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Malachi Nox





It was a cold
Friday morning, Mistral and the twins were having breakfast in the Refectory
listening to the first years talking excitedly about the knucker hunt they were
being sent out on for the day.  Phantasm smiled as he glanced out the
window at the snow falling thickly.  The sky outside was so heavy and grey
it barely looked like daylight. 


‘Bless
them!  Am I glad not to be a first year anymore,’ he sighed happily.


‘Can you
actually imagine getting excited about hunting a knucker?’  Mistral asked
with an incredulous shake of her head.


‘There was a
time when you would get excited about hunting for a lost sock,’ Phantasm
reproved her with a frown.


‘You’re
right,’ Mistral admitted and laughed ruefully.  ‘I was all about the
hunting-and-eating-it part!  Still am, come to think of it,’ she added
thoughtfully.


‘Well I wish
you had hunted my breakfast!  Where on earth does Bernadette get her ideas
of what constitutes an appropriate breakfast from?’  Phantom muttered as
he pushed his half-eaten bowl of fish stew away with a shudder.  He looked
around with a bored expression on his face.  ‘What’s on the agenda for
today brother?’  he demanded, drumming his fingers moodily on the table-top.


‘Master Nox,’
replied Phantasm, pushing his own empty bowl away with a satisfied sigh. 
‘You know, that’s beginning to grow on me.’


Phantom
suddenly perked up, ‘Master Nox?  I wonder what he’ll be teaching us,’ he
leaned his elbows onto the table and clasped his hands together
thoughtfully.  ‘Poisons, obviously, but what else?’


‘What else
does he specialise in?’  Mistral asked, taking a sip of water from her
cup.  She hadn’t even bothered to fill a bowl from the large iron tureen
on the counter; Bernadette’s breakfasts were notoriously inedible.  


‘Master Nox?
 I’m not sure,’ said Phantasm narrowing his eyes broodingly.  


Mistral raised
her eyebrows in surprise.  It wasn’t like the twins not to know every
detail of one of the Magnate, down to their inside leg measurement.


‘There are no
records of his achievements in the Ri’s library, only the standard entries of
the dates of his apprenticeship and the date he completed working back his debt
to the Ri … then there’s a huge gap until he became a member of the Magnate.’


‘Fabian says
he was an excellent assassin in his day,’ Mistral said distractedly, her
attention drawn to one of the first years enthusiastically demonstrating the
best method of restraining a knucker.  She watched him for a moment then turned
her attention back to see two sets of bright green eyes staring impatiently at
her.


‘Honestly
Mistral, you could share these things!  And what else did Mage De Winter
say?’  Phantom demanded in a heated whisper.


Mistral
shrugged, ‘He said Malachi was an expert at non-contact assassinations, you
know, using poisons.  Fabian met him a few times when Malachi was working
for the Council as a special foreign envoy, or some other fancy title. 
Basically the Council would send him off abroad to tidy up when sorcerers had
got carried away and exposed their true identities.’


Phantasm
frowned, ‘How exactly did he do that?’


‘Assassinated
them and anyone who knew the truth,’ she replied evenly. 


Phantasm and
Phantom shared a bleak look.


‘Sounds like
yet another delightful person we have the pleasure of getting to know,’ sighed
Phantom darkly. 


‘I suggest
that we don’t keep him waiting then,’ said Phantasm briskly and made to rise to
his feet.


‘I agree, or
we might not make it to lunchtime … which, I might add, is another high-point
in my day,’ grumbled Phantom.


 ‘Another
fun day,’ Mistral muttered dispiritedly and reluctantly followed the twins
across the Refectory.  ‘You know, I almost envy them,’ she said, casting a
wistful glance at the first years pulling on heavy cloaks ready for the day’s
hunt in the snow. 


She trailed
after the twins while they chatted away, climbing up the stairs to the second
floor.  Her second year’s apprenticeship was proving to be a lot less
exacting than her first.  To add to her flat mood Fabian being her
Training Lieutenant had so far not turned out to be quite as pleasurable as she
had imagined it would be.  For starters, her training schedule for the
year involved much less physical work and was more orientated around mastering
her gift, requiring her to spend lots of time with Serenity Lightwater and
occasionally the Divinus, and less in the Training Arena where Fabian was every
day.  True, she did get to see him most lunchtimes and every night … and
morning, but she had envisaged spending her whole days with him too and felt
cheated.  She was also finding mastering the illusive power of Sight more
difficult than she had imagined.  


Despite all of
the work she was putting in, Mistral had still not been able to develop her
ability beyond being able to read auras.  By contrast the twins were
progressing rapidly with their Gemini gift and had already been offered a
classified Council Contract, from which they had returned with unbearably
superior attitudes, until Mistral had pasted them in a sword training session
and brought them down to size again.  


Mistral had
been offered suspiciously few Contracts so far and was swiftly coming to the
conclusion that there was some kind of “keep Mistral safe until she masters
Sight” campaign going on behind the scenes.  She was willing to bet that
it had been agreed between Fabian and Leo but also suspected that the twins had
been coerced into preventing her from doing anything vaguely interesting. 
They always seemed to be conveniently busy whenever she asked them to go out
hunting with her, forcing her instead to accompany them on long, pointless
sessions with Mycroft Casterton.  Mistral had fallen asleep during the
last one and had not been invited back again, for which she was grateful. 
Mycroft Casterton’s knowledge on Council politics and history was as vast as it
was dull.  The combination of his fondness for the sound of his own voice
and his sumptuous, overheated tower room made Mistral feel sleepy just by
thinking about it.  


Lost in
brooding thoughts on how boring the second year was turning out to be, Mistral
didn’t realise that they had reached the door to Malachi Nox’s tower room until
she walked into the back of Phantasm.


‘It’s polite
to knock before opening the door.’  Phantasm chided when she bounced off
him with a surprised look on her face.


‘Sorry,’ she
sighed.  ‘Just eager to get in there and learn, learn, learn.’


‘Of course you
are,’ he murmured and rapped smartly on the black wooden door.  


With a sinking
feeling of impending boredom, Mistral followed the twins through the door when
it was opened by an unsmiling Malachi Nox.


‘Enter and be
seated,’ he said crisply, waving a thin hand towards a long workbench and a
number of tall stools.


Mistral stole
a glance around the room as she walked over to sit on a stool.  She had
been inside all of the Magnate’s tower rooms now and had quickly realised that
their living quarters provided useful insights to their personalities. 
Mycroft’s was furnished with plush velvet armchairs, all arranged around a fire
that blazed winter and summer.  He rarely moved from his armchair kingdom
unless it was to refill the dish of sweetmeats set by his side.  By
contrast, the Divinus’ tower room was utterly devoid of any furnishings other
than a stark throne-like wooden chair.  Leo Sphinx’s room was scattered
with weapons and bits of armour in need of repair.  It also held possibly
the largest four poster bed that Mistral had ever seen.  She grimaced
whenever she thought of it, knowing that Golden had been in it for most of the
previous year.  Serenity Lightwater, the only female member of the
Magnate, did not use her tower room but had a small bedroom adjoining the
Infirmary where she worked.  In effect, the Infirmary was her tower room
and reflected her ordered and annoyingly caring personality. 


Malachi Nox’s
tower room was crammed full of books, tainting the air with their peppery,
musty smell.  Shelves covered the stone walls from the floor right up to
the high vaulted ceiling; all packed with leatherbound volumes.  The
overall effect was slightly claustrophobic but not chaotic.  Mistral could
see the books were all neatly ordered with a framed reference to the contents
hanging at the end of every row.  


Malachi had a
narrow single bed pushed up beneath the room’s only window which looked as
though it had been cut out of the bookshelf surrounding it.  To protect
the books, there was no fire in the room and as a result it was icily
cold.  The only source of light apart from the boxed-in window came from a
huge iron candelabra hanging down from the centre of the vaulted
ceiling.   


Mistral slid
onto a stool next to Phantasm and switched her gaze to the workbench in front
of her.  Rows of glass bottles of all sizes were stacked three-deep along
the length of the wooden surface.  Each bottle was made of a different
coloured glass and sealed with a distinctive bright green wax stopper.


The twins were
sat as though carved from stone but Mistral wasn’t fooled; she knew their green
eyes would have taken in every detail of the room.  She hid a smile,
knowing they would spend their evening talking about what they had deduced from
their observations.


‘I will begin
by attempting to introduce you to the subtle art of poisons,’ Malachi Nox’s
clipped tones broke into her musings and drew her attention to the dark-robed
figure stood before them.  He was tall and angular with unnaturally pale
features accentuated by closely cropped black hair that grew into a widow’s
peak at the front.  


‘However, I do
not expect you to excel at, or even appreciate the art; few do.’ 


Mistral kept
her face expressionless while she wondered privately how hard it could be to
brew up poison.  Cain was a dab hand already with no real instruction and
Fabian concocted his own blend that was particularly potent. 


‘Try to
comprehend that poison is not just limited to its ability to kill quickly and
silently,’ Malachi continued in a curt tone.  ‘There are poisons that will
induce a coma so deep that it is virtually indistinguishable from death, others
that force the taker to reveal the innermost secrets of their soul and some
that are capable of causing indescribable agony to the victim yet leave them
resiliently healthy in every other aspect.’


As he spoke
Malachi reached out to caress a bright red bottle with one long finger. 
Mistral suppressed a shudder of repulsion.  She was willing to bet that
bottle contained the agony-inducing potion he was describing.  


The morning
dragged by slowly with them reading through and making notes on basic recipes
for different types of poisons.  The lack of natural light in the room
gave it a strangely timeless feel and it was only when Mistral’s stomach
rumbled hungrily that she realised it must be midday.


‘I will see
you back here in one hour,’ Malachi dismissed them shortly, holding the heavy
door open for them.  They filed past him silently and ran lightly down the
stairs from his room.


‘Well, that
was fun,’ said Mistral heavily.  ‘Let’s go to The Cloak.  I can’t
stand the thought of eating another of Bernadette’s vile concoctions.’


‘Why don’t you
say what you really mean?’  Phantom huffed.  ‘You want to have lunch
with your Mage, not us!’ 


‘Please
forgive me for trying to have some enjoyment in my sorry excuse for a
life!’  Mistral snapped and abruptly stalked off ahead of them. 


‘That was
rather tactless brother,’ murmured Phantasm, watching Mistral vanish down the
second flight of stairs to the ground floor.  ‘You know how hard she’s
finding the idea of a second year.’


Phantom
sighed, ‘But she used to be such fun and now she’s either brooding over her
Mage or drooling over him and I don’t know which is worse.’


‘The
brooding,’ said Phantasm firmly.


By the time
the twins had walked through the heavy snow down to The Cloak and Dagger
Mistral was already talking to Fabian at the bar, gazing deeply into his eyes
with an expression of such utter happiness on her face that even Phantom began
to feel guilty for his harsh words. 


They wandered
over and greeted Fabian before ordering drinks and meals from the red-cheeked
bartender.


‘How was your
morning?’  Fabian enquired, passing Mistral a tankard of ale.


‘Duller than
dull.’  Mistral replied, taking a long drink from her tankard before
setting down it on the bar again.  ‘How was yours?’


Fabian
shrugged lightly and smiled, ‘Quite entertaining.  I oversaw the first
years out on their first knucker hunt.  Considering that they are all
tribe born they have rather lamentable hunting skills.’


‘Where are
they now?’  Mistral asked, gazing around at the empty bar.


‘Two are in
the Infirmary with concussions from falling off their horses and the rest are
still hunting.’


Mistral
laughed, ‘Let’s hope none of them die, I don’t think it would look too good on
your record as a Training Lieutenant.’


‘Ours didn’t
do too well last year did they?’  Phantom interjected with a wry
grin.  ‘Two died and you practically lived in the Infirmary.’


‘Good times,’
Mistral sighed and took another long drink from her tankard.  ‘At least I
was doing something to get injured.’ 


‘You will if
you keep drinking at that rate – don’t forget we’re going to be handling
dangerous substances this afternoon,’ said Phantasm, looking pointedly at her
nearly empty tankard.


Mistral fixed
Fabian with a pleading look, ‘Please let me skive off with you this
afternoon.  I will honestly die of boredom if I have to spend the
afternoon with Malachi Nox.’


Fabian touched
her cheek and murmured softly, ‘It’s not forever.’ 


‘Talking of
Master Nox,’ Phantom interrupted loudly.  ‘Do you know what blood he
has?  Only I can’t work it out … he’s not of elven descent that’s for
sure.’


‘Blood is the
right word to use when referring to Malachi.’  Fabian replied.


The twins
gazed at Fabian silently, waiting for him to explain.  Mistral sighed
disinterestedly and leaned against his side while he wrapped an arm around her
shoulders.  They could talk all they wanted for all she cared, she was
quite happy to drink and enjoy being close to Fabian for an all too brief hour.


‘Malachi Nox
is of Mage descent on his mother’s side,’ Fabian continued in a low
voice.  ‘And his father is reputed to have been a vampire.’


The twins’
eyes widened at this salacious piece of information and instantly began a
murmured conversation between themselves about the reclusive tribe of vampires
that lived in the Northern Range.


‘Good, that’ll
keep them occupied for the rest of the hour,’ said Mistral with a satisfied
look on her face.  ‘Now you can tell me what we’re doing this weekend.’ 


‘Well, I know
it’s not quite up to the chimera hunt –’ 


‘Oh, now that
was fantastic,’ interrupted Mistral with a happy smile.  ‘Did I ever thank
you for that?  It was the best holiday I’ve ever had … well the only one
actually, but it’ll be a hard one to beat.’


Fabian smiled
and kissed her gently, ‘I’m glad you enjoyed it.  However, this weekend I
thought we could go home and hunt.  The cellar is looking a bit bare now
that there are two of us eating there.’


Mistral
grinned up at him; she had been worried that he would have commitments in the
Valley since he had promised Leo two full months of his time as a Training
Lieutenant for the Ri.


‘That sounds
perfect!  Is it too early for bears?’


‘Yes,’ said
Fabian sternly.  ‘We’ll be hunting for deer and boar only.’


‘Huh, nothing
that could bite me back you mean,’ she grumbled. 


‘Only me.’


Mistral felt
the breath catch in her throat and stared back into his deep black gaze.  


‘Do you know
which vampire it was rumoured to be?’  Phantom asked, abruptly dragging
Mistral out of her private world.


She spun round
to glare at him furiously.  Did he have some sixth sense prompting him to
barge in on her and Fabian when it was blatantly obvious they shouldn’t be
interrupted?


‘I think it
was widely believed to be Bellicose La Monte but don’t quote me on that. 
He is still quite active and I would hate to be on his calling card,’ said
Fabian smoothly, his face betraying none of the emotion his voice had held only
seconds before.


As the twins
proceeded to assail Fabian with an endless barrage of questions regarding
Malachi Nox Mistral sighed and sank quietly against his side, knowing that they
would have no more opportunities for whispered conversations that
lunchtime.  


When their
hour’s break was over Fabian left The Cloak and Dagger with them.  He
kissed Mistral briefly then strode across the snow covered square towards the
stableblock to saddle Spirit and go out to check on the first years progress
with their knucker hunt.


The twins were
full of the information they had gleaned from Fabian about Malachi Nox and
talked in low voices between themselves all the way back to the Main Building.


‘Mistral!’ 
Phantasm suddenly gasped; making her jump … she had been busy reliving a world
where Phantom hadn’t interrupted her conversation with Fabian.


‘Do you think
you could try and read Master Nox’s aura this afternoon?’  he asked with a
wicked gleam in his eyes.  ‘My brother and I will create a diversion so he
won’t notice you going all blank.’ 


‘Sure, no
problem,’ she sighed heavily, shoving all Fabian-based thoughts to the back of
her mind as they walked into the Entrance Hall and began to climb the stairs up
to the second floor.


The twins’
whispered speculations abruptly halted when they reached the black wooden door
to Malachi Nox’s tower room.  Phantasm raised his fist and knocked on the
door.  It opened promptly with the sharp features of Malachi Nox appearing
to greet them.  Saying nothing he stepped aside to admit them into his
book-filled domain. 


Mistral
followed the twins across the room and took her seat, gazing listlessly at the
array of strange items laid out on the table in front of them.


‘Tell me what
you see before you,’ Malachi began without preamble.


‘A small
turnip ... some parsley.  That looks like asparagus and … is that a bulb
of garlic?’  Phantasm frowned and picked up the whitish coloured root.


‘Exactly the
response I was expecting,’ murmured Malachi icily.  ‘And precisely why so
many people unwittingly poison themselves.


‘That,’ he
said sweeping suddenly towards the table and lifting the bulb of “garlic”
between one finger and thumb.  ‘Is a narcissus bulb and quite deadly when
prepared in the correct manner.  The “small turnip”,’ he continued in a
condescending tone, ‘is actually root of aconite, the “parsley” is cleverly
disguised I agree but its true identity is far more harmful, it is of course,
lesser hemlock.  And finally, the “asparagus” is really white
hellebore.  


‘Tell me
apprentice, did you think you were here to learn how to cook?’  Malachi
fixed Phantasm with a disdainful look.


Phantasm met
Malachi’s cold gaze and kept his face expressionless, ‘No Master Nox.’ 


Malachi Nox
regarded him silently for a long moment then abruptly dropped the narcissus
bulb onto the table.


‘You will
spend the afternoon researching poisons that cleverly adapt innocuous
disguises.  The reference manuals you will require are located on this
shelf,’ he gestured lazily towards one of the towering shelves.  ‘There
will be no need to talk to one another.’  Malachi finished in a cold voice
and strode over to take a seat in a high-backed armchair, picking up the large
book resting on the arm and opening it. 


