowned solemnly, ‘Than I
shall endeavour not to repeat my mistake.  But I must warn you that
despite my best efforts, I may fail you again without meaning to.  It
appears to be my gift.’


Mistral smiled slightly, ‘Then
it’s a gift that runs in the family, because I’m sure I’ll fail you again, even
if I don’t mean to.’ 


‘Then ... am I forgiven for my
error?’


Mistral sighed then nodded
slowly.  Imperato bowed his head and Alyssa smiled, gently laying a hand
on his arm.


‘And what of your husband?’ 
Fabian asked softly.  


‘My husband.’  Mistral gazed
at their entwined fingers.  ‘Well, much as I’d like to, I lack the ability
to stay angry with him.’


‘Ah, but can you find it in your
heart to forgive him for the heinous crime of loving you and seeking to protect
you in the only way he knew how?’


Mistral raised her eyes to meet
his ebony gaze.  Her reply was a murmur only he heard but he smiled and
leaned closer to gently press his lips to hers.  With a low cry she threw
her hands around his neck and returned his embrace with an enthusiasm that
suddenly made everyone in the room realise they were staring.  An
embarrassed silence fell while everyone quickly became very interested in the
pattern on the curtains or the ornate plasterwork of the ceiling. 
Marietta wiped a tear away with one hand, the other gripping Xerxes’ with enough
force to make him wince.  Amber rolled her eyes disgustedly and hurried
back to a smiling Brutus.  Delphine slowly rose to her feet and walked
back to Cain with floating steps, her face glowing with happiness.  A
living mirror of the emotions she was leaving behind.


Imperato spoke again, his deep
voice commanding the attention of the room once more, ‘Mage De Winter and my
daughter are joined by more than the words of ceremony and the family they
share.  Love joins them, as I think you can all clearly see, but beyond
that there lies a connection far deeper and more binding than any other. 
They are Bonded.


‘The term would suggest a union,
however, it would be more appropriate to describe the state in the first part
as a dividing.  When two that are destined to Bond meet, their souls
divide.  The separated halves exchange to be bound eternally with the soul
of their partner.  In doing so, two lives become, in essence, one.  


‘Within Mage De Winter resides a
portion of my daughter’s soul, as a piece of hers resides within him. 
When the god Onieroi unleashed his power to drain life upon my daughter, Mage
De Winter did what any would do for the one they love and placed himself in its
path, dying in her stead.  However, the part of his soul that lives within
my daughter remained unharmed.  It is not sorcery that has returned Mage
De Winter to life, but an ancient power that lies beyond our mortal
comprehension.  It is fortunate that I have lived longer than you all and
have witnessed such risings before.  I spoke with the Gemini and asked for
their bodies to be lain together in rest.  It may have seemed something of
a macabre request, but I held faith that the power of their conjoined souls
would revive Mage De Winter.’


‘And you were right.’ 
Alyssa said proudly, adding with more quietly.  ‘As usual.’


A ripple of laughter ran around
the room, lightening the atmosphere.  


Only Cain shook his head, his
expression sceptical, ‘I’m sorry to be the only one not seeing the funny side,
but I’m finding this all a little hard to believe.  I’m a Healer. 
I’ve stitched more wounds and closed the eyes of more warriors than I’ve eaten
hot meals.  I’ve seen with my own eyes that we’re no different to the
creatures we hunt.  We’re made of bones, blood and flesh too.  And,
just like them, when the heart stops beating, the body dies.  That is life
and that is death.  So forgive me if I’m missing something –’ Cain leaned
forward and looked Imperato in the eye ‘– but are you actually suggesting that
Mistral and Mage De Winter are immortal?’


‘No.  Severe injury would
prove fatal.  However Onieroi’s fire did not harm the body when it drained
the force of life from his victims.  Onieroi’s effect on Mage De Winter
could not be fatal whilst Mistral survived, and vice versa.  The secret to
Mage De Winter’s resurgence lies in the unification of their souls.’


‘Souls?  I have seen what
lies inside a body and have never found a soul.’


‘You cannot see the sun once it
has set, but you know it will rise again in the morning.’