The twins
shared a brief look and slid from their stools, as Phantom brushed past her
Mistral felt a slight pressure on her arm and knew that they were about to try and
create a diversion long enough for her to read Malachi’s aura.  She jumped
off her stool and hurried over to the bookshelf Malachi had pointed at. 
Grabbing the first book that came to hand she quickly took her seat again while
the twins began to idly peruse the long row of leatherbound manuals.


‘Master
Nox?’  Phantom enquired in a polite tone.  ‘Would you consider
“Natures Weapons” to be more instructive to us today rather than “Theriac
Production: The Definitive Guide”?’


Malachi
glanced over with barely disguised irritation, ‘Do you even know what Theriac
is?’


‘No, but it
sounds fascinating,’ replied Phantom with absolute sincerity.  ‘If it’s
not too much trouble Master Nox, do you think you would be able to tell me more
about it?’


Giving a
sibilant sigh Malachi laid the open book across the arm of his chair once more
and stood up.  Moving over to where the twins were standing he took the
heavy manual from Phantom’s hands and opened it at the beginning.


‘This book is
far too advanced for you,’ he snapped, ‘but if you are truly interested in
learning how to brew an antidote that cures all known poisons and has a basic
ingredient list of over seventy items then I suggest that you begin with
Chapter Two.’


Malachi began
to flick through the pages.  His back was to Mistral, providing her with
the perfect opportunity.  Slowing her breathing and concentrating on the
air around Malachi’s head until she was rewarded by the appearance of a slight
shimmer of pale colour.  Malachi’s aura glimmered briefly in an indefinable
halo then the vision abruptly vanished.  Mistral frowned and tried
again.  Clearing her mind she re-focussed and once again Malachi’s aura
swam into view in an indistinct swirl only to disappear almost
immediately.  


‘Now, if your
curiosity is quite satisfied, perhaps you would like to continue with the task
I have set you.’


Malachi’s curt
voice snapped Mistral from her trance.  She immediately bent her head over
the book she had selected, gazing unseeingly at the words on the page while her
mind whirred frantically.  Why hadn’t she been able to read Malachi’s
aura?  With a sudden wave of panic she wondered if she was losing her
gift.  She turned quickly to look at Phantom.  Forcing herself to
become calm she called up the vision of his aura.  It swam obediently into
view in a swirl of metallic grey shot through with bright bolts of silver:
curiosity and excitement, the very essence of Phantom’s nature.  Mistral
blinked and the illusion vanished, leaving her feeling relieved but
perplexed.  With no opportunity to whisper her findings to the twins
Mistral had no choice but to try and concentrate on the work they had been
set.  


The afternoon
wore by with mind-numbing slowness.  Mistral could feel Phantom’s
impatience growing with every hour that dragged by until he was fidgeting
restlessly and looking pointedly at the door every few minutes.  When
Malachi finally released them with a terse dismissal Phantom took hold of her
arm and almost dragged her from the tower room.  


‘Finally,’ he
muttered when Malachi closed the door behind them with a soft snap.  They
ran quickly down the stairs and straight along the corridor to the twins’ room
in silence, only speaking again when they were safely inside with the door
firmly closed.


Mistral sat on
the edge of Phantom’s bed while they settled themselves on the bed opposite
her, leaning back against the wall and gazing at her with identical expressions
of anticipation that never failed to make her smile.


‘Tell all
sister,’ breathed Phantom, his eyes shining with excitement.


Mistral
clasped her hands together in her lap and frowned at them, ‘I wish I had
something to tell you brother.  But I haven’t.  I couldn’t read his
aura.’


The twins
stared at her wordlessly; Phantom’s face dropping with disappointment and
Phantasm’s instantly creasing into a concerned expression.


‘You don’t
think the strain of taking a second year has made you lose your gift do
you?’  he asked anxiously.


Mistral shook
her head, ‘No, I read Phantom’s aura straight away to check.’


‘I wish you
wouldn’t,’ snapped Phantom looking annoyed.  ‘I might have been thinking
about something personal!’


‘Oh Phantom,
how many times do I have to say this?’  Mistral exclaimed
exasperatedly.  ‘I can only see your emotions, not hear your thoughts –yet.’


‘But still –’
Phantom persisted in a miffed tone.


‘If it makes
you feel better I can tell you what I saw,’ Mistral offered with a smile.


‘No thanks,’
snapped Phantom huffily.  


‘Can we please
consider the important issue here?’  Phantasm demanded.  


‘Yes, my
privacy!’


‘No Phantom,
the real issue is why couldn’t Mistral read Master Nox’s aura?  Has this
ever happened before, apart from when you were going slightly demented last
winter that is.’


Mistral
scowled at him.  She didn’t care to be reminded of how she’d felt during
Fabian’s long absence.  Losing her ability to read auras had been the
least distressing part of that particular period of her life as far as she was
concerned.


‘No,’ she
replied shortly. 


‘He’s
half-Mage isn’t he?’  Phantom said, still looking slightly sulky.


‘Yes, but we
all know that the Craft doesn’t pass down to half-breeds, so he can’t be using
that to deflect Mistral’s sight … I wonder if it’s something to do with him
having vampire blood –’


‘Don’t know …
don’t care.’  Mistral suddenly leapt to her feet and headed for the
door.  Training had finished for the day and Fabian would be waiting for
her.











A Tame Mage





Snow continued
to fall heavily for the rest of the night but had ceased by breakfast on
Saturday morning, leaving a glistening white blanket across the Valley. 
Mistral walked into the Refectory with Fabian and gazed pensively out of the
long narrow windows at the low bank of grey cloud veiling the mountainside from
view. 


‘Do you think
we’ll be able to ride home today?’ she asked him in a worried voice.


Fabian glanced
up at the sky and frowned, ‘I don’t think it will snow any more today and the
Valley is a misleading guide to use anyway; it always seems to catch the worst
of any snowfalls.  I’m sure the snow won’t be as deep out in the meadow
and there’ll definitely be less snow laying on the trail through the
forests.  It may take us a little longer, but I’m certain we will be able
to ride home today.’


‘Thank
goodness for that,’ Mistral sighed.  ‘I can’t wait to get out of here for
a couple of days!’


Fabian
instantly tensed but said nothing and Mistral kept her gaze firmly fixed on the
snowy scene outside the window.  Her staying over at the small mountain
house was a continual matter of contention between them with Fabian insisting
on sleeping on the sofa and making her sleep alone in his bed upstairs. 
Despite his best efforts to keep her away from him he usually failed as Mistral
would wait until he was asleep then creep down and curl up with him on the sofa.


‘I know what
you’re thinking,’ she murmured.  


‘I wish you
did then it wouldn’t be such a problem,’ he muttered back.


Mistral shot
him a covetous look from under her eyelashes, ‘We don’t have to wait you know.’


Fabian
clenched his jaw and continued to glare out of the window rather than look at
her, ‘We made a deal Mistral.  Establish Sight and then we can begin our
lives together.’ 


‘But –’ she
began only to be interrupted by one of the first years calling out across the
Refectory.


‘Mage De
Winter?  Are we upstairs today?’


Fabian and
Mistral spun around to face the speaker, a stocky apprentice with the
distinctive squashed features of someone with goblin blood.  Fabian’s face
was impassive but Mistral glared daggers at the apprentice.  Why did
everyone think it was perfectly acceptable to interrupt their private
conversations?


‘That is
correct Ezra.’  Fabian replied in a clam voice.  ‘There is too much
snow in the Arena to train.  It will be swords in the third floor Training
Room this morning.’  


‘I’m training
with you this morning.’  Mistral commented as they turned back to face the
window.


‘I know,’ said
Fabian with a slight smile.  ‘We had better get you some breakfast
then.  You’ll need some energy for what I’ve got planned today.’


Mistral’s face
lit up, ‘Oh good, something interesting for once!  I’ve had the most
boring week of my life!  Well, maybe not.  Nevelte could be
unbelievably dull when the snows came, but I usually passed the time … er, one
way or another,’ she finished quickly.  


She had been
about to say that she had filled her snowbound days in the tiny sorcering
village by picking fights with the other village teenagers but decided that
might be one story about her past that probably didn’t present her in the best
light. 


Fabian raised an
eyebrow, letting her know that he had noticed her slip-up and would be
questioning her on it later.  She pulled a face in response and marched
over to the counter where Bernadette had placed a large tureen.  


‘Good morning
dearie!’  Bernadette called cheerily from the steamy depths of the
kitchen.  ‘It’s porridge this morning,’ she confirmed, catching Mistral’s
suspicious glance under the lid of the tureen. 


‘Great, thanks
Bernadette,’ 


‘But I’ve got
a lovely liver and turnip casserole coming up in a bit!’


‘Oh, right,’
said Mistral, stifling a grin as the twins sidled up to her, both wearing
identical expressions of disgust at the menu.


Mistral
quickly filled four bowls, passing two to the twins and one to Fabian who
promptly took hers as well and carried them both over to a table.  Mistral
couldn’t help but smile as she watched him place the bowls on the table and
pull out a bench for her to sit next to him.  Assassin he may be, but his
manners were impeccable. 


Phantom
immediately began to talk excitedly about their morning the moment they all sat
down. 


‘Master
Casterton will be taking us through the Treaty of the Isle today,’ he began
effusively, a fanatical gleam lighting his eye.  ‘It’s going to be
fascinating, I can’t wait!’


‘Sounds
riveting.’  Mistral muttered, privately thinking that Phantom had very
strange concepts about what constituted an interesting way to spend a Saturday
morning.


‘You really
ought to pay more interest in the history of the Isle you know Mistral.’
 Phantom wagged his porridge-laden spoon at her.  ‘When you master
your gift you’ll be sent to work in the Council and it might be useful to have
some idea of how it actually functions before you get there!’


Mistral
scowled, ‘The Council?  Oh joy.  I can’t wait for that.’


Fabian said nothing
and bent his head over his bowl of porridge; this was subject it was best not
to get Mistral involved in just before an armed training session.


‘You should be
grateful!’  Phantom snapped, ignoring his brother’s warning look. 
‘It’ll be highly paid and a lot safer than crawling through the undergrowth
with a dagger between your teeth like those poor first years!’


‘At least that
wouldn’t bore me to death!’  shoving her untouched bowl of porridge away
Mistral leapt to her feet and stormed from the Refectory.


Phantom
watched her go with a furious look on his face, ‘Just what is up with her these
days?  Anyone would think she actually wants to risk her life for a
living!’


Phantasm
sighed, ‘She does brother.’


Fabian quietly
rose from the table murmuring an apology to the twins as he left.


‘I wish him
luck with trying to calm her down!’  Phantom muttered darkly and reached
for Mistral’s untouched bowl of porridge.


‘It’s more
likely to be a case of damage limitation,’ said Phantasm watching the first
year apprentices looking at each other apprehensively.  ‘Mage De Winter
won’t have any first years with limbs still attached by the end of the morning
if Mistral goes into that Training Room in her present state of mind.’


Phantom
snorted, narrowly avoiding spraying his brother with porridge.  He
finished his mouthful and sighed, ‘Oh, I know I’m being a bit hard on her at
the moment.  But she’s got such a rare gift and doesn’t even seem to
care!  It’s just so frustrating watching her desperately trying to throw
it all away just to be with her Mage.  I mean, just imagine what we could
do with that gift as well as our own.  The possibilities are endless!’


‘I think you
have to give her some leeway brother.  It’s hard for her not to resent her
gift when it stands between her and Mage De Winter.  I can’t even begin to
imagine how hard that must be for Mistral.  She’s not exactly blessed with
limitless patience is she?’


‘No,’ agreed
Phantom, looking slightly repentant.  ‘Fine, I’ll try to be more
understanding.’ 


Fabian caught
up with Mistral as she stalked along the third floor corridor towards the
Training Room.  Reaching out to grab her arm he spun her around to face
him, meeting her blazing glare with his own cool black gaze. 


He offered her
a half-smile, ‘I think you’ve frightened all the first years.’ 


Mistral glared
furiously back but couldn’t help beginning to melt.  She never seemed to
be able to stay angry with Fabian for long.


‘I’m sorry,’
she finally muttered, dropping her gaze from his to stare dejectedly at her
boots.  ‘I know that I promised to behave respectfully around you when you
became a Training Lieutenant.’


‘Oh, don’t
worry about them.’  Fabian dismissed her apology with a shrug.  ‘A
little fear is healthy.  And you were being disrespectful to a fellow
warrior, not your Training Lieutenant.’


Mistral
snorted disdainfully, ‘Phantom barely warrants that title!  He’s become so
lazy!  All he wants to do is sit in front of Mycroft Casterton’s fire and
listen to him waffle on endlessly about Council gossip and other incredibly
pointless stuff all day long –’ 


Fabian
listened calmly while Mistral ranted on about Phantom until she had listed all
of his failings twice and was about to begin all over again when he abruptly
bent his head and kissed her.


‘Oh,’ said
Mistral breathlessly when he eventually released her.


‘Where are we
going this afternoon?’ he asked her gently.


‘Er, home?’


He smiled,
‘Exactly.  And what else matters?’ 


‘Nothing,’ she
sighed then her eyes narrowed with a devious look.  ‘Except maybe pasting
that annoying half-goblin for interrupting our conversation this morning! 
What was him name?’


‘Ezra.’
 Fabian pushed open the door to the Training Room to allow her to enter
before him.


‘Ezra …
right.  I’m so going to hammer him!’


Fabian gave her
a stern look, ‘I don’t think you are.’  


‘Oh come
on!  Just a bit … please?’  she added hopefully.


Fabian shook
his head and drew his sword, turning swiftly to face her, ‘Leave Ezra alone
Mistral.  However, we have a few minutes before they all arrive … care to
practise with me?’


‘Yes
please!’  Mistral grinned and promptly drew her double swords.  


Laughing
recklessly they began to drill, the ringing of clashing swords drowning out the
surprised gasps of the first years when they arrived.  


By midday the first
year apprentices were dripping with sweat.  Fabian had ordered them to
relentlessly drill, attack and defence, repeatedly switching their sword to
their opposite hand to encourage them to be able to fight with both.


‘What would
happen if you injured your sword arm?’ he asked when they complained.  ‘Do
you think your opponent would simply agree to reschedule your fight for a
future date?’ 


While Fabian
dismissed the first years at the end of the session Mistral examined her swords
carefully for any nicks before sheathing them and waiting for him to
finish.  He took his time, speaking to each apprentice in turn, briefly
discussing their performance during training and offering guidance on how to
improve.  Mistral watched him, his beautiful face set in a serious
expression while he listened to each apprentice’s response.  Gazing at him
she felt a burst of yearning so powerful that she was surprised he didn’t feel
her desperate need from across the room and turn to look at her.  


Mistral
clenched her fists and fought back the tears that threatened to fall until the
last apprentice had left the room.  When Fabian finally turned to look at
her he met her stricken gaze and immediately crossed the room to take her in
his arms.


‘What is
it?’  he demanded anxiously. 


‘I – I don’t
really know how to explain it –’


‘Try,’ he
urged, gently wiping the tears from her face with his fingertips.


‘I just want
to be with you so much that sometimes I almost can’t bear it.’


Fabian sighed
and held her tightly, ‘I know, I know,’ he murmured soothingly into her
hair.  ‘But this isn’t how our lives are always going to be.  You
have my word on that.’


‘But how can I
have?’  Mistral demanded, turning her tear-streaked face up to gaze
imploringly at him.  ‘What if I don’t master the Sight this year … or next
… or never!  Will we stay like this forever?’


‘No.’ Fabian’s
eyes burned into hers with a startling intensity.  ‘I promised Leo a
year.  No more.’


Mistral gazed
back at him for a long moment before nodding miserably, ‘A year then.’ 


‘It may be
less Mistral.’ 


‘Oh, I hope
so,’ Mistral sighed heavily and laid her head against his chest.


‘Would you
like to go home now?’ he murmured, dropping the ghost of a kiss on the top of
her head. 


‘Yes please.’ 


They rode out
of the Valley side by side.  Both horses were excited by the snow and
pulled strongly against their riders.  Fabian’s bright palomino dancing
skittishly through the powdery snow while she kept pace with Cirrus’ long
strides.  As Fabian had predicted, the snow lay less thickly over the wide
meadows than in the Valley and there was little or no snowfall to speak of on
the trail through the forests.  Before the middle of the afternoon they
were riding into the small courtyard outside their home.  


‘It’s too late
to hunt today.’  Fabian decided as he led Spirit into the stables. 
‘We’ll go out tomorrow, we can head north if you wish and go further; make a
day of it.’


‘Sounds
good.’  Mistral leapt from Cirrus and led him into a stall next to
Spirit.  ‘We might run into some wolves!’


‘That reminds
me.  Did I tell you that I found the remains of the last four Blackheart
Wolverines when I was hunting a couple of weeks ago?’  Fabian called from
Spirit’s stall.  ‘The poisoned bolts finished them off in the end.’


‘No!  So
the twins actually managed to kill something did they?’


Fabian leaned
over to speak with her while she pulled a rug over Cirrus, ‘Mistral, be more
generous towards your brothers; they care for you more than you know.’


‘Oh Phantasm’s
alright … but Phantom!’  she exclaimed with an angry shake of her
head.  


‘You must
understand how frustrating he finds your attitude towards your gift.’
 Fabian continued.  ‘He cannot comprehend that you would willingly
throw it away just to be with me.’


‘I would you
know,’ she suddenly turned to face him over the wooden partition between the
stalls.  ‘I’d give it all up, right here and now, if it meant I could be
with you.’


He leaned over
and kissed her gently, ‘Then it’s fortunate that I have considerably more restraint
than you.’  


‘Unfortunate
more like.’  Mistral muttered and finished buckling the leather straps on
Cirrus’ rug.


Fabian
laughed, ‘Come on, let’s get something to eat,’ he turned and walked to the
doorway of the stables, waiting for her as she gave Cirrus a final pat and
walked over to take his outstretched hand.


‘Then there’s
something I have to tell in a bit,’ Mistral sighed while they walked across the
snow-covered courtyard towards the steps leading up to the front door. 


Fabian nodded
but didn’t comment and they walked up the steps together in silence. 


‘You know,’ he
murmured while he unlocked the door to the house and opened it wide, ‘I don’t
think I’ve ever traditionally carried you over the threshold of our home have
I?’


Mistral
laughed as Fabian swept her up and carried her into the house.  Kicking
the door shut behind him he walked over to place her down on the sofa. 
Mistral sank back against the cushions and gazed happily out of the long
glass-fronted doors leading onto the balcony.  She never tired of the
stunning view of thickly wooded slopes rising steeply to meet the sweeping
grandeur of the snow-capped Western Range, their distant peaks lost in wreaths
of heavy white cloud.


‘I’ll make us
something to eat,’ she offered, leaping lightly from the sofa and heading to
the small kitchen at the back of the room while Fabian lit the iron stove. 


‘There’s some
cold meat in the larder,’ Fabian called, feeding logs into the brightly burning
flames.


Mistral moved
around the kitchen, the simple domestic task of preparing a meal for them
filling her with a happiness that obliterated her earlier misery.  She
watched Fabian stoke the fire then set the poker down and move across the room
to the dresser.  He moved like a hunting panther, lean and dark. 
There was grace in his motion yet something powerful and inherently dangerous
too.  Mistral almost wished the shiver she felt was one of fear, but it
was quite the opposite and a year was fast becoming a life sentence.  


She returned
to the sofa bearing two plates of cold meat and bread, placing them on the low
table as Fabian carried over a flagon of wine and two cups from dresser.


‘Now,’ said
Fabian, dropping down onto the sofa and stretching out his long legs. 
‘Why don’t you come and sit with me and tell me what it is that’s bothering
you.’  


He opened his
arms and smiled at her, inviting her to join him.  Mistral didn’t need
asking twice, sliding happily into his arms and curling up against him with a
sigh of satisfaction.  She didn’t speak immediately but listened instead
to the peaceful sound of the crackling fire and the steady rhythm of Fabian’s
heartbeats, prolonging the moment of happiness before she had to ruin it all
with the confession she knew she had to make.


‘Promise you
won’t be angry with me,’ she began, glancing quickly up to see his velvet eyes
gazing patiently back. 


‘I can’t
promise not to be perpetually astounded by your wilful and impetuous nature
however I will try to restrain my anger,’ he confirmed with a smile.


Mistral drew
in a deep breath, ‘Well, the twins were going on and on about Malachi having
vampire blood and Phantom asked me to read Malachi’s aura –’ she hesitated and
looked up quickly but was reassured to see that he merely looked amused by the
news that she had been prying on the hidden emotions of a member of the Magnate
… or trying to pry.


‘What did you
see?’ he prompted.  


‘Nothing,’ she
frowned.  ‘I tried twice and both times I just saw the vague outline of
his aura and then it vanished.  I thought I was losing my ability, so I
read Phantom and it was fine ... so I just can’t understand why I couldn’t read
Malachi.’


‘Oh, I don’t
think it was you that couldn’t read his aura,’ murmured Fabian, stroking her
hair gently.  ‘Malachi knows what gift you have and he probably expected
you to try and read him.  He was hiding his aura from you … and that is
very interesting.’ 


‘But how can
he do that?’  Mistral asked, looking perplexed.  ‘I know he’s got
Mage blood but the Craft doesn’t pass to half-breeds does it?’


‘No, and
anyway, there are no spells that can prevent your gift; that’s why Seers are so
highly valued.  I think it is more likely to be a trait he has inherited
from his father’s side.’


‘The
vampire?  Do they have any power then?’


‘Yes, not in
the same league as having the Craft though, or I’m sure Eximius would be
constantly waging war with them for control of the Isle.  However, they
are a race of beings utterly convinced of their own superiority and as such
find living under the rule of a Mage quite hard to take.  They suffer it
because the only other option is to live in the outside world, which many of
their kind do of course, but due to the nature of their hunger they are forced
to live a nomadic existence.  The tribe that live on the Isle reluctantly
abide by the laws Eximius has put in place to govern their appetites because
they grew tired of constantly moving from place to place.’


Mistral
shuddered and Fabian pulled her tighter against him.


‘The tribe
live in the north of the Isle Mistral.  They are forbidden from hunting
anything other than the same sorts of creatures that you and I do.  You
are safe here.’


‘I’m not
frightened,’ said Mistral, looking up at him with a frown.  ‘It’s just a
bit revolting.’


Fabian laughed
softly, ‘Of course you aren’t frightened by the prospect of something draining
the blood from your still living body, only by the concept.  How foolish
of me.’


‘They can be
killed can’t they?’  Mistral asked matter of factly.


‘Of course,
nothing is invincible.’


‘Then there’s
nothing to be afraid of is there?’ 


‘Very
practical; which is why you are by far the best apprentice in my group,’ he
murmured, picking up one of her hands and stroking his fingers lightly down the
palm. 


Mistral
sighed.  The subject of her second year was not one she enjoyed discussing
however it did remind her of something she had been meaning to ask Fabian for a
while.


‘Why did you
stay for a second year’s apprenticeship?’  Mistral asked, sitting up and
turning to face him. 


‘Well, firstly
because I was invited and it’s rude to refuse,’ Fabian teased, leaning forward
to collect one of the plates of food from the table and placing it on his lap.


Mistral
laughed and took a piece of cold ham from the plate, ‘But why did you? 
Really, I mean.  I would’ve thought that you hated the idea of owing the
Ri two years of your life after you’d finished training.’


‘Oh I did,’
Fabian agreed lightly.  ‘And I resented the Magnate for it … probably
still do actually, and I was under no illusion that they invited me to stay
because I was an exceptional warrior –’


‘But you
are!  I could watch you drill swords all day long,’ she blurted and
promptly reddened.   


‘Thank you.’
 Fabian smiled, more at her blush than her words.  ‘But I fear you
may be a touch biased when it comes to my abilities.  No, I am sure they
invited me to stay for a second year because they were taken with the notion of
having a tame Mage in their ranks.  However, as I never embraced the Craft
they were sadly disappointed and I spent a year improving my skills at their
expense.’


Mistral
laughed, ‘It’s good to hear of someone getting something out of the Ri for a
change.’


Fabian broke a
piece of bread and passed her half, chewing on his thoughtfully for a moment
before he replied, ‘I know that you feel that the Ri are your gaolers Mistral,
but for most the Ri provide an opportunity to escape the outcast lives they
would have otherwise been forced to lead.’


‘I know, Leo
said as much at our Registration.  I can see the good they do, but I
suppose I’m in the  slightly unusual position of them needing me more than
I need them; and you’re right – I do feel like the Ri are my gaolers, well Leo
anyway.  Do you realise that I haven’t had any Contracts other than a couple
of simple hunts this year?’  


Fabian nodded
vaguely and picked up a chicken leg, examining with more interest than it
warranted.


‘Fabian. 
You wouldn’t have anything to do with that would you?’  Mistral asked,
spearing him with a hard look.


Fabian sighed
and placed the chicken leg back onto the plate before turning to meet her cold
stare, his black eyes suddenly guilty, ‘I may have spoken with Leo at the start
of the year.’ 


Mistral raised
an eyebrow and continued to glare at him, ‘Oh?’


‘I just want
to protect you Mistral!  Is that so hard to understand?’  Fabian
sighed exasperatedly.  ‘Second year Contracts can be very dangerous to say
the least.  I can remember being made to take two mercenary Contracts in a
row.  Half of the warriors didn’t make it back from the second one – it
was a massacre!’


‘Are you
trying to make me jealous?’  Mistral snapped.  ‘Because I really
don’t want to hear about your daring exploits whilst you’re trying to bore me
to death with damned knucker hunts and basic tracking that a first year could
do blindfold!’


‘I’m not sure
this lot could.’  Fabian commented drily.


‘Don’t try to
change the subject!  What happens when I eventually finish training and
have to work for the Ri for two years?  You can’t vet the Contracts I have
to take then can you?’


‘No.’
 Fabian met her angry gaze cautiously.  ‘But I can come with you.’


Mistral stared
at him, instantly torn between the desire to be furious at his
overprotectiveness and the swoop of sheer joy the thought of working with him
evoked.


Reading the expression
on her face Fabian smiled and she immediately scowled.


‘Oh don’t
think that you’re off the hook that easily De Winter,’ she warned.  ‘I’m
not happy about this!’


‘Perhaps the
offer to accompany me on my next Contract would appease you?’ he offered and
put the plate back on the table to take her in his arms once again.


‘You still
take Contracts?’  Mistral asked, looking up at him in
surprise.     


‘How else do
you expect me to keep you in the manner to which you have become
accustomed?  Or did you think that I should have retired by now?’


‘No!’ 
Mistral laughed and laid her head back against his shoulder.  ‘I just
assumed that because of your place at the Council you wouldn’t take any
Contracts, in case of a clash of conflicts or something.’


Fabian smiled
and stroked her hair idly, ‘I take the occasional Contract that interests
me.  Leo and I have worked together on a few mercenary Contracts ... but,
you are correct, I have to be careful not to take anything that would clash
with my Council obligations.’


‘So you’ve not
accepted a Contract to assassinate Count Putreo Darke then?’  Mistral
ventured lightly but failed to hide the edge that had crept in when she said
the word “assassinate”.  


‘No, more’s
the pity.’  Fabian muttered darkly then sighed.  ‘But in answer to
the question you really wanted to ask me; no, I no longer accept
assassinations.  That part of my life is over.’ 


Mistral tilted
her head to see him gazing down at her with a sad expression on his face. 
She frowned, ‘What’s troubling you Fabian?  If it’s your past then don’t
waste time on it.  You know I don’t care –’ 


‘I know,’ he
cut her off with a sigh.  ‘My past is behind me, but your future lies
ahead of us and I don’t know how I will feel about you taking Contracts of that
nature.’ 


‘I have no
interest in assassination Contracts.’  Mistral stated quietly.  ‘I
thought that the idea of them wouldn’t bother me, but it turns out that it
does.  Phantom once said something on the subject to me that actually
didn’t irritate me … in fact, it that made me realise how I felt.’


‘Oh?’  


‘Hmm, he said
that the more he learned how to take a life the more he valued its continuation
and for once, I have to say that I agree with him.’


‘The twins
have old heads on young shoulders.’  Fabian murmured.  ‘I value their
good influence on you.’


Mistral
snorted, ‘Like getting me marked for death by elves and encouraging me to read
a member of the Magnate’s aura you mean?’


‘I admit they
have had the occasional failure, but on the whole they do try to keep you on
the straight and narrow.’


‘I knew
it!’  Mistral cried, sitting up and glaring at him furiously. 
‘You’ve got to them as well haven’t you?’


‘I confess
that I may have spoken with them too.  Please will you accept my abject
apologies for loving you and trying to keep you alive?’  Fabian released
her to hold his hands up in mock surrender.    


Mistral glared
into the imploring black velvet of his eyes and fought very hard to remain
angry with him.  And failed. 


‘Oh for crying
out loud!’ she exhaled the angry breath she had been holding.  ‘How can I
ever be expected to be angry with you for any length of time when you look at
me like that?’


Fabian
suddenly bent and kissed her angrily pouting mouth until she gave in and kissed
him back.  


‘You’re not
forgiven yet,’ she muttered, glaring at him through narrowed eyes. 


‘And what can
I do to win back my place in your affections?’ he murmured, trailing a finger
down her cheek.


‘Three things
actually,’ she said, fighting the urge to close her eyes with pleasure at his
touch. 


‘Name them,’
he breathed. 


‘You will stay
with me in our bed tonight.’


Fabian sighed
heavily, ‘And?’


‘You promise
to take me on your next Contract, no matter what it entails.’


‘I
promise.  However, you must be patient as I won’t take any work until my
commitments as Training Lieutenant have ended.’


‘Fine, I’m
sure that’ll come round too quickly anyway.  And one last thing –’


‘Anything you
desire.’  Fabian growled, stroking his finger slowly down her neck to rest
in the hollow of her throat.  


‘We both know
that you’re lying now.  However, you will let me paste Ezra on Monday for
interrupting us today,’ she finished firmly. 


Fabian smiled,
‘Sorry Mistral, but no.  That would be terribly unprofessional of me.’


‘Damn.’
 Mistral swore softly.  ‘And I was doing so well.’


‘And now –’ 


Fabian’s black
gaze burned into hers with a breathtaking intensity that never failed to render
her powerless to look away, or talk, or breathe.  


‘– I think you
owe me a small explanation as to how you passed the long winter days in
Nevelte.’


‘Oh double
damn.’  Mistral groaned.  ‘I was so hoping that you had forgotten
about that.’











Prospero





January’s
snowfalls gave way to February’s sudden violent downpours that soaked all the
apprentices to the skin in seconds and turned the Training Arena to churned
mud.  It was a Tuesday lunchtime and Mistral and Fabian were eating
together in The Cloak and Dagger.  The tavern was unusually quiet since
all of the first years were spending the day working in the Infirmary. 
Apart from a couple of warriors arguing over a Contract at the bar they were
the only occupants.  


Mistral sighed
and picked distractedly at her food, watching Fabian from across the table while
he ate.  Eventually she sighed and pushed the plate of food away.


Fabian lifted
his goblet to take a drink and noticed her unfinished meal, ‘Why aren’t you
eating?’ 


‘Not hungry.’
 Mistral sighed again and fiddled with her full goblet.  


Fabian set his
own drink down and looked at her, concern furrowing his brow, ‘Is something
wrong?’


Mistral raised
her eyes and gazed thoughtfully into his for a long moment before replying,
‘Only the usual.’


‘The usual?’


She shrugged,
‘You know … you and me ... what it’ll actually be like when we’re finally
together.’ 


Fabian stared
wordlessly back.  She held his gaze, feeling the slow burn of desire
spread through her stomach.  Abruptly he dropped his gaze and began eating
again.


‘Sometimes you
have the most inappropriate effect on me,’ he muttered, shaking his head and
still not looking at her.


Mistral
grinned and said nothing.


‘So practise
on me.’  Fabian suddenly looked up again and Mistral was disappointed to
see that some of the fire had gone from his eyes.


She sighed
again.  He was always offering himself up as a practice piece.  Most
people were uncomfortable having their auras read; at having too much of their
soul exposed.  But Fabian didn’t seem to care, telling her that he had
already concealed enough for one lifetime and would never hide anything from
her.    


‘Or don’t you
want to be able to See?’  he raised his eyebrows challengingly.


Mistral pulled
a face at him and sat up a little straighter, preparing herself to read his
aura.  She cleared her mind, concentrating solely on the air above his
head.  In an instant Fabian’s aura shimmered around him in a halo of
colour.  She studied it for a few seconds before smiling and looking back
down at her untouched drink, breaking the vision.


‘So what did
you see?’ he demanded with mock impatience. 


‘Only what
you’re feeling – as usual.’


‘And what am I
feeling?’ he persisted, a smile lifting the corners of his mouth.


She eyed him
across the table, ‘You need to take a cold shower.’ 


He grinned
wolfishly at her, ‘Only if you come with me.’


She grinned
back then leaned across the table, her smile gone to leave her suddenly
serious, ‘Honestly Fabian, I don’t think this is working.  I don’t seem to
be getting any closer to being able to read people’s thoughts.  Maybe Leo
was wrong.  Maybe us not being together is actually holding me back. 
I think we should –’


‘Mistral.’
 Fabian cut her short with an angry gesture.  ‘We’ve been through
this.’  


It was
true.  She had been trying the same argument for a while now but with
little success.


‘You could
well be the only chance for me to do something right with my life.  But
more importantly than that, I will not risk you missing the opportunity to
escape a destiny of being a hunter or assassin because of my impatience. 
We have a lifetime together and when you have the Sight I will stand more
chance of spending it with you in one piece.’ 


Mistral pouted
and glared sulkily into space, drumming her fingers against the tabletop. 
She couldn’t argue with his reasoning.  They had been through this a
hundred times.  Work as a Seer would be highly paid and a lot less
dangerous than normal Contracts but she was becoming more and more frustrated
by her lack of progress at developing Sight.  Serenity repeatedly told her
to open her mind and listen to her dreams – well she couldn’t so much listen to
her dreams at the moment as be set on fire by them.


Fabian sighed
and pushed his empty plate away to reach across the table and take her hands in
his.  The action reminding her again of first time he had ever held her
hands and her irritation instantly melted away.


‘Why don’t you
come outside with me?’ he asked softly.  


She looked up
questioningly but his face was unreadable.  All he would offer were the
tantalising words.


‘I’ve bought
you a present.’ 


Instantly she
was excited, leaping to her feet and bouncing around to his side of the table
before he had stood up.


‘Is it those
butterfly knives?  Only I’ll need a new knife belt if it is!  They
won’t fit on the one I’ve got at the moment –’


‘Mistral.’
 Fabian cut in firmly.  ‘No it is not the butterfly knives.’


Mistral
deflated slightly, ‘Oh.’ 


He smiled at
her and touched his hand lightly to her cheek, ‘Come outside and see.’


Taking her by
the hand Fabian led her out of the tavern and into the pouring rain. 
Pulling the hood of his cloak up he led her down a narrow cobbled alleyway at
the side of The Cloak and Dagger.  Stopping outside a heavy wooden gate
set in the stone wall, Fabian looked at her over his shoulder at her and
smiled.


‘Here we are.’


‘The backyard
of The Cloak?  Why didn’t we just use the back door in the tavern and save
getting wet?’


‘You’ll see.’