Cain frowned heavily, ‘You’re
asking me to believe in something that cannot be proven.’


Imperato smiled, ‘I believe that
all the proof you should ever require is seated before you.’


‘What my eyes are seeing may not
be real.’  Cain met Mistral’s dark eyes across the room, watching him from
the cradle of Fabian’s arms.  ‘Tell me sister, does a heart beat in that
body?’  


Mistral smiled and closed her
eyes, ‘It does.’


‘Well.’  Cain sank back
against the sofa and gazed at the person he had pronounced dead.  ‘For
perhaps the first time in my life, words fail me.’


‘Some matters are beyond our
comprehension Cain.’  Imperato said gravely.  ‘There are creatures
living on this Isle that only exist in the dreams of children.’


‘Or nightmares.’


‘Perhaps.’  Imperato conceded
with a dip of his head.  


‘So, Onieroi’s fire could not
destroy one while the other still lived.’  Phantom mused softly.  ‘I
can see why Mage De Winter chose to conceal that from Mistral.  If she’d
known that she was practically invincible, she would definitely have done
something spectacularly stupid.’  He looked at Imperato.  ‘But what
if Onieroi had attacked Mistral after Mage De Winter and drained her life too?’


Imperato switched his deep gaze
onto Phantom, ‘Then the power of three would have been tested.  If
Onieroi’s fire defeated it, they would both have perished.’


‘So what stopped him from doing
just that?’


‘My dagger.’  Mistral picked
up the jewelled dagger and turned it over in her hands, studying the
stones.  ‘But why?’


Imperato shook his head, ‘I
cannot explain the effect your dagger had on Onieroi.  No weapon can harm
a god, yet yours felled him.’


Mistral frowned at the dagger,
‘I’m sure it was something to do with these stones, but what?’


‘Some stones are believed to
possess powers.’  Serenity offered thoughtfully.  ‘I’ve studied the
art of using precious stones in healing.  They can be very effective,
particularly in disorders of the mind.’


 Mistral held the dagger up,
‘Do these stones have any such powers?’


Serenity stood up and walked over
to take the dagger Mistral proffered.  She turned it over in her hands,
nodding appreciatively, ‘These are beautiful stones, flawless.  Are they
symbolic to you in some way?’


‘Yes.  They represent our
family.  There’s a birthstone for each of us.’


Serenity’s eyebrows lifted, ‘That
is powerful symbolism indeed ... and these stones would make perfect conduits.’


‘Conduits for what, precisely?’


‘Well, many stones are believed
to aid healing, but others are accredited with different abilities.’


‘Such as?’


‘The power to absorb negative
energies.’


‘I thought so.’  Mistral
turned to Fabian.  ‘No lies now.  The truth needs to be told. 
You planned this all along, didn’t you?’


Fabian held her gaze steadily,
‘No Mistral.  I commissioned Titus to make a dagger set with stones that
symbolised the family we share as a gift to you, not as a weapon to attack
Onieroi with.’


‘Do you really expect me to
believe it’s a coincidence that you gave me a dagger capable of absorbing my
grief, knowing that you would die in my place and I would surely do the one
thing you could count on and try to kill your murderer with it?  Come on
Fabian!  You even made sure it was the only weapon I had on me!  And
you told the twins to give me a bracelet set with the very same stones!’


Fabian’s gaze remained calm,
‘Yes.’


‘Yes what?  Yes you
knew?  Or yes you expect me to believe your lies?’


‘Yes I expect you to believe the
truth.  The dagger and the bracelet were gifts born of sentiment, not
contrivance.  I had no notion that the stones had any ability to absorb
emotion.’


‘To the power of three.’ 
Cassius added quietly.  ‘Thanks to Delphine.’


‘What?’  Mistral and Fabian
both turned to stare at Cassius.  


Delphine shook her head quickly,
‘I had nothing to do with it Cassius.’


‘Yes, you did Delphine.  You
had everything to do with it.’


‘No.  I can’t have.  I
didn’t even see mother throw the dagger, never mind touch it!’


‘I know, however you were holding
mother’s other hand when she threw the dagger.  She felt your pain and her
own, mirrored back by you and magnified to the power of three.’