Bemused by
what could possibly be hidden in the backyard of The Cloak and Dagger, Mistral
watched Fabian lift the latch on the gate and let it swing inwards.
 Holding his finger to his lips he drew her to him and together they
peered into the rain-soaked yard.  At first all Mistral noticed was the
smell of stale ale and rotting food.  She looked around, taking in the
piles of rubbish and broken barrels lying on their side.  She couldn’t see
anything that remotely resembled a present.  Then a low rumbling growl
drew her attention to a sheltered corner near the back door of the tavern.


She gasped as
a pair of large pale blue eyes appeared out of the gloom.  Another growl
erupted and a massive dog slowly emerged from the shadows.  Mistral’s eyes
widened, taking in the dog’s anvil sized head crowned by pointed ears. 
The luxuriance of his white coat was something to rival the finest fur money
could buy and his sheer size was enough to make anyone take a step back. 
His back was easily as high as her waist ... and his teeth.  Well. 
They were something else.  


She turned to
look at Fabian, her eyes shining.


‘He’s
beautiful!’


Fabian
regarded the dog quietly for a moment, ‘He’s a hunting dog.  I asked
Clovis to keep an eye out for one for me.  He doesn’t usually deal with
dogs but he knows a tracker in one of the villages nearby that likes to breed
his own.  He’s more wolf than dog really.’  he added a touch
dubiously.


‘Is he
trained?’  Mistral whispered, her eyes drinking in the mammoth creature
before her.


Sensing her
scrutiny the dog lifted a lip to growl threateningly, revealing again long
curved incisors a manticore would be proud of.


‘To
hunt.’  Fabian confirmed then frowned.  ‘But I think he has some
obedience issues.’  


Mistral sighed
happily. 


Having made
its mind up that Mistral and Fabian were no threat the dog abruptly sat down on
its haunches and continued to stare balefully at them, oblivious to the rain
that hung in glistening drops from his heavy coat.


‘Has he been
named?’  Mistral asked, briefly tearing her gaze away from the dog.


‘Prospero.’ 


Mistral gave a
laugh, ‘Really?’


Fabian
shrugged, ‘It would appear that someone has a sense of humour about sorcerers.’



The village
clock chimed the hour and Fabian sighed.


‘I’ll leave
you two to get acquainted, there a few matters I need to discuss with
Leo.’  


Fabian’s face
immediately took on the guarded expression he wore whenever he spoke about his
brother.  Mistral knew that their relationship was complicated but she
never enquired about it.  If something was bothering Fabian he would tell
her in his own time.  Feeling suddenly sad she stepped closer to his
body.  Sliding her hands beneath his long cloak she pressed them against
his chest, feeling the movement of muscles as he breathed.  The heat of
his skin through his shirt burned her hands like she was touching an open
flame.  Resting her head against his chest to inhale the familiar scent
that always made her head spin, Mistral felt his arms wrap around her, holding
her tightly against him.  


‘Will I see
you before you go tonight?’ she whispered.  


Fabian’s two
months as a Training Lieutenant were nearly finished and he was taking the
first years out on an overnight hunting trip.  Mistral had been forbidden
from going on by Leo stating flatly that she would be “too over enthusiastic”
and intimidate the first years, but she was not convinced by his
uncharacteristic show of concern for his first years.  She knew that
between them Fabian and Leo had agreed not to let her do anything more
dangerous with her swords other than polish them.  Frustrated as she was
by Fabian’s overprotectiveness Mistral still hated it when he left her, never
quite managing to shake the strange feeling that a part of her went with him,
leaving her incomplete.  


‘I shall find
you once I’ve seen Leo.’ 


He lifted her
chin with one hand and kissed her softly.  She closed her eyes to savour
the moment and then he was gone, the sound of his footsteps rapidly fading away
down the cobbled alleyway.  Giving herself a mental shake, Mistral took a
deep breath and turned to face her new dog.  


Hands on hips
Mistral studied Prospero, being careful to avoid direct eye contact.  She
wasn’t taken in by his relaxed sitting posture.  She could feel his eyes
following every movement she made, coiled ready to spring at the slightest
provocation.  Mistral pursed her lips and deliberated for a few seconds
before deciding on a course of action.  A dog like that would never
respect a master out of force.  Respect had to be earned.  


Instantly, she
knew what to do.


Turning and
walking out the yard, Mistral left the door open behind her and strode down the
alley and across the wet cobbles of the village square to the horse
paddock.  All of the Ri’s horses had been turned out and were picking
morosely at any sparse grass they could find in the mud of the paddock. 
Cirrus was a little apart from the rest of the horses, standing with his head
held low, looking wet and miserable in the sheeting rain. 


Collecting a
leadrope from the row tied to the fence Mistral vaulted over and walked across
the muddy field towards him, calling his name as she drew closer.  He
snorted and lifted his head to watch her approach, his dark eyes gleaming with
sudden interest.  She walked slowly to his side, reaching out to grab his
head collar only for him to pull back sharply and trot away.  He stopped a
short distance away to turn and look at her again.  Mistral suppressed a
growl of irritation.  This game could go on for hours;  she walked,
he walked, she ran, he cantered round her in circles with something akin to joy
on his face.


Taking a deep
breath Mistral decided to employ the one foolproof method for catching Cirrus
when he was being stubborn.  She turned around and walked purposefully
away from him.  


Before she had
taken five steps a heavy thudding of hoof beats and a blast of warm air against
the back of her neck told her that Cirrus wasn’t going to be left out of
whatever she had planned.  Smiling to herself she carried on
walking.  She had been taken in by this act before too and had turned
around to catch hold of his head collar only to see his heels as he thundered
away.  Mistral walked a few more paces before she stumbled when Cirrus
butted her impatiently in the small of her back.


Feigning
surprise she turned around and made a fuss of him, stroking his neck and
rubbing his long straight nose.  Sliding her hand down to grab the loop at
the base of his head collar she quickly threaded a length of rope through
it.  Cirrus snorted and tossed his head but it was a half-hearted attempt
at escape.  Mistral smiled.  She now had an accomplice in her plan to
tame Prospero.


Feeling
suddenly reckless she placed both hands onto his back and vaulted up. 
Landing lightly she immediately squeezed with her knees, urging him
forwards.  Cirrus snorted again and broke into a canter, heading straight
for the fence.  Gripping tightly onto his mane Mistral bent closer to his
neck, keeping her balance while he leapt the fence and landed with a clatter on
the glistening cobbles of the village square.


Hauling on the
lead rope that would have to suffice as makeshift reins, Mistral slowed Cirrus
and called Prospero’s name.  A low growl rumbled out from the alleyway
then a pair of pale blue eyes appeared and finally, Prospero prowled into view.


‘Come on boy!’
 Mistral called, kicking Cirrus into a trot.  ‘Let’s hunt!’


Prospero
instantly leapt after her, his plumed tail wagging.  Mistral grinned; here
was another living being that loved hunting as much as she did.  Pushing
Cirrus into a canter they splashed through the deep puddles on the path leading
to the North Gate.  Mistral was soon heading out into the meadows with her
new hunting dog bounding through the wet grass alongside her, easily keeping
pace with her horse’s powerful strides.  Mistral watched him, smiling
through the rain that dripped from the hood of her cloak and soaked Cirrus’
coat.  It was good to be out of the Valley and be free, even if it was
foul weather.  She pulled Cirrus round to head towards the forests,
slowing to a walk when they reached the treeline.  


The trees gave
enough shelter from the rain to allow Mistral to pull back the hood of her cloak,
freeing her field of vision.  She held Cirrus back in a slow walk and
studied the ground for any fresh tracks.  Prospero padded soundlessly by
her side, his pale eyes staring straight ahead and his ears stiffly alert but
his black nose twitched continually, drawing in the scents of the
forests.  Instantly, Mistral could see that Fabian was right. 
Prospero had been bred to hunt. 


A rustling in
the dense undergrowth made her turn.  A hind broke cover.  Eyes wide
with panic it gave flight, leaping away in gliding bounds.  Mistral
immediately jerked around to look at Prospero, keen to see the dog in
action.  To her dismay Prospero was not bounding enthusiastically after
the fleeing hind but sat down staring fixedly in the direction of their rapidly
escaping prey.  Mistral stared at him, totally perplexed as to why her new
hunting dog was not giving chase.  She made a frustrated noise and
Prospero immediately looked up at her.  Staring intently at her he gave a
low-pitched whine and shifted his front paws restlessly.  Mistral nearly
laughed.  The dog with obedience issues was waiting for a command from his
mistress.


‘Go
boy!’  


He instantly
leapt after the hind, claws tearing into the loamy soil to accelerate away
through the wet ferns.  


And suddenly
the chase was on. 


Feeling the
familiar rush of adrenalin Mistral dug her heels in Cirrus’ flanks.  The
big horse immediately lunged forwards, forcing Mistral to grab wildly at his
mane to stop herself sliding down his back.  Keeping one hand on the
leadrope to guide him and the other wound tightly through his mane Mistral bent
low over his neck and urged her horse on.  Through whipping branches and
dripping bracken they crashed, leaping fallen logs and thick tree roots. 
Deeper and deeper into the forests they travelled, following the occasional
flashes of Prospero’s white tail.  The less agile Cirrus struggled to keep
pace with the dog through the dense forests and several times Mistral had to
guide him around overgrown sections that Prospero had simply crawled
under.  The gleam of his pale fur began to appear less frequently and
before long Mistral realised she could no longer hear the sounds of Prospero
chasing the hind either.  Cursing softly to herself she hauled on the
leadrope and dragged Cirrus to a halt.  She sat still, listening
tensely.  Above the heavy thudding of Cirrus’ heart and his snorting
breaths she could hear only the pressing silence of the forests.  


Cirrus
fidgeted impatiently beneath her.  Mistral turned him in a circle, letting
her eyes rake their surroundings for any sign of her dog.


‘Damn it
Prospero!  Where are you?’    


Silence met
her muttered question.  She turned Cirrus again, noting the change in the
scenery.  The trees were thinner here with more open stony ground and
occasional dense patches of gorse.  Mistral could see the grey mountain
peaks through the sparse branches of the towering pines.  They had
travelled further west than she had first thought and were now close to the
lower slopes of Western Range.  Glancing around at the resolutely still
bushes Mistral felt herself start to panic; just how was she going to explain
to Fabian that she had lost her new dog on their very first hunt?


‘Prospero!’


Her ringing
shout was greeted by silence.  Cirrus whickered and pawed the ground in
agitation.


‘PROSPERO!’
 Mistral bellowed again, anxiety giving her voice a raw edge.  


A low rumbling
growl erupted from the trees on her right.  Mistral immediately pulled
Cirrus round, hope leaping in her chest – Prospero!


Cirrus snorted
in fear and began to back away when the head and shoulders of a mountain bear
pushed through the low branches of spruce.  Blinking and sniffing the air
cautiously the bear growled again, its beady black eyes locking hungrily onto
Mistral.


Mistral
muttered an oath under her breath and fought to control her frightened
horse.  She could see the bear was only a juvenile and by its confused
manner she guessed it had been roused from hibernation by some disturbance …
which, Mistral reflected ruefully, had probably been her.    


Assessment
complete, Mistral swiftly weighed up her options.  It wouldn’t be too hard
to tackle a bear with her throwing knives or even her swords if it came to
it.  


‘I’ll take
those odds,’ she muttered.  Reaching instinctively over her shoulder for a
sword her hand grasped uselessly at thin air, remembering too late that her
swords were back in her room and she was facing a bad-tempered bear armed with
only a dagger.  


‘Not such good
odds,’ she revised.  Pulling quickly on the leadrope Mistral urged Cirrus
to back away.  Cirrus baulked, snaking his head and fighting against her
to try and turn.  Mistral knew he wanted to bolt, but if he did the bear
would surely chase after them.  She eyed the bear’s huge paws
warily.  One well-aimed swipe from the vicious looking claws would cause
serious damage to her horse; something she couldn’t risk.  She was going
to have to force Cirrus to back away to a safer distance before she could let
him have his head.   


‘C’mon
boy.’  she hissed quietly and tugged again at the rope, pressing into his
sides with her heels to encourage him to walk backwards.  Cirrus fought
her, shaking his head agitatedly.  Threatened by Cirrus’s nervous
behaviour the bear suddenly roared and rose up onto its hind legs.  Cirrus
gave a high-pitched neigh of terror and reared.  Swearing loudly Mistral
lost her grip and slid from her horse, crashing to the wet ground mere feet
from the angry bear.  She staggered quickly to her feet and grabbed for
Cirrus but he’d already fled, stopping a short distance away to paw the ground
nervously.


A thousand
oaths sprang to her lips but she silenced them and slowly reached for her
dagger, keeping her eyes fixed on the bear pacing towards her.  She
tensed, ready to dive when the bear lunged.  Her body was still but her
mind wheeled, running through survival strategies, but none of them looked very
promising.  Mistral almost smiled … only she could end up facing a spring
bear alone armed with only a dagger.  One thing was certain, if she
survived this then Fabian was probably going to kill her.  


A snarl ripped
from the bear’s heavy muzzle, forcing Mistral’s attention back to the danger
lumbering towards her.


‘Here goes
nothing,’ she muttered and gripped the hilt of her dagger more firmly.  


Something huge
and grey erupted from the bushes beside her.  Mistral instantly flung
herself down and a huge creature leapt over her, launching into the bear. 
She blinked, his name escaping her lips in a startled gasp.


‘Prospero!’


Twisting his
body to crash sideways into the bear, Prospero sunk his teeth into its heavy
neck.  The bear roared in anger and snapped at the dog but couldn’t reach
him.  Prospero’s body was pressed close to the bear’s while he held it in
a crushing bite.  Prospero growled and tugged backwards, dragging the
snarling bear across the forest floor.  The bear fought back, lashing out
with its claws but its efforts were in vain.  Prospero was trained to do
this.  Keeping out of the bear’s range he continued to haul it across the
ground by its throat.


Mistral
watched, awestruck, while Prospero halted and carefully adjusted his bite on
the bear’s neck.  Once he was satisfied that his grip was right he slowly
began move his head from side to side, steadily increasing the motion until he
was shaking the bear like he would a rat, throttling it.  Eager to help
her dog Mistral darted forwards with her dagger raised only to be driven back
by the bear’s thrashing claws.  The bear couldn’t reach Prospero but it
could reach her.  Mistral backed off then tried again; dodging and ducking
until she was within inches of driving her dagger in.  She felt claws hook
into her shirt, ripping through the fabric to tear at the skin beneath. 
Cursing with frustration, Mistral grabbed at her bleeding arm and backed away,
resigning herself to watching anxiously while Prospero continued to crush the
life out of the bear.  


The bear’s
struggles slowly became weaker until eventually they ceased altogether. 
With a low groan the bear’s head slumped limply to the ground and its black
eyes fixed in a glazed stare.  Giving it one last vigorous shake Prospero
released his grip and promptly sat back on his haunches, looking expectantly at
Mistral. 


Mistral stared
at him in stunned silence before she realised that he was waiting for her
approval.


‘Um ... good
boy?’  Mistral finally managed and Prospero’s tail beat the forest floor
in response to the praise.  


‘But how are
we going to get that home?’ she asked, dropping a hand down to gently rub
Prospero’s velvet ears while she gazed thoughtfully at the bear.  


After a lot of
softly spoken words through clenched teeth Mistral eventually persuaded Cirrus
to stand still long enough for her to shove the bear onto his back.  It
wasn’t fully grown and also thin after the long winter but even so, Mistral was
sweating by the time she managed to push the bear up over Cirrus’ withers and
then pull herself up behind it.


Whistling for
Prospero Mistral kicked Cirrus on into a stilted trot.  Unnerved by the
extra weight and the strong bear scent he shied continually, threatening to
unseat Mistral every time and making her legs ache from the effort of
continually gripping.  Prospero loped steadily alongside, occasionally
glancing up at Mistral and wagging his tail.  She knew that he was her dog
now and smiled to herself.  Pleased as she was, Mistral wasn’t fooled by
the convenient timing of her gift.  Fabian was about to finish his stint
as Training Lieutenant and would shortly be leaving her and the Valley for the
Mage Council.   


Fabian hadn’t
bought her a hunting dog.  He had bought her a guard dog.







The Craft





‘As part of
your time under my tutelage I shall endeavour to install in you an
understanding of the intricacies of the Craft.’  


Malachi swept
dramatically around his tower room as he spoke, his clipped voice oddly muffled
by the book-lined walls. 


‘Tell me
apprentice,’ he said, abruptly turning to face Mistral.  ‘What do you know
of The Craft?  I understand that you were raised by sorcerers.’


Mistral sighed
inwardly.  Had Serenity told the entire Magnate about her dull upbringing
in the small village of Nevelte?


‘They weren’t
very accomplished sorcerers so I only know the basic stuff.’  Mistral
replied with a shrug.


‘Such as?’ 
Malachi prompted impatiently.


‘Well … Craft
is passed through bloodlines, so powerful sorcerers are born, not made –’
Mistral frowned while she struggled to recall what else her adoptive parents
had told her about the Craft.  Neither had been particularly gifted and
had tended not to use the Craft at all, let alone speak of it.


‘And sorcering
children begin training during their sixteenth year, usually after the winter
solstice – oh, and warlocks have the Craft too but they’re not really Mages,
more a separate species altogether.’  Mistral finished with a grimace,
remembering how easily the two sinister warlocks had thrown her from her horse
with a single spell.  


Malachi regarded
her coldly for a moment, ‘Ill-informed does not quite do your lack of knowledge
justice.  I can see that I shall have to start at the beginning … unless
you two have anything to add?’


The twins
gazed expressionlessly back at Malachi before shaking their heads in
unison.  Although they had both been raised at the Mage Council’s
stronghold in the north of the Isle and probably knew as much about the Craft
as Malachi, Mistral didn’t blame them for wanting to keep quiet.  Malachi
only ever seemed to ask a question when he wanted to ridicule the answer.


‘Really, you
are all most woefully unprepared for a career at the Council!  Let me
begin by confirming that the Craft is passed through bloodlines, therefore a
powerful sorcerer is quite literally born to greatness just as a sorcerer with
weak powers will never have any chance of improving their gift, no matter how
much training they undergo.


‘The Craft
itself is a force in its own right, think of it as a separate life force that
exists within a sorcerer’s body.  It has a will of its own and with
training can be bidden but will essentially do anything to protect its vessel
from becoming damaged, whether the sorcerer is aware of it or not –’


‘What if the
sorcerer has never embraced their gift?’  Mistral asked with a
frown.  Fabian and Leo were both powerful Mages by their bloodlines but
neither had ever trained their gift.  If Malachi’s words were true it
meant they had both probably used the Craft without even being aware of it.


Malachi looked
at her sharply, obviously irritated by the interruption, ‘You are, I suppose,
talking about the Mage De Winter, who refuses to embrace his gift?’


Mistral nodded
and kept her face wooden.  Only she, Fabian and the twins knew of Leo’s
true identity as the illegitimate child of Mage Grapple and Fabian’s
mother.  


‘The Craft
will have protected him whenever he was in direct danger, whether he was
conscious of its interference in his fate or not remains a question only he is
able to answer.


‘Now, if the
interruptions are quite finished, perhaps I may be permitted to continue with
your instruction?’  he turned to face them, arching a black eyebrow
coldly.


‘I apologise
Master Nox,’ Mistral responded smoothly and felt Phantom twitch by her
side.  She knew he would be impressed by her unusual control over her
notoriously fiery temper but in truth, she was fascinated to learn more about
the mysterious gift that was the whole reason the Isle existed in the first
place.


Malachi nodded
once in acceptance of her apology and began to pace the circular tower room
once more.


‘Age! 
The very thing that brings down every single one of us in the end – even the
Divinus must one day succumb to the passing of time.  But with the Craft
time’s effect is slowed.  So we have the strange situation of the counting
of years as a measure of a lifetime being a pointless factor.  A powerful
Mage or Magus could easily live for two hundred years without appearing to age
a day until their gift eventually fades and they suddenly begin to wane … then
the process of aging is dramatically accelerated.  They usually wither and
die within a few months of beginning to show signs of aging.’  


Mistral stared
at him, not quite concealing the horror she felt.  Would she wake up next
to Fabian one day and see an old man lying next to her?  Of course, she
quickly reasoned, that would be perfectly acceptable if she was an old woman
too – 


‘Smiling
during my lessons is quite inappropriate apprentice.  Please do not do it
again.’  Malachi’s sharply spoken words swiftly dragged Mistral’s
attention back to the tower room. 


‘Master
Nox?’  Phantasm interrupted in a quiet voice.  Mistral glanced at him
out of the corner of her eye.  He never spoke during Malachi’s sessions
since he had been mercilessly belittled during their first lesson. 


‘Yes
apprentice, what is it now?’  Malachi asked in a weary voice and paused
from his pacing to look at Phantasm.


‘What of the
Arcane races?  And … half-breeds, how do they age if they are mixed with
Mage blood?’


Mistral
tensed.  The last thing she wanted was a discussion that involved her
having to admit to another member of the Magnate that she had no idea what
bloodline she came from.  However, considering that Malachi was allegedly
half-vampire she doubted that he would want to dwell on the subject for too
long either.


‘The Arcane
races have traits peculiar to their own species.  Some age quickly, others
more slowly.  Centaurs age at the slowest rate, powerful sorcerers next,
yet by comparison trolls reach full maturity by the age of four and only live
for around fifty years.  The aging process is a condition unique to each
race in turn and I suggest that if you are interested in finding out more then
you should study in your own time as I have precious little to spare. 
However, as to the rather more pertinent question of half-breeds, that again is
entirely dependent on what bloodlines met to create the half-breed in
question.  Who can say for certain what effect Mage blood has when mixed
with other breeds?’ 


A silence fell
when Malachi finished speaking.  He resumed his quiet pacing and for a few
minutes the room was filled only by the rustling sound of his heavy black
robes.  


‘The Craft,’
he continued in a crisp tone, ‘is magnified in its power when two likenesses
cast together – similar to the Gemini gift that you possess,’ Malachi paused
and considered the twins thoughtfully.   


‘By likeness,
do you mean that the two sorcerers have to be related?’  Mistral asked
with a frown, thinking of the two warlocks that had jointly cast on her.


‘By blood,’
qualified Malachi shortly.  


‘Are all
warlocks related by blood then?’  


Malachi eyed
her coldly for a moment before replying, ‘You seem strangely interested in that
particular breed, why is that I wonder?’


She shrugged
dismissively, ‘I’ve had a bit of run-in with a couple in the past.’ 


‘Yet you still
breathe, how unfortunate.  But in answer to your impertinent question,
warlocks are in essence all related.  They are many but they are one which
is what gives them their innate strength and power.  Truly, they are a
breed apart and cannot be explained simply.  They are a subject that could
be studied for years and still leave the student as much in the dark as when he
began.’


Mistral let
Malachi’s insult wash over her and became lost in her own thoughts once
again.  Warlocks were many but one … she grasped the concept easily
because it answered the warlock army’s unnatural ability to move in complete
harmony with no spoken or visible command.  She thought of the power that
two had generated when they had cast on her.  What power would an entire
army generate?  Mistral felt a shiver run down her spine and remembered
how tense Fabian had been about leaving her alone with just two of them. 
He still didn’t know that they had cast on her when she had blatantly ignored
his warning and quickly resolved that he should never find out.  He was
prone to being overprotective as it was without her giving him
justification.  With a sigh Mistral dragged her attention back to Malachi
lecturing them on the subject of the Craft.


‘ – spells are
cast without words.  The power of the Craft literally emanates from within
a sorcerer without need of a conductor or tool.  It can be directed by the
power of intention but is inextricably linked to the state of mind of the sorcerer
at the precise moment of casting.  Therefore spells cast in anger or other
distressed states are more powerful.  Now, to my personal speciality: the
brewing of potions.’  


Malachi ceased
in his pacing to linger in front of the long wooden table littered with bottles
of all different sizes and colours, each one containing a different potion.


‘Potion
brewing is not limited purely to sorcerers.  It is an art in itself. 
However some potions require the addition of the Craft to achieve the desired
result.  Perhaps you would care to guess what some of these potions might
be?’


Mistral and
the twins gazed silently back at Malachi.  None of them had any intention
of giving him the satisfaction of sneering at any suggestions they offered. 


‘As I
assumed.  Complete ignorance.’  Malachi sighed dramatically and swept
around the room again, his long robes swishing against the tall bookcases when
he turned to make a repeat circuit.


‘Any potion
that induces an emotion, or rather, the replica of an emotion, is created using
the Craft … as well as several other highly unusual ingredients.  For this
very reason the production and use of all such potions is banned on the Isle
and the crime of creating, using or selling them is punishable by death by
order of the Mage Council.’


There was no
disguising the derision in Malachi’s voice as he spoke the last few
words.  Mistral kept her face impassive but felt Phantom stir slightly
beside her.  He too had noted Malachi’s contempt for the Isle’s ruling
Council, no doubt a grievance he had inherited from his vampire father.


Malachi
dismissed them curtly at the end of the afternoon and had barely closed the
door behind them before Phantom and his brother were sharing a conspiratorial
look.


‘Well now,
that answered a few questions didn’t it brother?’


‘Definitely –
did you see his face when he talked about the Mage Council?’


Mistral rolled
her eyes and walked on ahead of them.  The twins loved nothing more than
intrigue and conspiracy and would no doubt talk for hours about the afternoon’s
lesson; analysing Malachi’s every word and facial expression down to the merest
twitch.  Leaving them to it Mistral ran down the stairs and made her way
hastily along the corridor to her room.  She opened the door to find
Prospero stretched out on her narrow bed, sound asleep.  He rolled over as
she came in and opened one pale blue eye to gaze reproachfully at her.


‘Sorry I had
to leave you boy but Malachi won’t have you in his tower room in case you chew
the books or something.  But I’m here now.  Come on, let’s go find
Fabian.’


Prospero leapt
from the bed and stretched before padding obediently after his mistress. 
Filled with a sudden urgency Mistral hurried down the stairs and out through
the Entrance Hall.  Once on the path leading down to the village she began
to run, fuelled by the burst of excitement she always felt at the prospect of
seeing Fabian.  Butterflies began to dance in her stomach only to be
instantly quelled by the sad truth that he was leaving her to travel north to
the Mage Council.  His duties as Training Lieutenant had now finished and
he had already been summoned by Mage Grapple.  Mistral knew he had put off
his departure until her training had finished for the day and suddenly wished
that he hadn’t.  Knowing that he had gone might be easier to bear than
actually saying goodbye to him.


Mistral
reached the village square and her heart sank when she saw Fabian dressed for
travel and holding tightly on to his restless horse.  Running the last few
paces between them she threw herself against him, savouring the brief contact
before he left her.  


The twins
sauntered down the path and paused to lean against the Training Arena fence and
watch the first years drilling swords under their new Lieutenant. 
Phantasm nudged his brother in the ribs and they both turned to watch Mistral
and Fabian embrace before he swung himself up into the saddle, his pale face a
taut mask.  Wordlessly he pulled Spirit around kicked her into a gallop
along the track leading to the North Gate out of the Valley.


‘And there
goes Mage De Winter,’ said Phantom softly as the sound of hoof beats faded into
the distance.  


‘And there
goes Mistral,’ commented Phantasm as Mistral stalked past them and into the
Training Area, her body radiating tension.  She was twirling one of her
swords menacingly by her side.


‘Feels the
need to pulverise someone by the looks of things,’ Phantom said with a
sympathetic sigh.


‘You know, if
you could harness the tension between those two I’m sure it would create a
whole new energy source,’ said Phantasm thoughtfully.


‘Interesting
thought.  However I just hope she gets the Sight soon or she might
explode.’


‘Or we’ll run
out of first years with limbs still attached,’  Phantasm said darkly as
the sound of clashing swords rang out from the Arena broken by the panicked
shouts of the new Training Lieutenant.











Cyclops





The endless
rain of the last month had finally given away to blue skies and the sun
overhead held the first touch of spring warmth.  Training had finished for
the weekend and the first year apprentices were quickly leaving the Arena to
head straight for The Cloak and Dagger.  Mistral and the twins began to
stroll slowly after them. 


‘Keen aren’t
they?’  said Phantom, smiling lazily.


‘Hmm.’
 Mistral agreed distractedly. 


‘What’s wrong
Mistral?  You’re usually overjoyed by the prospect of a weekend with your
Mage!’


‘He’s at the
Council.’  Mistral muttered moodily.  


‘Again? 
Oh dear,’ said Phantom, giving his brother a meaningful look.  ‘How long
for this time?’


Mistral sighed
heavily, ‘All weekend and most of next week.’  


Phantom pulled
a face over her head at his brother.  It was going to be a long weekend if
Mistral was going to spend it moping.


‘Coming for a
drink?’  Mistral asked with another sigh.


‘Love to,’
said Phantasm regretfully.  ‘But our presence has been requested by Master
Casterton.  Care you join us?’


‘Not really.’


Catching
Mistral’s glum look Phantasm patted her consolingly on the shoulder, ‘We’ll
come down to The Cloak once he’s finished with us.’ 


Mistral nodded
and watched them walk side by side up the path to the Main Building, perfectly
in step, their white blonde hair gleaming in the pale spring sunshine. 
She knew Phantasm’s words had just been to appease her.  Once Mycroft
Casterton had a captive audience he would talk all night.  


Sighing
heavily she began to tap the blade of her sword against the outside of her
boot.  The twins’ obvious preference for the company of an overfed windbag
to hers only added to her feeling of apathy.  Since Fabian’s temporary
duty as their Training Lieutenant had finished he had been obliged to spend
much of his time at the Council, leaving her alone for longer than either of
them liked.  Mistral sighed again and gazed over at The Cloak and
Dagger.  She didn’t fancy joining the first years for a drink.  She
was beginning to understand why the two second years had kept their distance
from them during the previous year.  It wasn’t a status issue, more a
desire not to repeat the first year again.


Whistling for
Prospero who was sprawled out asleep by the fence, Mistral decided to ride out
of the Valley and spend the rest of the weekend sulking alone in the small
mountain house that she would one day share with Fabian.  She began to
walk moodily towards the Training Arena entrance with her huge dog at her heels
when a voice called her name.  She looked up, her face instantly breaking
into a smile.


‘Brothers!’


‘Don’t tell us
you’ve scared off all those poor first years already?’


Saul, Cain and
Brutus were walking towards her from the stable block, all wearing identical
grins and suntans.


‘Not
yet!  But I’m working on it!’


‘Coming for a
drink?’  Saul enquired when they drew level with her.


‘Yes please,’
she grinned and fell in step with them.  ‘How was the mercenary Contract?’


‘Good! 
We were fighting against our old friend Rufus the Red.  He’d decided to
try and trample all over one of his other smaller neighbours this time. 
It was hilarious.  His soldiers were drunk and totally useless. 
Grendel knocked Rufus off his horse with a cracking shot from his sling – he
went down like a sack of potatoes … and the language!  I honestly thought
I wouldn’t be able to draw my bow from laughing so hard!’


Mistral
laughed.  Listening to their tales of the battle was better than riding
out of the Valley and sulking.   


‘Where’s
Xerxes?’  she asked as they walked through the door of The Cloak and
Dagger.


‘His new lady
friend is helping him stable his horse,’ said Brutus with a roguish wink.


Mistral smiled
and shook her head.  Xerxes was becoming a terrible ladies man. 
Whenever he was back in the Valley he seemed to have different girl in tow. 


They quickly
settled at a table and Saul vanished to the bar to collect a round of
drinks.  Prospero collapsed at Mistral’s feet with a sensation similar to an
earth tremor and began to snore loudly.  


‘Where’s your
Mage this weekend?’  Brutus asked, looking around expectantly.


‘Council.’
 Mistral replied shortly.  She didn’t want to talk about Fabian’s
absence.  The ache whenever he was away was almost unbearable. 


Brutus nodded
vaguely and reached out to take one of the brimming tankards Saul set on the
table.


‘So, got the
Sight yet then?’  Cain asked conversationally as he slipped his travelling
cloak off and laid it on the bench beside him.


Mistral pulled
a face at him and took a sip from her tankard.


‘Good,’ said
Cain.  ‘Because we’re planning a marathon card game tonight and there’s no
way you’re playing with us once you get that little extra help.’


Mistral smiled
and then suddenly frowned as she caught sight of a deep stab wound on Cain’s
forearm.  It was too fresh to have been from the battle.  


‘How did you
get that?’  she asked, indicating towards the wound with her free hand.


‘Ah,’ said
Cain, looking uncharacteristically bashful.  ‘That is the result of a bit
of high-spirits on the long voyage back.’ 


‘What, you’ve
taken to stabbing each other to relieve the boredom?  Don’t you usually
just play cards and gamble?’


Cain laughed
ruefully, ‘It was a game with some spriggans,’ he said by way of explanation.


Mistral shook
her head and raised her eyebrows questioningly, ‘Nope, sorry, you’re going to
have to explain that one to me in full.’


Cain sighed,
‘Well, a sack of spriggans is released and we all try and get as many as we can
with throwing knives.  We bet, obviously, on who’ll get the most. 
Anyway, Grendel got a bit excited and got me by mistake.  I’m not sure if
he’s just a terrible aim or whether that means I look like one of the nasty
little gits.’


Mistral
snorted into her tankard.  Cain’s hob blood gave him distinctively sharp
features that could possibly be likened to the pixie-like faces of the annoying
small forest creatures. 


‘Anyway,’ Cain
continued, taking a long drink from his tankard.  ‘Ah, that’s good … but,
as I was saying, will you stitch it for me?  I don’t want to waste
valuable drinking time at the Infirmary.’


‘No problem.’
 Mistral responded promptly.  ‘Got your kit?’


Cain nodded
and reached into this saddlebag for this canvas medical kit.  Dropping it
on the table he laid his arm next to it for Mistral to stitch whilst drinking
from his tankard with the other hand.  Mistral examined the wound and
began to clean it, listening to their boisterous bantering she smiled to
herself.  She had missed their company more than she let herself admit and
it was good to have them around again.  


The door
banged open and Xerxes swaggered in, his arm draped casually around the plump
waist of a pretty blonde.  Mistral glanced over with brief interest before
returning her attention to threading a needle to stitch Cain’s arm.  


The blonde
giggled and whispered something into Xerxes’ ear.  He smiled and patted
her on the behind. 


‘Course I
will, but off you go now sweetheart.  This is a strictly men-only card
game.’


The blonde
pouted and glared pointedly at Mistral, ‘What’s she then?  The waitress?’


Xerxes
grinned, ‘No that’s Mistral.  She’s more of a man than most.’


‘Thanks
Xerxes.’  Mistral muttered, biting the thread of silk off between her
teeth.  ‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’


‘It is,
sister, it is.’  Xerxes turned back to the blonde.  ‘I’ll see you
later on sweetheart.  Promise.’  he winked and watched her sway
seductively out of the bar, yellow stalks of straw shining clearly in her long
hair. 


‘What’s that
one called?’  Brutus asked with a frown and began to shuffle a worn
looking pack of cards.  


‘No
idea.’  Xerxes shrugged cheerfully and reached for a tankard.  ‘I’ve
started calling them all “sweetheart”.  They seem to like it and it gets
me out of the problem of trying to remember their names.’


‘You’ll get in
trouble Xerxes.’  Mistral warned and began to stitch Cain’s arm.  


‘Probably.’ 
Xerxes agreed then gave her a long look and grunted.  ‘So, no Sight yet
then.’  