Delphine exchanged a startled
look with her mother, ‘Oh!  I was holding your hand ... and my other hand
was on father’s body.  I was joining you.’


‘And it was all passed through
the bracelet into the dagger.’  Mistral said slowly then frowned. 
‘But how?’


‘Yes, that’s been puzzling me
too, unless, of course, the Craft was used?’  


It was Phantasm who spoke. 
He looked enquiringly at Fabian.  


Fabian returned his gaze evenly,
‘I did not cast Phantasm.  There was no sorcery here.’


Phantasm frowned and turned to
Mistral, ‘Then how did you do it Mistral?  How did you push all your pain
into that dagger?  Was it something to do with Sight?’  


Mistral gazed at the dagger while
she considered how to word her response.  Phantasm was asking, in his
usual tactful manner, whether Saul had been involved.  She sighed. 
There had been enough concealment for one day.  ‘No brother.  It was
nothing to do with Sight ... or Saul.  I asked him to protect Amber.’


‘I knew it!’  Amber cried
and sat up.  ‘I had this really weird feeling when I woke up yesterday,
like someone was watching me!  Only it wasn’t creepy … it was like – like,
oh!  I don’t know how to explain it!’


‘Like you were being watched over
by someone that cares about you.’  Mistral said quietly.  


‘Yes!  That’s it.  I
felt safe.  Oh!  Was that why the rocks didn’t hit me when Brutus
carried me in from the courtyard?’


‘Yes.  That was Saul.’


Phantasm’s frown deepened, ‘I
though Saul was a figment of Sight tied to you alone.’


‘He is.  But Amber’s gift is
a form of Sight.  I asked Saul to protect her instead of me.’


‘I thought it was weird how rocks
were falling all around us but never seemed to hit us!  I wondered if it
had something to do with one of the protective spells the warlocks had cast.’


‘Spells cannot shield against
physical assault Amber, only provide protection from other spells.’ 
Phantasm looked at Mistral again.  ‘So if it wasn’t Saul and it wasn’t the
Craft, how did the dagger become a vessel for your emotions?’


‘I don’t know brother.  All
I knew was the need to hurt Onieroi for what he’d done.’


Phantasm’s expression remained
puzzled, ‘But there’s nothing unusual in that.  Anyone would react in the
same way for someone they loved.’


‘Not so.’  Imperato
disagreed.  ‘Some would be rendered insensible by the death of their
soulmate.  However, I believe that you have found the answer.  It
lies within my daughter’s temperament.’  He paused to regard Mistral thoughtfully,
speaking about her as though she were not in the room.  ‘Mistral was born
under the sign of the scorpion.  Such beings have powerful souls but are
governed by their passionate natures.  They are contrary and wilful, but
when they love they are fiercely loyal.  You can know a scorpion for many
years, yet still be astounded by their actions.  To love a scorpion is to
love a July thunderstorm.  There will be thunder and lightning, the most
violent of downpours, yet afterwards there will be the softness of a summer
evening.  Her act of retaliation against Onieroi was typical of her
nature, one of passion, instinctive and uncalculated, fuelled by the emotions
that govern her.’


Imperato finished speaking and
turned to gaze meditatively out of the window once more, obviously satisfied
that he had answered the question.  A silence fell while everyone shared
bemused looks.  Marcus looked at his twin brothers and spread his hands
out in a confused gesture.  They shrugged in return and looked expectantly
at their elder brother.  


Seeing their blank looks echoed
in the faces of others in the room, Cassius realised he would have to somehow
simplify the centaur’s explanation without causing offense.  Sighing
inwardly, he coughed to draw everyone’s attention.  ‘As ever, we are
grateful to Imperato for the insight his wise words provide.  I speak now
only for the benefit of my youngest brother, since he is yet mercifully
ignorant of the passionate and cruel natures of adults.’


‘No I’m not!’  Marcus cried
indignantly, then caught his brother’s warning look and continued in a meek
voice.  ‘Er, I meant, no, I’m not too sure of what Imperato meant. 
Please could you explain it to me?’