‘Don’t need
Sight to know what you’re thinking.’


Xerxes laughed
and took a drink from his tankard.  


Mistral
frowned.  Would having the Sight make her look different, heaven forbid,
like the Divinus?  She looked up, catching Xerxes’ eye, ‘How could you
tell?’  


‘Brutus is
dealing you in,’ he replied with a shrug.  ‘There’s no way any of us would
play cards with a Seer.’


Mistral smiled
and concentrated on finishing off the stitching.


‘There you go
Cain,’ she said in a satisfied voice.  ‘Another Contract, another scar.’


He examined
the wound before nodding appreciatively, ‘Neat work.  Thanks.’ 


‘Done any
interesting Contracts recently?’  Saul asked, taking a seat next to her.


‘I wish.’
 Mistral muttered broodingly.  ‘Until I master the damned Sight Leo
has forbidden me from doing anything vaguely challenging.  So far this
year I’ve done nothing more exciting than a bit of tracking, the odd knucker
hunt and, oh, how could I overlook the heady thrill of helping some sad woman
confirm that her husband was actually cheating on her with the saucy barmaid
from the local tavern.’ 


Saul grimaced
sympathetically, ‘Sounds dull.  It must be driving you crazy.’


‘It is. 
But, anyway,’ she said, giving herself a shake, ‘enough of the doom and
gloom.  How about a small wager?  Just to make things interesting?’


Xerxes
grinned, ‘Now you’re talking sister.’  


By early
evening Mistral was half-drunk and well up in the money stakes.  


‘Where did you
learn to play like that?’  Cain demanded, grumpily dropping his hand of
cards on the table and sliding a small pile of silver coins across the table
towards her.


‘Not much else
to do with my time except slaughter the first years in training then rob them
blind in The Cloak afterwards, plus they don’t know me well enough to notice
when I’m reading their auras!’ 


‘Nice!’ 
Cain laughed.


‘So.’
 Xerxes leaned across the table with a conspiratorial look on his
face.  ‘Your Mage is out of the Valley till what?  Middle of next
week?’


Mistral sighed
and nodded.


‘And the twins
are where exactly?’


‘Stuck in some
mind-numbing session with Mycroft “I love the sound of my own voice”
Casterton.  It’ll probably go on all night –’


‘So, should
you accompany us on the small hunting Contract we have planned for tomorrow, it
wouldn’t get you into any trouble?’’


‘Now you’re
talking brother!  Just tell me what and where and I’ll go get my horse!’ 
Mistral’s eyes glistened at the thought of some action.  Fabian had been
so restrictive as her Training Lieutenant she’d thought she would suffocate and
she was fairly sure that he would have given the twins some “don’t let Mistral
have any fun” type instructions for when he was out of the Valley.  But
they were busy and Fabian was away … and here was the perfect opportunity to
actually enjoy herself for a change. 


‘Good!’ 
Xerxes sat back and offered her a sly look.  ‘Want to guess what we’ve
been Contracted to hunt?’


Mistral blew
out her cheeks and thought of all the weird and wonderful creatures that called
the Isle home.


‘A
hint?’  she asked finally.


‘Big.’ 


Mistral pursed
her lips and asked hopefully, ‘Dragon?’  


Xerxes grinned
and shook his head, ‘Man-shaped.’ 


Mistral
gasped, ‘A giant?’


‘Close. 
It’s a cyclops actually.’


‘Cyclops? 
Really?’  Mistral gazed at him with an expression close to ecstasy on her
face.


‘You sure Mage
De Winter is out of the Valley all weekend?’  Cain asked quickly.  ‘Because
I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t be happy about this.’


Mistral
frowned dismissively, ‘Let me worry about Fabian.’   


‘Relax
Cain!’  Xerxes cried with an expansive wave of his hand.  ‘It’s a
group Contract and we’re going to need all the help we can get!’


‘Where’s
Grendel?’  Mistral asked, suddenly business-like as she began to plan a
strategy for bringing down a ten-foot tall creature. 


‘Back tomorrow
morning,’ confirmed Xerxes.  ‘Believe it or not Grendel is hot property
when it comes to Contracts.  Despite his aromatic whiff his strength makes
him an unbelievably popular warrior.’


Mistral
laughed and took a long drink from her tankard.  Suddenly her weekend was
looking up.  


‘Deal me in
brother.  I feel the need to teach you all a lesson in card playing.’


‘That’s
fighting talk sister.’  Brutus warned.  


‘You better
make your threats to my dog.’  Mistral retorted as Prospero growled in
response to the tone of Brutus’ voice.


‘Is he coming
tomorrow?’  Cain asked, throwing the huge slumbering form of Prospero an
admiring look.  


‘Never leaves
my side.’  Mistral reached down to affectionately rub her dog’s
head.    


By midnight
they had sung all of the songs they knew, told tales and reminisced until they
had cried with laughter and drunk far more than was advisable.


‘Come on,
we’ll walk you back.’  Brutus offered, rising unsteadily to his feet.


‘Are you
staying in the dorms then?’  Mistral asked while he helped her up.


‘No. 
We’ve got rooms here, but I think we could all use a bit of fresh air ...
Damn!  Quick!  Hide brother!’  Brutus suddenly hissed when the
door banged open and the blonde from earlier stormed in.


Xerxes quickly
slid from sight beneath the table.  The blonde had marched over, her face
blazing angrily.


‘Where is
he?’  she demanded sharply.


‘Who?’


‘You know who
Brutus!  Your stupid brother!’


‘Oh him. 
Er, he left hours ago.’  Brutus gave her a wide-eyed look.  ‘I
thought he was going to see you.’


‘So did
I.  But he hasn’t turned up.’


‘Oh
dear.’  Brutus shrugged helplessly.  ‘Sorry, but I’ve absolutely no
idea where he could be.’  


The blonde
glared at him, ‘Really.  Well, you can tell him that if he’s not round to
see me straight away tomorrow morning then we are off!’


Brutus nodded,
‘Will do sweetheart.’  


‘And its
Marietta not sweetheart!’ she fumed and marched towards the door.


‘Knew it was
something beginning with ‘M’.’  Xerxes muttered and hauled himself from
under the table.


‘You’re
incorrigible.’  Mistral wobbled slightly, trying to negotiate the walk to
the door.


‘And that’s a
big word for someone so drunk.’  Saul tucked a supporting arm around her
waist and ignored the sharp look Cain threw him.


‘Probably,’
she admitted with a sigh.  ‘But it beats the hell out of being bored.’


Prospero heaved
himself to his feet with and padded dutifully after his mistress weaving up the
pathway to the dorms, supported on either side by Brutus and Saul.


Mistral woke
shortly before dawn with a dry mouth and a splitting headache.  She was
lying fully clothed on top of her bed with her arms wrapped around her snoring
dog.


‘You smell
worse than Grendel,’ she groaned when Prospero licked her face lovingly.


Hauling
herself from her bed, she dragged herself for a long shower and returned to her
room feeling marginally more awake.  She quickly buckled on her knife belt
then added both swords and her favourite dagger just for good measure. 
Finally she was ready to go.  Grabbing her saddlebag Mistral opened the
door and whistled for her dog.  


‘Come on boy,
let’s hunt!’  


Revived by the
fresh morning air Mistral arrived at The Cloak and Dagger in good spirits to
find the rest of her brothers enjoying a breakfast of cold meats and
bread.  Grendel had returned and grunted a greeting in her direction that
Mistral would have struggled to understand anyway, even if it hadn’t been
through a mouthful of half-chewed meat.  


‘Morning
Mistral!’  Cain called cheerfully.  ‘Breakfast?’


Mistral
wrinkled her nose at the plates of food and dropped a couple of slices of beef
on the floor for Prospero, ‘No thanks.  Just water.’ she reached for the
flagon of water on the table and poured herself a cup.


‘Feeling a bit
delicate?’  Cain grinned.


‘Nothing
killing a ten-foot, one-eyed savage creature won’t sort out.’  


‘Are you
talking about Marietta?’  Brutus asked, winking at Xerxes.  


Xerxes shook
his head and sighed mournfully, ‘They always start out by being so nice and
compliant and then something seems to happen and they mutate into screaming
harpies!  I just don’t get it.  What’s up with them?’


‘You
probably,’ said Mistral truthfully.  


‘What’s wrong
with me?’  Xerxes demanded looking offended.  ‘I’m an exceptional
lover!’ 


They all
laughed and Mistral groaned, ‘Please – I’m feeling sick enough as it is!’


 ‘And I
never make a promise I can’t keep.’  Xerxes continued with an air of
justification.  


‘You did last
night.’  Brutus reminded him.  ‘You promised Marietta you’d see her
later and then didn’t bother.’


‘I never
specified exactly when later though did I?’  Xerxes responded defensively
then sighed.  ‘It is starting to bother me though.  Why do they all
just change into totally different people when I start dating them?’


Mistral
shrugged disinterestedly and rubbed Prospero’s ears until she realised that
Xerxes was waiting for a response.  She looked at him incredulously, ‘You
don’t seriously expect me to offer advice on your love-life do you?’


‘Why
not?  Mage De Winter seems to have survived you so far.  You two are
practically married!’  


‘That’s
totally different!’  Mistral snapped.  ‘And also not up for
discussion.’ she added quickly when Xerxes looked about to ask another
question. 


‘Well thanks
for nothing!  At this rate I’ll have dated all the girls in the village by
the end of the summer.’  Xerxes folded his arms bad-temperedly.  ‘Do
you think they’ll let me start at the beginning again?  That girl from the
saddlery was quite entertaining,’ he added in a more hopeful tone.


‘I doubt it.’
 Cain smiled breezily.  ‘She’s going out with me again tonight.’


‘I don’t
believe it!’  Xerxes gave Mistral a reproachful look, as though it were
her fault.  ‘Come on sister, I’m being out-dated by a cheating hob! 
Can’t you give me just a little inside help here?’ 


Mistral blew
out her cheeks in frustration.  The truth was out of the question. 
Xerxes would never accept that the girls were finally realising he was a
selfish oaf with the morals of a sewer rat.  There was nothing for
it.  She was going to have to lie.


‘Look Xerxes,
I’m sure it can’t be your fault.  Maybe you just haven’t met a girl capable
of appreciating your many qualities.’ 


Xerxes
grinned, ‘That’s exactly what I thought too!  I knew it was them with the
problem and not me.  Right, I’ll just keep going till I meet the right
one.’


‘I’m so glad
that’s sorted out.’  Brutus said heavily.  ‘Now can we please get on
with the plan?’


‘Ah, details,
how they bore me.’  Xerxes reached into the top pocket of his jerkin and
brought out a folded piece of parchment.  ‘One Contract.’ he unfolded it
with a flourish and laid it on the table.


Brutus immediately
picked it up and began reading it, a small frown creasing his brow as his eyes
slid over the Requirements section.


‘Time for my
patented pre-Contract pick me up.’  Cain pulled a battered silver hip
flask from his saddlebag followed by a stack of small cups made from
horn.  Setting six of them onto the table he proceeded to pour out a
measure of dark liquor into each one.


‘To a good
hunt.’  Cain raised his cup with a wink in Mistral’s direction and tilted
the contents into his mouth with a satisfied sigh.


‘Good hunt!’
the others echoed, downing their drinks and pulling faces. 


‘You know
Cain, I think you need to do something with the flavour.  It’s worse than
the last one!’  Saul gasped.


‘What is
in that?’  Mistral choked as the liquor scorched her throat and sent a
fire burning through her empty stomach.


‘It’s a little
something I brew myself to a secret recipe, although I will admit to adding a
touch of manticore poison to give it a little extra kick.’


‘Isn’t that
stuff illegal?’  Mistral asked with a frown.


‘Probably.’ 
Cain shrugged dismissively.  ‘Want another?’


‘Yes
please.’  Mistral promptly held out her horn cup.  ‘It seems to be
curing my hangover quite well.’


Saul shot her
an anxious look, ‘Er, is that wise Mistral?  Remember what happened last
time you had manticore poison in your system?’


Mistral stuck
her tongue out at him and downed the cup Cain filled for her.


‘Fine, no
more, I promise – but honestly Cain, that stuff could make the dead get up and
walk!  It’s fantastic!’


‘I know.’
 Cain agreed smugly.  ‘I have quite a flare for brewing … in fact, I
was thinking of going into the apothecary business when the time comes for
hanging up my sword.’


‘Retire
already?’  Mistral exclaimed, looking horrified.  ‘I haven’t even
managed to finish my damned training and you’re talking about pipe and
slippers!’


‘Not quite
yet!’  Cain laughed and shook his head.  ‘But I like to plan
ahead.  There’s a store up for sale in the village and I was thinking
about putting a deposit down on it.  I could rent it out till I’m ready to
quit.  Don’t you have a plan Mistral?’ 


Prospero
whined and laid his heavy head on Mistral’s knee, soaking the leg of her
trousers with drool as he eyed the platter of meat on the table. 
Absent-mindedly dropping another couple of slices of cold beef onto the floor
for him Mistral drummed her fingers thoughtfully against the table-top.


‘I haven’t
really thought about the future.  I can only manage to think as far as
getting through this year; but never mind that!’  she said with sudden
brightness.  ‘Let’s talk about this hunt!  Are cyclops attracted to
female scent like manticores are?  If so, I’ll get going now and start
leading it to you –’


‘Told you
giving her that stuff was a bad idea.’  Saul muttered to Cain, casting a
dark look at Mistral’s over-enthusiastic face. 


‘Come on
Brutus!  How long does it take to read a few lines?  What are the
Requirements?’  Mistral demanded abruptly.


‘Just a
second,’ he murmured, tracing his finger along a line of writing.  ‘This
bit is worded very strangely –’


‘Who bought
the Contract?’  Cain asked, looking up interestedly while Brutus
concentrated on reading through the details.


‘Don’t
know.  Scrimshaw gave it to me himself yesterday when I reported back
in.  Said it was urgent and … this is the really good bit … money up front
and not in lieu of training fees!’  Xerxes replied.


Saul frowned,
‘Sounds shady.’ 


‘But don’t
half the Contracts we take?’  Xerxes grinned.  ‘Come on, it’s a
cyclops – aren’t they protected by Council law or something?  It’s probably
some rich vineyard owner who’s getting his crops decimated by the thing and
wants rid of it without going through the rigmarole of following official
Council procedures for moving on a dangerous protected species.’ 


‘Who writes
these damned things?’  exclaimed Brutus.  ‘Listen to this … upon
the auspicious culmination of this Contract a considerable bonus shall be
bestowed upon all Contracted Parties for the additional procurement of the
optical organ of the subject … what the hell does that mean?’


‘They want us
to bring back the eye,’ said Cain thoughtfully.  ‘They’re used in some
really obscure banned potions.’


‘It sounds
like Scrimshaw has a side-line going in black market apothecary goods!’
 Xerxes exclaimed.  ‘The crafty old devil!’


‘Who cares!’ 
Mistral burst impatiently.  ‘Can we just get out there and kill it now
please?’


They regarded
her silently for a second, noting with trepidation her tapping fingers and
raised eyebrows. 


‘You’re really
susceptible to manticore poison aren’t you?’  Cain said with a slightly
awed look on his face.  


Saul sighed,
‘I think it just boosts her natural levels of recklessness.’ 


‘Alright, so …
the plan.’  Xerxes banged both hands against the table top.  ‘We need
bows, crossbows and poison to tip the arrows and bolts.  Grendel? 
Can you pick up a couple of coils of rope and six of those really long spiked
polearm things … what’re they called Saul?’


‘Sarisas.’
 Saul gave an approving nod.  ‘They would be useful in keeping it at
bay.’


‘Right,
destination; it’s in the Western Range … about a couple of hours ride by the
look of the map.  So we get there, track it, and then lure it into a trap
–’


‘I’ll do
that!’  Mistral interrupted, earning a panicked look from Saul.


‘As I was
saying,’ Xerxes continued in a louder voice, ‘we lure it – or drive it using
the sarisas, into a trap of us armed with longbows, shoot it with poisoned
arrows and get out of the way sharpish while the poison takes effect.  We
only need the crossbows for back up, or if we need to shoot it on the move …
all in agreement?’


Brutus, Cain
and Saul’s noises of assent were drowned out by Mistral’s shout of annoyance.


‘No way!’


‘Why
not?’  Xerxes asked in a weary voice.


‘No
fighting?  Are you mad?  We shoot it with poisoned arrows and wait
for it to die?  Where’s the fun in that?’


‘Mistral.’
 Xerxes fixed her with a hard look.  ‘This creature is more than
twice your size and could probably rip your head off with one hand.  We’re
going to fulfil the aims of the Contract and return alive and richer.  Are
you really so desperate to burn in the village square that you want to pick a
fight with a cyclops?’


Mistral
scowled and crossed her arms.


‘I’ve got a
really bad feeling about this.’  Saul muttered to Brutus.  ‘Is there
any way we can leave her behind?  Mage De Winter doesn’t strike me as the
kind of person that’ll appreciate having his girlfriend returned to him in
pieces.’


‘I heard
that!’  Mistral snapped, switching her malevolent glare onto him. 
‘Try to leave without me and it’ll be the last thing you do Saul!’


Saul wisely
kept his mouth closed and held his hands up in defeat.


‘Right,
everyone ready?’  Xerxes asked, rising to his feet.


‘About
time!’  Mistral leapt up and strode towards the door.


‘I know you
used to carry a bit of a torch for her.’  Cain murmured to Saul as they
watched her stalking towards the stableyard.  ‘But I really can’t help but
feel you had a narrow escape.  That Mage is a brave man.’


Saul said
nothing but gazed after Mistral, his expression unreadable.


A short while
later they were leading their horses out from the stables, nodding briefly to
the Equus when he appeared from the feed room to greet them.


‘Going out
early.’ 


‘Hunting!’ 
Mistral confirmed happily and pulled herself up into the saddle.  Cirrus
wheeled excitedly and tossed his head, picking up on her buoyant mood.


The Equus
raised a craggy eyebrow, ‘Your Mage away is he?’  


‘Sorry
Clovis.  Got to go!’  Mistral called over her shoulder and kicked
Cirrus into a fast trot out of the stableyard, closely followed by Prospero. 


Mistral’s mood
soared as they cantered along the path leading to the North Gate.  Since
the start of her second year she’d barely left the Valley apart from for a
couple of tracking Contracts and to ride out to the mountain house.  Even
though Fabian, her keeper, had gone she still felt constrained.  The twins
were spending more and more time in the company of Mycroft Casterton,
ostensibly to further their knowledge of Council politics and current affairs
but Mistral felt it was more to enjoy the warmth and comfort of Mycroft’s
lavishly furnished tower room.   Well let them have warm toes; she
was going to have some fun for a change.  


She ignored
the worried glances she caught Saul throwing her.  Nothing was going to
dampen her spirits today.  It wasn’t raining for once and she was heading
out of the Valley on a hunting trip with her brothers.  Even the constant
ache of Fabian’s absence was dulled by the prospect of the day’s prey.  


‘Tell me
everything you know about cyclops Cain,’ she demanded, cantering Cirrus up
alongside his dappled grey mare.


‘Cyclops? 
Well, they’re Greek in origin, as you probably know.  There’s only one
tribe of them on the Isle, up in the Northern Range, and it took a lot of
careful negotiating before Mage Grapple agreed to them coming here ... to call
them violent would be like calling you a little bit feisty … anyway, the fact
that this one is on completely the wrong side of the Isle to the rest of its
tribe makes me think it’s either gone renegade or been cast out; either way it
doesn’t say a lot for its general good nature.  


‘The single
eye doesn’t hinder them in any way at all, in fact, they’re rumoured to have
sharper eyesight than yarthkins.  They’re strong, bloodthirsty and
incredibly tolerant to pain.  In short, they make perfect warriors. 
Fortunately for us they are also pretty stupid so it shouldn’t present too much
of a challenge –’


‘There you go,
spoiling it all again by saying that!’  Mistral exclaimed crossly. 
‘I’m tempted to race up there and have a go before you lot come along and spoil
my fun!’


Cain sighed
and watched Mistral kick Cirrus on to ride ahead, ‘Oh dear.  This could
get a bit lively.’  


They slowed to
a trot at the North Gate, waving a respectful greeting to the guard positioned
high up on the gate.  Once out in the meadows they headed west, riding
hard, and were soon travelling through the sloping pasturelands that skirted
the Western Range.  Mistral had only been through this part of the region
on a handful of occasions, one of them being the fated troll hunt that had
ended in Bali’s death.  Shaking off the memory Mistral focussed instead on
the day ahead, smiling darkly at the thought of getting into a fight with a
savage beast twice her size.  


The heavy
pounding of Grendel running up beside her snapped Mistral from her
adrenaline-fuelled musings.  She turned to greet him, noting a bundle of
long, sharp pointed polearms tucked under one arm that she guessed must be the
sarisas.


‘Still not
found a horse big enough then brother?’  


‘The Equus is
on the case.’  Grendel grunted in response, not even out of breath while
he kept pace with Cirrus.  


‘Didn’t know
he had any elephants in his herd!’  Xerxes called out, grinning widely and
riding up alongside the half-troll.


Mistral
laughed and Grendel scowled angrily.  Muttering something uncomplimentary
about elves he dropped back to run behind them leaving Xerxes and Mistral
riding together.


They rode
together in companionable silence for a few minutes until Xerxes turned to look
at her, his face uncharacteristically serious, ‘Promise me you won’t do
anything reckless today Mistral.’ 


Mistral stared
at him in disbelief.  She was used to that type of behaviour from Fabian
and the twins, but Xerxes?  Who was he kidding?  She snorted and kept
her gaze fixed straight ahead, refusing to even favour him with a disdainful
look.  


‘I have a lot
of respect for Mage De Winter.’  Xerxes continued.  ‘I wouldn’t want
to anger him in anyway –’


‘I think
you’ve made your point!’  Mistral snapped.  ‘I’m beginning to think
everyone would be happier if I locked myself in my room where it was nice and
safe until Sight decided to magically reveal itself to me!  Well tough
brother, because this hunt may well be the only bit of fun I get to have all
year and if I get the chance to stick my sword into that cyclops I’m damned
well going to, and you as well if you get in my way!’  


Urging Cirrus
into a gallop Mistral pulled away from him and charged ahead, jumping a low
stone wall and thundering across the pasture land ahead of them.  


‘That went
well.’  Saul commented drily as he rode up beside Xerxes.


Xerxes frowned
and watched her galloping Cirrus flat-out across the field with Prospero racing
along behind her.


‘I told you
that you should have had a word with her, she’d listen to you.’   


 ‘No she
wouldn’t.’  Saul sighed.  ‘I think even the twins would fail to make
her see reason today.  We’re just going to have to try and keep her from
doing anything too stupid.’ 


‘Good luck
with that.’  Xerxes muttered grimly.  


Mistral pushed
Cirrus on, urging him to gallop ever faster, leaning over his neck and
revelling in the sensation of the powerful horse plunging forward.  She
could hear Prospero’s panting breaths as he kept pace behind them; the double
beat of his heavy paws and Cirrus’ hooves in time to her pounding heart. 
Before long she had left the others far behind and slowed Cirrus to a steadier
pace, letting Prospero run alongside and catch his breath.  Her irritation
at Xerxes had faded but she still felt perplexed by his attitude.  Was he
afraid of Fabian?  Surely it was up to her to deal with any anger Fabian
may or may not have for her going on the hunting trip, not Xerxes! 
Anyway, if Fabian was so keen on protecting her all the time then where was
he?  Not with her, obviously.  


Bitterness and
self-pity washed over her.  He could leave the Valley whenever he wished
but he expected her to remain there, safe and bored, like some caged pet. 
With a burst of anger Mistral kicked Cirrus on again, suddenly determined to
find the cyclops before her brothers caught up.


She rode
higher, the stone-walled pastures of wary sheep giving way to steep rows of
grape vines.  Mistral slowed Cirrus to a walk and examined the passing
terrain more closely.  A small village lay further down the
mountainside.  Smoke rising from the chimneys showed that it was
inhabited.  There was no way the villagers would be happily going about
their day-to-day business if a cyclops had taken up residence nearby. 
Knowing she had further to go, Mistral pushed Cirrus on again.  The
scenery swept past her in a green blur, the horse’s powerful strides carrying
them further into the mountains.  The surrounding land grew wilder. 
There were no longer any fields of vines or even pastureland, just a wide
sloping expanse of rocky ground broken by the occasional scrubby patch of
gorse.  The ground soon became too uneven for Cirrus to continue at such a
past face and Mistral was forced to slow him to a steady trot.  


The silence of
the mountainside was absolute, a ringing pressure on her eardrums that
amplified every tiny sound to the volume of a thunderclap.  The soft
thudding of Prospero’s paws, his steady panting, the rhythmical beat of Cirrus’
hooves, the creak of leather and even the noise of her own raised heartbeats
all became as loud to Mistral as the din of battle.  


The might of
the Western Range reared up before her.  It was a sight she had witnessed
many times from the balcony of the mountain house but even familiarity could
not rob the dramatic peaks of their majesty.  Timeless, vast and
effortlessly humbling, the sight of them never failed to render her
speechless.  


Realising that
this meant she was nearing her destination Mistral wrenched her eyes away from the
fierce beauty of the mountain peaks and reined Cirrus to a walk, letting him
pick his way through heaps of fallen rock while she studied their surroundings
for any signs of the cyclops.  The going was slow and Mistral quickly grew
frustrated.  Pulling Cirrus to a halt she turned to look up at the
mountainside, studying the grey-faced rock with an impatient eye.  There
was little to see, only several heaps of loose rubble that spoke of recent rock
slides.  When Cirrus slipped and stumbled on the gravelly edge of one
slide Mistral quickly decided to go ahead on foot.  She halted him and
glanced around for a suitable place to tether her horse.  A slight motion
on the mountainside caught her roving gaze.  Her first thought was of
another rockslide but when her eyes focussed on the source she let out a gasp
of delight. 


As grey and
misshapen as the rock it was climbing down the cyclops gripped at the mountain
face with huge three-fingered hands, moving steadily towards the ground. 
Mistral watched it tearing out chunks of granite, creating holds that would
take its weight.  She realised with a burst of awe that the rocks around
her weren’t from a slide.  They had been gouged from the mountainside by
the cyclops’ hands.  


Mistral stared
at the massive grey-skinned creature, taking in a muscular back and shoulders
that implied formidable strength.  Her eyes travelled down over the
powerful legs, noting thick talons protruding from the back of its heels which
would no doubt prove dangerous to anything within range of its feet. 


‘Prospero. 
Guard.’  Mistral ordered quietly and swung down from the saddle. 
There was no way she was risking her horse and her dog against the huge beast
in front of her.  


Drawing her
crossbow she fitted a bolt and moved quietly away from Cirrus and Prospero to
kneel on the ground.  She levelled her crossbow and waited, holding her
breath to keep her aim steady.  Her plan was simple.  The moment the
creature turned around she would fire the bolt straight into its single eye and
blind it … then she would be able to go in on foot and finish the job with her
swords.


The cyclops
reached the base of the rock face.  Mistral felt the earth beneath her
tremble when it leapt the last few feet, landing with a shuddering thud. 
Turning with surprising agility it suddenly spun to face her, nostrils flaring
wide to inhale the warm scent of horse and dog.  For a split second
Mistral froze, transfixed by the huge single eye in the centre of the
creature’s forehead.  Massive, unblinking and completely black, it gleamed
with an unspeakable evil that deepened when it locked onto Cirrus and
Prospero.  


With a savage
roar the cyclops tore a handful of rocks from the mountainside and hurled them
at Prospero and Cirrus.  Mistral’s eyes blazed with fury at Prospero’s
resulting yelp of pain and immediately fired her crossbow at the cyclops’
eye.  


The bolt went
wide and thudded into the cyclops’ face.  Roaring with pain it groped
clumsily at the bolt but only succeeded in snapping the shaft and driving the
bolt further in.  Howling furiously, it dragged a hand against the
mountainside again, ripping out more ammunition to fling at its unseen
attacker.  Mistral watched the cyclops fill its hands with rocks and
abruptly all of the frustration she had felt in the last few weeks turned to
sheer rage.  


‘Prospero!’ 
tossing her crossbow down, she grabbed her dagger and sprinted straight for the
cyclops. 


Hearing her
shout, the cyclops spun to face her, its face twisting into a vicious
snarl.  Flinging down the rocks in an impatient gesture it lurched towards
her, stretching out with both massive hands to grab at her running figure.


Still
shouting, Mistral pelted across the stony ground, her dagger raised
ready.  At the very last moment she veered sharply to the right, dodging
the cyclops’ grasping hands to launch herself up into the air and thrust her
dagger into the base of its neck.  The dagger pierced through the thick
skin and stuck fast into solid muscle and sinew.  With a snarl Mistral
tugged at the dagger to stab again but the momentum of her leap carried her
past the cyclops’ shoulder before she could free it leaving her hanging over
the cyclops’ back, suspended from the hilt of her own dagger.  


The cyclops
bellowed and lashed out, spinning around wildly to try and dislodge her. 
Mistral clung on, fuelled by a burning rage that blotted out all reason. 
She rammed the sides of her boots against the leathery skin of its back to
support her weight and pulled furiously at the dagger but it was lodged deep in
the creature’s stone-like muscles.


It was the
sight of Mistral clinging to the back of a violently enraged cyclops that met
the warriors when they hauled their panting horses to a halt beside Cirrus and
Prospero.


‘Get your bows
out now!’  Xerxes cried and leapt from his horse, reaching swiftly for his
own. 


‘Cain! 
Poison, now!’  Saul demanded.


‘In my bag!’
he flung his saddlebag at Saul and jumped from the saddle to draw his own bow.


‘Grendel! 
Get in there with a sarisas and distract the damned thing before it kills her!’ 
Xerxes yelled.


Grendel
grunted and immediately began to pound heavily towards the cyclops, levelling
one of the long spiked sarisas while he ran.


‘What colour
is the bottle?’  Saul’s voice rose in panic as he searched frantically
through Cain’s saddlebag.


‘Blue!’


‘Got
it!’  


Saul quickly
doused his arrow then threw the bottle to Brutus who repeated the action with
his own arrow.  He notched the poisoned arrow to his bow then swore.


‘Damn
it!  I can’t fire near the head in case I get Mistral!’  


The cyclops
was spinning in circles, pawing at the irritating creature clinging onto its
back.  


‘Doesn’t
matter!  Just get the poison into it and fast!’  Xerxes yelled,
pouring poison onto an arrowhead and throwing the bottle to Cain.


They fired at
the same time, their arrows flying through the air and plunging into the
cyclops to elicit another infuriated roar.  Cain grabbed the bottle of
poison to dowse his next bolt and gave a gasp of horror.


‘I said
blue!’  he shouted at Saul.  


‘It is
blue!’  Saul screamed back at him.


‘Have you got
yarthkin blood or what?  It’s black!  You’ve just shot the damned
thing with manticore poison!’


Xerxes and
Brutus swore loudly as they all realised that they had just pumped an already demented
cyclops full of venom that would make it even more violent and totally
impervious to pain. 


Unaware of the
added danger he was facing, Grendel slowed his run and approached the cyclops
at a walk, levelling a long sarisas ready.  Swiftly ducking a heavy fisted
swipe he lunged forward and thrust the spiked point deep into the cyclops’
exposed side.


The cyclops’
face contorted with pain.  It immediately swung out a massive hand in
retaliation, catching Grendel around the head and slamming him to the ground. 
Stunned, Grendel lay dazed as the cyclops raised a huge foot to stamp down him.



‘Fire!’ 
Xerxes shouted and they all let fly with arrows once more; this time tipped
with hemlock poison. 


Their aim was
true and the arrows struck the sides and belly of the cyclops.  The
warriors instantly drew their bowstrings and fired again, sending another hail
of poisoned arrows flying through the air.  Thrashing wildly under the
onslaught the cyclops threw back its head, ramming its granite skull into the
top of Mistral’s head.  Stars burst in front of her eyes at the force of
the blow.  Losing her grip on the creature’s back she slid senselessly to
the ground.  Feeling the weight on its back slide away the cyclops
wheeled, searching for its tormentor.  Snatching at her fallen body with
one huge hand he swept her up and flung her against the mountainside. 
Body met rock in a snapping crunch and then there was silence.  


Bright
sunlight glowed red through her closed eyelids, forcing her into
consciousness.  Prising her eyes open a fraction Mistral made out the hazy
form of a dark-haired figure sat beside her bed.


‘Is that you
or am I dreaming?’ 


‘It’s me.’
 Fabian replied shortly, adding stiffly.  ‘How are you
feeling?’  


‘Better now I
know you’re real,’ she sighed and opened her eyes wider, taking in Fabian’s
ominously unsmiling face.  ‘Are you angry with me?’  


‘No.’ he
snapped and rose to his feet.  ‘I’m angry with your idiot brothers for
taking you on such a dangerous hunt.  And now I know that you are alright
I am going to find them.’   


‘But I’m not
alright!’  Mistral cried, struggling to sit up.  ‘I’m never alright
without you!  It’s not them you need to be angry at, but you.’


Fabian glared
at her, his hand resting on the back of the chair he had been sitting on.
 


‘And why
should I be angry with myself?’  he demanded icily.


Ignoring her
spinning head Mistral forced herself to continue, ‘For trying to protect me
from anything that might hurt me.  Can’t you see it’s driving me
insane?  I’m too much like you Fabian.  I need to be free.  How
would you feel if you were stuck in the Valley, not allowed to leave or take
any Contracts that presented even the remotest challenge?’


Fabian stared
at her coldly then sighed and sank back onto the chair, ‘I admit that I may have
been a touch overprotective recently, and I know that keeping you cooped up in
the Valley has been hard on you – but a cyclops?  What were you thinking?’


‘I got drunk.’
 Mistral confessed, looking a little shame-faced.  ‘It seemed like a
good idea at the time.’  


Fabian stared
at her and for a second she thought he was really going to shout at her then he
laughed softly and reached out to take her hands, ‘I’m sorry Mistral.  I
just wanted to keep you from being injured, and,’ he paused significantly, ‘from
anything that would prevent you from mastering Sight.’  


She looked up
to meet his deep black gaze, ‘Believe me Fabian, I want nothing more than to
master Sight too, but I’m not sure that this is the right way to go about it.’


‘No,’ he
agreed.  ‘Not if it results in reckless outbursts of you trying to get
yourself killed.  So, allow me to suggest a compromise.’


She settled
back against the pillows, eyeing him warily, ‘I’m listening.’ 


‘I promised
that you could accompany me on my next Contract –’


‘No matter
what it entailed,’ she reminded him.


‘No matter
what it entailed.  Well, whilst I’ve been waiting for you to regain
consciousness, which has been nearly two days by the way –’ 


Mistral
flinched, two days?  Guilt swamped her as she realised that Fabian had
been sat by her bed for two whole days, probably beside himself with worry …
then her heart hardened when she reasoned that if he had been a little more
trusting and allowed her some freedom to actually take the work she was trained
to do then she wouldn’t have felt the need to behave quite so recklessly in the
first place.   


‘I have
accepted a Council Contract and, if you so desire to, you are welcome to
accompany me.’


‘Yes
please!’  


‘Wait, I have
more I wish to say to you yet,’ he said, smiling for the first time. 
‘Contracts of all types that you wish to undertake resume with immediate effect
–’


‘Uh-huh,’
Mistral narrowed her eyes at him suspiciously.  It wasn’t like Fabian to
give in that easily.