‘Yes Marcus, of course I
can.  In simple terms, mother is ruled by how she feels.  If she is
angry she shouts, if she is happy she laughs ... whatever she is feeling is
obvious because it shows in her face and in her actions.  When Onieroi
hurt father, he hurt mother too, but in a different way.  She felt the
pain of loss and reacted without thinking, instinctively wanting to hurt back
the creature that had taken father away.  When she threw her dagger all of
her anguish was projected into that one simple act of retaliation.  


‘The bracelet she wore and the
hilt of the dagger are both set with gems believed capable of absorbing
emotions.  Think of them less as cold stones and more as sponges,
saturated with mother’s anguish.  The bracelet absorbed the emotions and
channelled them into the dagger, releasing them when the blade struck the only
part of Onieroi’s form not protected by armour.  His eye socket.’  


Samson’s gold teeth flashed in a
grin, ‘It was one hell of a shot.’  


‘Yes, her aim is good.  But
the dagger itself would not normally have harmed Onieroi.  It was only
because it was charged with pain that it had any effect on him.’


Marcus’ young face creased in
concentration, ‘So Onieroi wasn’t stopped by the dagger, but by the way mother
felt when she threw it?’


Cassius smiled, ‘That’s about the
size of it, little brother.  Remember me telling you to train with
intention and commit to every strike you make?  Well, that’s what mother
did.’


‘Only it wasn’t hate that stopped
him, was it?’  Marcus gazed at Cassius with his startling blue eyes,
suddenly seeming far older than his years should warrant.  ‘It was
love.’  


‘In a way.  It was the loss
of love that Onieroi felt.’


‘Of course!’  Phantom
exclaimed.  ‘We already knew that Onieroi was vulnerable to negative
emotions!  Hedera proved that!  She damaged him with her cold amazon
heart.’


Cassius nodded, ‘Onieroi was a
creature that thrived on love and devotion.  There was nothing he couldn’t
abide more than the lack of either.  Hedera had none to give, and
mother?  Well, she has love in abundance, but when Onieroi took away the
source he left in its place a void to be filled with the pain of love lost.’


‘Was that what killed him then?’ 


‘No.  Mother hurt him badly
–’


‘Hurt?’  Xerxes burst into
laughter.  ‘Well, I suppose being beheaded might smart a bit.’


Marcus and his twin brothers
gaped at their mother.


‘You cut his head off?’ 
Marcus gasped. 


‘Oh yes.  In one
stroke.’  Xerxes continued loudly.  ‘You might think your mother’s
bark is worse than her bite, but you’re wrong.  She’s a demon in a dress.’


Mistral glanced down at the
crumpled dress she was still wearing and sighed, ‘It was stupid and dangerous
Marcus.  I’ve always taught you all never to approach a wounded animal,
they’re always more savage when they’re hurt, but ... I was very angry.’


‘Angry.  Right.’  Marcus
said then shared an awed look with his brothers.   


‘So mother killed Onieroi?’ 
Amber asked uncertainly. 


Cassius shook his head,
‘No.  As I was saying, mother hurt him badly, but she did not kill
him.  Even though his form had been beheaded, Onieroi would have been made
new again by the devotion of his following.  Onieroi only truly perished
when his following were destroyed.’


Amber frowned, ‘But how? 
All the warriors were trapped by the giants.’


‘They were, until the giants
became occupied by another problem.’


Mistral suddenly sat up, ‘The
roars I heard!  I thought I was delirious ... but was it – was it really
her?’


‘Yes.’


A wild light lit Mistral’s face,
then it faded, leaving her looking wistful, ‘I wish I’d seen her again.’


‘You can.’


Mistral looked up sharply, ‘Did
you?’


Cassius smiled, inviting her
in.  Mistral held her son’s dark gaze, falling into his memory of Seeing
through the dragon queen’s coppery eyes as she led the dragon herd into
battle.  A silence fell as Mistral became lost in images of sleek scaled
bodies wheeling through the skies.  She laughed, watching the battling
giants cower under the savagery of their attack.  Again and again the
dragons dived, raking at the giants with outstretched talons, tearing off
chunks of gnarled flesh to feed their snapping jaws.  


Sighing quietly, Mistral withdrew
from Cassius’ vision, ‘She saved us.’


‘Yes.’


‘Oh for crying out loud! 
Just who are you two talking about now?’  Phantom burst impatiently.


‘The dragon queen.’  Cassius
replied simply.  


‘What?’  


Phantom’s puzzled response was
echoed by most of the room.  


Cassius smiled briefly,
‘Yes.  The dragon queen.  She led an attack on the battling
giants.  Grendel recognised the sound of dragon queen’s roars and guessed
what was happening.  He knew they would be able to attack Onieroi’s
following under the cover of the dragon herd’s attack.  It was his party
that broke cover first.  They sounded the call to move on Onieroi’s
following, and, well, the rest is history.’


A collective sigh ran around the
room as the final piece of the puzzle fell into place. 


‘What happened to all those women
Cassius?’  Delphine asked quietly.   


‘Onieroi’s following were
destroyed in minutes.  Do not waste your compassion on them
Delphine.  No-one suffered.’


‘I can’t help but mourn for them
Cassius.  They were the innocent victims in all this.’


‘They made their choice.’  


‘No Cassius!  They had no
choice to make!  They were just pawns in some awful game!  What’s
happened to them is nothing short of tragic!  But I tell you what the real
tragedy is here – it’s that all this could’ve been avoided if the tribal
chieftains had stopped being so stupidly stubborn and recognised that change
was needed.’


Cassius shrugged lightly, ‘Yes
Delphine, you are right.  The chieftains’ poor attitudes to their
womenfolk gave them reason to follow Onieroi and allowed him to grow in
power.  But it is not in the nature of chieftains to alter the way they
have ruled for thousands of years overnight.  Sometimes it takes a great
tragedy like this to show that change is needed.’


‘And because of their stupid male
pride all those women were killed!  I wish you’d made the dragon queen
attack some of those wretched chieftains too!’


‘The dragon queen is not under my
command Delphine.’


Gleacher looked up sharply, ‘Is
she not, Divinus?’


‘No Gleacher.’  Cassius
smiled ruefully.  ‘Much as I would wish it to be me, the dragon queen has
no master.’


Gleacher frowned, ‘Then I must
ask you to forgive my ignorance – but if it was not on your instruction then I
cannot comprehend why the queen would lead the herd to attack the giants. 
The giants didn’t pose any threat to the dragons.  Their territories are
at opposite ends of the Northern Range.  Besides, the dragon male is in
hibernation now.  He would have no notion of the rogue giant’s presence in
the mountains.’


‘The giants did not pose a threat
to the dragons.  They posed a threat to the Isle’s Seers.’  


It wasn’t Cassius who spoke, but
Imperato.  Everyone turned to look at the centaur, waiting for him to
continue.  


He swished his tail thoughtfully
and gazed, not at his rapt audience, but at the snow-filled courtyard, ‘Dragons
are the last of the ancients.  They come from a time long before ours, and
as such, nothing is known of their origins.  The powers they possess
remain a mystery due to the fierceness of their natures.  It is not
possible to know a dragon and live, yet, it would seem that the dragon queen
has a deep connection with my daughter and grandson, or perhaps, more
succinctly, with Seers.’  Imperato turned to regard the room with his deep
gaze then continued in a ponderous tone.  ‘There is a myth I heard as a
yearling that may help to explain the strange actions of the queen.’ 


Mistral rolled her eyes at
Fabian.  He smiled and pulled her closer.  Closing her eyes with a
blissful sigh, she curled against him and listened to the steady beat of his
heart.  Beyond the sound that defined her reason for living, Mistral was
dimly aware of the vague background noise of Imperato relating his story. 



‘The history of all living beings
is marred by times of violent bloodshed.  The story I speak of was set in
such a time, when tribes fought with their neighbours and any of the defeated
unfortunate enough to survive were taken by the victors as slaves.  


‘The tribe of the Azi were a
peaceful race famed for their knowledge of healing.  They stood little
chance of victory when they were attacked by a more warlike tribe.  In the
chaos of battle the Azi chieftain managed to help his only daughter to escape. 
Alone and the last of her kin, she fled and would surely have quickly been
caught and made a slave, but was fortunate to find favour with the chieftain of
a nomadic tribe of horse warriors.  He took her for his wife and they made
a child between them.  Perhaps theirs would have been a story to lighten
the bloody history of that period, but sadly the chieftain was killed before
his child was born.  He left his wife a grieving widow and his unborn
child fatherless.  


‘It is said that his widow lived
long enough to bring forth their only son then died from a broken heart. 
As the orphan child lay squalling in the midwife’s arms a dragon flew down from
the skies.  The midwife was terrified but stood between the beast and the
helpless newborn.  The dragon took neither but left a live goat at her
feet then flew away.  The midwife was able to take milk from the animal to
feed the baby and then herself. 


‘When the tribe returned
victorious from battle they found another cause for celebration.  Their
fallen chieftain’s heir was alive and thriving.  The dragon was hailed as
the protector of their future chieftain and became the sacred symbol of their
tribe.  They settled at the base of the mountains where the dragon lived,
fiercely defending the creature from any who sought to hunt it.  Under
their protection the dragon lived out its life unthreatened and the child it
had helped to live grew to become the first Seer.’


Marcus turned away from Imperato
to gaze at Cassius with round eyes, ‘You can call up dragons?’


Cassius smiled, ‘No, little
brother.  I cannot call up dragons.  I have no explanation for how
the dragon queen knew of our need, all I know is gratitude that she did.’


‘Many of yesterday’s events defy
explanation.’  Imperato continued sombrely.  ‘The power that placed
my daughter’s grief in the dagger she flung at Onieroi, the intervention of the
dragon queen, the healing gift of Bonded souls ... in such mysteries lie the
wonder of the life we lead and thankfully, will continue to lead.’


‘Right.  Well mystery is all
very well, but can I get a couple of things straight before the philosophical
stuff continues?’  Xerxes asked with a frown.


Mistral ducked her head to hide a
smile while Imperato regarded Xerxes seriously, ‘I invite any questions that
seek answer.’


Xerxes’ frown deepened, ‘What’s
the point in asking a question if it isn’t going to be answered?’


‘There is no point, however it
happens more than I care to recall.’


‘Does it?’  Xerxes looked
surprised then shook his head.  ‘Well not by me.  I save my breath
for laughing and ordering ale.  Anything else is wasted.’


Cain chuckled softly, ‘Wise words
brother.’


Xerxes grinned back, ‘I’m full of
them.’


‘You’re definitely full of
something Xerxes.’  Phantom remarked drily.  ‘But please, was there a
point to all this?’


‘Huh?  Oh!  Yes. 
So, Onieroi’s dead then?’


Everyone turned to look not at
Imperato, but at Cassius, the Divinus of the Ri.


‘Yes.  The warriors
completed their task and without the devotion of his following, Onieroi
perished.’


A brief pause fell while everyone
heaved a sigh of relief. 


‘But what about the
giants?’  Xerxes asked.  ‘Are they still a threat?’  


‘The rogue giant was killed by
the dragons.  The other male fled back to his tribe.’


‘So ... the giant tribe’s
settled?’  Marcus asked uncertainly.


‘Yes Marcus ... well, as settled
as giants can be.’


A chorus of cheers erupted at
Cassius’ words.  Only Mistral’s twin sons looked slightly disappointed
that the Contract they had longed for was no longer valid. 


‘What happened to all the wedding
guests Cassius?’  Delphine asked when the cheers had subsided.  ‘I’m
sure I heard screams of pain when we were running in from the courtyard. 
Was anyone hurt?’


Cassius’ expression grew sombre,
‘Yes Delphine.  Several guests were hurt and it saddens me to confirm that
some have since died from their injuries.  The two amazons died, which we
already knew.  And, despite the efficient care they were given at the
Council Infirmary, Chieftain Larch and three more councillors have also passed
during the night.’


A pensive silence fell across the
room.  The loss of three councillors was of little consequence, but the
death of the chieftain of the Isle’s largest elven tribe was serious.  


‘Chieftain Larch had several
sons, did he not?’  Bryden mused thoughtfully.


‘Five.’  Samson
confirmed.  ‘Oh, and one daughter.’


‘Ah yes.  Dawn Larch. 
The would-be runaway.  Well she’ll have to get on with being a tribal wife
now, I’m sure the next chieftain won’t indulge her wilful ways.  ’


Samson gave a short laugh, ‘Don’t
be so sure.  I’m from that tribe and I’ve met all five brothers. 
Dawn’s more of a man than any of them.’


‘Oh?  Well I must have met
the sons at some point over the years too, but I can’t seem to recall their
faces.’  Bryden frowned.  ‘What is the eldest called?’  


‘Jason.’


Bryden shook his head, ‘Name
means nothing.  Can’t have been very impressive.’


‘That’s a fair description. 
There’s no way Jason would command the respect of the tribe.’  


‘Will there be an
election?’  Phantasm asked.  


Samson shook his head, ‘No, Chieftain
Larch leaves too strong a line of succession for that.  As the eldest,
Jason will be invited to succeed his father.  If he doesn’t accept the
invitation will pass to the second eldest brother, and so on, until one of them
accepts.’


‘What if none of them
accept?’  


‘It’s highly unlikely that should
happen, but if they all did, then there would be an election.’


‘Only time will tell.’ 
Cassius rose to his feet.  ‘And now, if you have no further questions for
me, I should inform Mage Sphinx of this morning’s events.’


A debate over who would succeed
Chieftain Larch broke out as Cassius left.  


Leaving Cain arguing with Phantom
over which son they thought would be best, Delphine walked over to her mother,
‘You must have breakfast mother.  Food is important to the triplets, they
need nourishment.  And so do you.’


‘I’m not hungry.’


‘Liar!’  Delphine
exclaimed.  ‘I can feel your hunger, never mind hear the deafening
growling of your empty stomach.  You’re famished!’


Mistral laid her head back against
Fabian’s chest and closed her eyes, ‘I’ll eat later.’


‘No.’ Delphine took her hands
firmly.  ‘You will eat now.’


‘Go Mistral.’  Fabian
murmured softly.  ‘I promise to still be alive when you return.’


Mistral opened her eyes to gaze
at him, ‘You’d better.’


He smiled and opened his arms,
allowing Delphine to pull her away.  He watched her leave.  Her head
remained turned to hold his gaze, as though she didn’t trust him not to vanish
in a puff of smoke the moment her back was turned.  She disappeared into
the kitchen and the sofa immediately rebounded beneath him.  Fabian looked
around to see his three youngest sons gazing expectantly at him.


‘What’s it like to die?’ 
Marcus demanded.  ‘Does it hurt?’


‘It hurts more to live Marcus.’


‘I’ll bet.  So, just how mad
was mother when she found out you’d been hiding this neat little death-dodging
trick from her?’  Samson asked.    


Fabian smiled, ‘Very.’


The three brothers shared a look
then fired a barrage of questions at their father.  Across the other side
of the room Cain watched in amusement as the fearsome Mage De Winter weathered
the storm of his sons’ curiosity.  


Noticing that their argument
about the Larch succession was no longer holding his attention, Phantom
followed his gaze and sighed, ‘Ah, yes.  The young are always fascinated
by death.  It’s only when time makes death an all too familiar companion
that the mystery tends to fade a little.  Mind you, I rather think that
Mage De Winter’s miraculous recovery will ignite others’ curiosity too.’


‘I know it’s ignited mine.’ 
Cain shook his head slowly.  ‘He was dead Phantom.  I felt the lack
of pulse with my own fingers ... but now he lives again.’


A loud crash sounded from the
kitchen, followed by a stream of colourful swear words.  Recognising
Mistral’s voice, Phantom sighed, ‘And for that we are eternally grateful. 
I can’t imagine Mistral taking to widowhood gracefully, can you?’


‘No.’ Cain agreed with a
slight smile.  ‘I did wonder if I would be delivering green-eyed babies in
the future.’











Spring





Sunlight danced over the rippling
waters of the river.  A young woman leaned over the stone parapet of the
bridge, her blue eyes sparkling as she pointed at a brightly painted boat
sailing beneath them.  Her companion smiled, the corners of his eyes
crinkling in a way that made him appear full of mischief.


They walked on, arm in arm. 
The neatly trimmed trees they passed were just beginning to awaken after the
long winter.  A fuzz of pale green covered the tips of the dark
branches.  


The woman looked up and sighed,
‘Well, we’re on the banks of the Seine, but the trees are crowned in green, not
red.’


‘Hmm, well your mother is due to
give birth this autumn and would definitely kill me if I dared to go on holiday
then.  She’s got some sort of deep aversion to letting Serenity deliver
one of her babies.’


Delphine laughed then gasped and
pointed excitedly at a couple on the other side of the street, ‘Cain! 
Look at that!’


He followed her gaze and
frowned.  The woman in the couple was pushing what looked like a small
carriage.  A wailing could clearly be heard coming from inside.


He laughed in astonishment,
‘There’s a baby in there!’


‘What a fantastic idea! 
Let’s buy mother one!  She’ll need it this time.’


‘Will she?’


‘Of course she will Cain. 
She’s having three babies and she’s only got two arms.  How will she hold
the third one?’


‘I thought Hulda was going to
help.’


Delphine sighed, ‘She’s still
going to be helping Gemma.  Samsara’s taking ages to grow!’


Cain laughed, ‘Samsara is growing
at a normal rate for an elven baby.  It’s you and your siblings that grew
at the less normal rate.’  He eyed the wheeled carriage critically. 
‘I suppose it would be big enough for three, but not for long.  The
triplets will be smaller than any of her other babies, but they’ll grow just as
fast.  It wouldn’t be long before they outgrew that.’


 Delphine shrugged, ‘So she
can use it for the next one.  Or lend it out.’


‘Oh?’  Cain raised an
eyebrow quizzically.  ‘Know something I don’t.’


Delphine bit her lip but couldn’t
conceal her smile, ‘Bram told me before we left.  Laila’s pregnant. 
He’s over the moon!’


Cain frowned, ‘I’m pleased for
them, of course, but how will they afford to raise a child?  Neither of
them are Qualified.  And where are they going to live?  The dorms are
hardly appropriate!’


‘Gemma’s offered to rent them a
room in exchange for Bram working in the stables during his spare time. 
She says he has a natural way with the unbroken horses.  Serenity said
Laila can keep on serving her apprenticeship in the Infirmary until she’s due,
and Hulda’s agreed to help out with the baby so that Laila can continue with
her training.  She won’t charge much.  I know it’ll be a struggle for
them, but it’s only for a few months, then they’ll both have Qualified and can
start earning money – oh!  I nearly forgot!  Bram’s asked mother and
father to be godparents!’


‘Has he?  Is he mad?’


‘Probably.’  Delphine
laughed and tugged excitedly on his hand.  ‘Come on!  Let’s go buy
one of those baby carriages!  Then you can take me for lunch.’


Cain pulled her back into his
arms, ‘Can lunch be room service?’  


Delphine smiled and kissed him.
 


A passerby laughed and doffed his
cap, ‘C’est l’amour!’


Cain grinned back, ‘Oiu
monsieur.  Ce’st l’amour.  Mais ne dites pas à ma femme!’


‘What do you mean don’t tell your
wife!  I am your wife!’  Delphine gasped as the man walked on,
laughing to himself.  


‘Yes.  Heaven only knows
why, but two years ago to this very day, you married me.’


‘Well, I think that calls for a celebration. 
Don’t you?’  Delphine looped her arm through his and began to walk on
again.  ‘We’ll just buy one of those carriages, oh, and I’d like a quick
look at the silk goods in a shop I noticed earlier ... and the perfumery next
door.  Do you think they’d divulge their ingredient lists if we slipped
them some money?  We could start blending some of our own in the shop –’


Cain smiled happily up at the
cloudless blue sky while Delphine talked, not noticing that he was steering her
back towards their hotel.  


 


 





cover.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg





images/00011.jpeg





images/00012.jpeg





images/00017.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00016.jpeg





images/00014.jpeg