‘On the strict
understanding that I accompany you.’


‘Agreed!’ 
Mistral grinned at him.  ‘Now, is there any chance of you breaking me out
of here?  The twins usually do the honours but they’re not here.’


‘My pleasure.’
 Fabian smiled and slid his hands under the bed sheet, pulling her into
his arms.


‘You know I
probably could walk,’ she murmured, gazing into his velvet eyes while he
cradled her in his arms and carried her towards the door.


He gazed down
at her, the epitome of polite concern, ‘Would you like to?’ 


‘No.’ 











The Mage Council Contract





Fabian carried
Mistral out of the Infirmary to be promptly greeted by Prospero, laid beside
the door.  He immediately leapt to his feet, wagging his feathery tail
with pleasure at the sight of his mistress.  


‘Hello boy,’
Mistral smiled down at her dog while Fabian swept her swiftly down the corridor
and up the stairs to the dorms.  Kicking open her door he carried her in
and laid her gently on the bed, sitting down beside her as Prospero collapsed
heavily on the floor and instantly went back to sleep.  


‘I am sorry,’
she sighed, wrapping her arms around him.  ‘You must have been so
worried.’


‘I was
slightly anxious.’  Fabian agreed in a tense voice.  ‘And I admit it
was hardly the pleasant reception I had fondly imagined when I rode into the
Valley earlier than I had promised.  Instead of you jumping for joy at
seeing me again you were lying unconscious in the Infirmary with your so-called
brothers skulking guiltily at the foot of your bed.’


Mistral
cringed again, ‘I’m so sorry,’ she whispered.  ‘I remember trying to stab
the cyclops to death with my dagger then it threw me at the rockface, but I’ve
no idea what happened after that.’


‘I heard the
full and very colourful story from Xerxes.  I think Cain should be banned
from brewing anything ever again and I will be speaking with the twins as
well.’


‘Fabian! 
You’re not my Training Lieutenant now.’  Mistral reminded him sharply.


He sighed and
looked down at her, his black eyes sad, ‘No, I’m just the person who loves you
more than his own life and trusted others to try and repress your more reckless
urges whilst I was unable to.’


‘Oh Fabian,
please don’t!  I feel guilty enough as it is!  I’m sorry!  I
missed you so much and then I got angry with you.  I resented the fact
that you could leave the Valley when you pleased but I couldn’t.  Then my
brothers came back, full of the mercenary Contract they’d just been on, making
me feel even more like I was trapped here, bored and boring.  And Cain had
this drink –’


‘I know about
the illegal manticore potion and I don’t approve.’  Fabian snapped coldly.


‘No, and
looking back, I don’t think I do either.’


‘So.  You
agree that hanging from the back of a cyclops and trying to stab it to death
with a short-bladed dagger is not a good way to try and stay out of
trouble?’  


Mistral
glanced up at him and was relieved to see a flicker of humour in the jet black
of his eyes.


‘What can I
say?’  she grimaced apologetically.  ‘It seemed like a good idea at
the time?’


Fabian laughed
softly and shook his head, ‘I am not angry with you Mistral, or with your
brothers either, not really.  I know how hard it can be to prevent you
from getting what you want.’


‘I don’t
know.’  Mistral murmured, gazing up at him from under her lashes. 
‘You seem quite immune to what I really want.’


‘However,’ Fabian
continued firmly, ‘I think we both know that my efforts to keep you safe have
failed rather magnificently.  So we shall try our new agreement.’


Mistral
sighed, knowing the moment had gone, ‘Tell me about the Contract.’  


‘I will. 
But first I want to give you something.’  Fabian slid his hand into the
top pocket of his jerkin and brought out a leather pouch.  He dropped it
onto the bed beside Mistral, the metallic clink telling her it was full of
coins. 


‘What’s that
for?’  Mistral asked with a frown.


‘Your payment
for the cyclops Contract, which was a success by the way.  Your brothers
finally managed to subdue it with poison, despite having first pumped it full
of invincibility-inducing manticore poison.  They finally slew it with swords,
rescued you and extracted the eye for the bonus payment.  Grendel carried
you back and Brutus managed Cirrus.  None of them could get near Prospero
however.  He followed you back and has been asleep outside the Infirmary
doors since you were carried in there.  He’s been growling at everyone who
dared to enter.  Serenity was not impressed.’


‘Oh.’
 Mistral said quietly.  Picking up the pouch of money she bounced it
in her hand, feeling the weight.  ‘How much is in there?’ 


‘It’s a good
payment.’  Fabian confirmed shortly.


‘Take it.’ she
held it up to him.  ‘Give it to Leo.  Tell him to take it off my debt
to the Ri.’


Fabian frowned
and shook his head, ‘It’s yours Mistral.  You earned it.  Go to
Toothe and Nayle and buy those damned butterfly knives you covet so much!’


‘I covet my
freedom more,’ she said softly, still holding the pouch out.  ‘I have
everything I want right here in this room.’ 


Fabian gazed
at her, his hard black gaze slowly melting to the soft velvet she loved so
much.  


‘And so do I,’
he finally murmured, wrapping his hand around hers and taking the pouch of
money.


‘Now that’s
sorted can I please hear about this Contract?’


‘You may, with
pleasure.  I, or rather we, are Contracted to travel west to the port of
Holdridge and meet a delegation of Mages from France and escort them to the
Council.


‘Eximius has
issued this Contract himself.  He specifically requested that I and the
twins be in the greeting party and attend the meeting that they are here
for.  I suggested to Leo that this would provide the perfect opportunity
for you to see the Council and See the Council, if you perceive my
meaning.’


‘I do.’
 Mistral sighed heavily.  She had really been hoping for something to
kill, not an aura to read. 


‘He feels that
it would be beneficial for you to gain some inside knowledge of the Council
before Eximius becomes aware of your particular gift.  Because once he
does Mistral, he will be demanding your services at almost every damned meeting
he has, I can assure you of that.’


‘I can’t
wait.’  Mistral replied heavily.  ‘But please tell me there is the
outside chance of some kind of bloodshed.’  


‘There is
every chance.  It is fairly standard practise for Ri warriors to be used
to escort foreign officials when they arrive on the Isle.  They often bring
with them a hidden agenda, usually involving killing Eximius.  You would
be surprised how many desire his position.’


‘You’re right,
I would.’  


‘So, wear your
armour and bring all of your weapons.  We may end up having to fight our
way out if the meeting doesn’t go smoothly.’


‘Does that
happen often?’  Mistral asked, looking suddenly hopeful.  


‘It has done.’
 Fabian gave her a wry smile.  ‘Tempers often flare during the
meetings.  Events can become heated, to say the least.’


‘Things are
suddenly looking up!’


 Fabian
looked down at her with a bemused expression on his face, ‘How am I ever going
to cure you of this craven bloodlust?


Mistral gave
him a burning look, ‘Easily.’ 


‘Anyway,’
Fabian continued in a determined voice, ‘the twins are there to ensure that the
outcome of the meeting is precisely as Eximius wishes it to be, however, it
would be most useful to have some idea of the visiting delegation’s true
feelings.  Which is where your skills come into play.’


‘You want me
to read each of them and provide feedback on their emotional states?’


‘Yes … but,
how are you progressing with reading people without them realising?’


Mistral
shrugged, ‘No-one has noticed so far.’


‘We need to be
completely sure.  It would be disastrous if the delegates realised we had
a Seer in the meeting.’


‘Would it mean
a fight?’  Mistral asked, trying to mask her excitement with concern.


Fabian threw
her an exasperated look, ‘Possibly.  But I was more concerned with Eximius
being made aware of your gift before you had managed to develop its full
potential.’


‘Fine, I’ll
practice.  How long have I got?’


‘We need to
leave early tomorrow morning.  We have to meet the delegation at the
port.  It’s a full day’s ride from here.  Then we escort them north
to the Council which is at least a further day’s ride, sometimes two.’


‘So … I have
today to practice?’  Mistral clarified with a frown.


‘Yes.  I
know it’s short notice.  I thought I could buy you lunch in The Cloak and
Dagger, if you’re feeling up to it, and we could practice on the other
occupants.’


Mistral
grinned up at him, suddenly excited by the thought of going out on a Contract
with him, no matter how potentially dull it sounded.


‘Of course I’m
up to lunch!  I’m starving!  But do you mind if I have a shower
first?  I’m very grateful to Grendel for lugging my unconscious body back
to the Valley but he does leave a certain distinctive whiff that I really need
to get rid of.’


Fabian smiled
and released her from his arms, ‘I’ll meet you in the tavern,’ he said softly,
watching her slide from his lap and walk towards the door.  


Giving a
martyred sigh Prospero hauled himself to his feet and padded softly after
her.  


Feeling
refreshed by a long shower and a change of clothes, Mistral hurried down to The
Cloak and Dagger.  Unlatching the heavy door she stepped into the familiar
tavern and saw the twins sat at a table and instantly looked around for Fabian
but couldn’t see her tall dark Mage anywhere.  Frowning, Mistral walked towards
the bar to order a drink with Prospero following closely at her heels.


‘Mistral?’ 
Phantom’s voice called her from across the bar.


She turned to
look enquiringly at him, ‘What?’


‘I’ve bought
you a drink.  Are you coming over?’


Mistral nodded
vaguely and walked over, still looking around for Fabian.  As she
approached their table Phantom sprang to his feet and pulled out a chair for
her to sit on.


Mistral gave
him an odd look before she sat down and reached gratefully for the tankard of
ale on the table in front of her while Prospero sank down at her feet with a
low groan.


‘I’ve ordered
a plate of meats for us to share.’


Mistral
regarded him coolly, ‘Thanks, but I’m meeting Fabian.’


‘I know,’ said
Phantom quickly.  ‘We’ve seen Mage De Winter already.  He said to tell
you that he’s got to meet with Master Sphinx first and to go ahead and eat
without him.’


‘Did he
really.’  Mistral muttered into her tankard.  She had the distinct
feeling that she had just been set up.


‘Er, Mistral?’


‘Yes
Phantom?’  


‘I know that
I’ve been a bit hard on you recently –’


Mistral raised
her eyebrows but remained silent.  Watching Phantom squirm was the most
satisfying thing that had happened to her in months.


‘But it’s only
been because I care about you –’


Mistral stared
at him in frank disbelief.  She could just about accept the emotional
drivel from Phantasm … but Phantom?  


‘And I admit I
find it frustrating that you don’t appear to appreciate the true value of your
gift.’  Phantom ploughed on determinedly.  ‘But, it has been pointed
out to me that you are probably finding things quite hard at the moment too –’


Mistral shot a
glance at Phantasm but he was conveniently engrossed in the plate of cold meats
that Floris had brought to their table.  


‘– and I suppose
what I am really trying to say, is, er –’


‘Yes
Phantom?’  Mistral prompted helpfully.


‘– that I’m
sorry,’ he finished lamely. 


‘For
what?’  Mistral asked bluntly.


Phantom
frowned at her, ‘Well, for going off to visit Master Casterton and letting you
go on that wretched hunt for starters –’


‘That,’
interrupted Mistral sharply, ‘was the most fun I’ve had in ages so don’t go
apologising.  In fact, go see Mycroft Casterton everyday if it means I get
to do something interesting for a change!’


Phantom’s face
clouded as he struggled not to snap back at her.  Mistral heard the
distinctive sound of a boot meeting a shin and hid a smile knowing Phantasm had
kicked his brother.


 ‘And for
not being very understanding about your … situation.’


Mistral stared
at him coldly, not believing a word.  This reeked of Fabian.  She
picked up her tankard and took a long swallow, lowering it to regard Phantom
over the pewter rim. 


‘And how much
did Fabian shout at you?’  


Phantom gave
her a guilty look, ‘He doesn’t need to shout.  He can be very …
compelling.’


‘Yes, he can,’
she agreed with an indulgent smile and reached out to take a chicken leg from
the plate of meat in front of her.  Biting into it with relish she gazed
around at the bar.  There were a number of visiting warriors in that would
provide good unsuspecting practise pieces for her aura reading abilities, plus
all of the first years were gathered around a table together talking excitedly
about their new Training Lieutenant.


‘Where are
Saul and the others?’  Mistral suddenly asked.  ‘Fabian said they
hung around when I was brought in to the Infirmary.’


‘They did,
till they knew you were going to be alright.  Then they took the first
Contracts available and left the Valley this afternoon.’


‘Oh.’
 Mistral felt crushed.  She had enjoyed their company and had been
looking forward to at least a card game or even another hunt before they all
left again.  


‘I think they
felt it was best to be out of the way for a while.’  Phantasm murmured.


Mistral
frowned at him, ‘Why?’


‘Mage De
Winter was not impressed by their behaviour, which is probably putting it
mildly.’


Mistral stared
at him … Xerxes, Brutus, Saul, Cain and Grendel afraid of Fabian?


‘Just what is
so scary about Fabian?’  she asked, genuinely bewildered.


Phantasm took
a drink from his tankard before replying.  He regarded her over the brim,
much the same as she had his brother only moments before only Mistral had the
distinct impression that he was using the tankard as a shield.


‘Mage De
Winter has a certain reputation.  I don’t think there is a warrior in the
Valley that would willingly cross him.’


Mistral threw
her hands up in exasperation, ‘Are you all blind?  He’s the kindest, most
generous, honest and … well, most perfect person I’ve ever met!  There was
no need for them all to take the first Contracts they could just to avoid him!’


Phantom sighed
and shook his head, muttered something unintelligible under his breath that
sounded like ‘deluded’ to Mistral.


‘I know he’s
changed since he met you, Mistral, but to others he is still the man he
was.  Based purely on the strength of the way he feels about you, the
others felt it was safest to put a bit of distance between them and your Mage
for a while.’


Mistral pouted
angrily and threw the chicken bone onto the plate, ‘Where have they gone?’ 


‘Saul and Cain
have taken a bodyguarding Contract for a Council official; Grendel has gone
south to round up a loose herd of bonacon and Brutus and Xerxes have taken a
Contract to clear out a nest of knuckers in the southern farmlands.’


Mistral shook
her head in disbelief at the list of low-grade Contracts Phantasm reeled
off.  Had her brothers really been that desperate to get away from Fabian?


‘I think that
you have all seriously misunderstood Fabian,’ she snapped, ignoring Phantom’s
incredulous snort which he quickly tried to disguise as a sneeze.


‘So, we all
have a Contract together – excited?’  Phantasm enquired brightly in an
abrupt change of subject.


‘Ecstatic.’
 Mistral muttered sarcastically.  ‘However, that does remind me that
I am supposed to be having lunch with Fabian and practising my aura reading
skills, so, get your swords ready in case I offend anyone –’


Randomly
focussing on one of the tavern’s other occupants Mistral freed her mind of her
irritation at her brothers’ misconception of Fabian and forced her attention to
the matter at hand.  


By the time
she had read each warrior in the bar in turn, Fabian had arrived and sat down
beside her with a murmured apology for his lateness.


Mistral shot
him a reproving look but didn’t say anything.


‘Well, no-one
has leapt to their feet and challenged you so far,’ said Phantom, looking
around optimistically.   


‘No, I agree,
however the delegates may well be expecting something like this, so we need to
try on someone more wary.’  Phantasm narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. 
‘Can you talk and read someone at the same time?’  he asked suddenly.


Mistral
shrugged, ‘Never tried.’


‘Well try
now.’  Phantasm urged through clenched teeth.


‘Fine!’ she
snapped, glaring at him.  ‘Since we seem to be having an open and frank
conversation this lunchtime did I ever tell you that whilst I value your
friendship I am becoming heartily sick of you both swanning off to Mycroft’s
tower room to warm your toes in front of his fire every five minutes instead of
spending time with me – who is, I might remind you – meant to be your friend
and, oh my Phantasm!  Does that make you feel guilty!’


Phantasm
scowled, ‘You’ve proved your point.  There was no visible indication that
you were reading my aura.’ 


‘Yes, but
Mistral knows you really well … how about someone that she doesn’t?’


‘Phantom’s
right.’  Mistral agreed with a sigh.  ‘The more I know someone the
easier it is to read their aura; Fabian’s is almost always visible to me now.’


Fabian glanced
at her and she smiled apologetically back but he merely looked amused. 
Only he would find the idea of his emotions being constantly on display
humorous. 


‘So, we need
to try someone else.’  Phantasm cast his eyes broodingly around the room
before finally alighting on the perpetually flushed features of the
proprietor.  ‘Floris!’ he exclaimed happily and the bartender looked
up.  ‘Can we have another round of drinks over here please?’


‘I’ll fetch
them.’  Mistral gave a resigned sigh at being forced into Phantasm’s
ridiculous charade.


The twins and
Fabian watched with undisguised interest while she chatted with Floris. 
He gave his usual monosyllabic responses while he filled the tankards and
placed them on the bar.  Thanking him brightly, Mistral dropped a handful
of bronze coins down and carried the tray back over to the table.


‘Is he looking
at me suspiciously?’  Mistral asked, keeping her back to the bar.


Phantom shot a
surreptitious glance at the bar where Floris was idly rubbing glasses with a
dirty looking cloth, ‘No.  Looks like you did it!’ 


‘Yes, I think
we can consider the experiment a success.’  Phantasm said with a satisfied
nod. 


‘Well
done.’  Fabian smiled at her.  ‘And now, would you still care to join
me for lunch or have you already eaten?’  


‘Please!’ 
Mistral responded quickly.  ‘Phantasm ate most of that platter and I’m
still starving.  I suppose it’s because I haven’t eaten for two days.’


Mistral felt
the twins stir uncomfortably.  They shared a look then Phantom turned to
address Fabian, his expression contrite.


‘Mage De
Winter, I must sincerely apologise for failing to keep Mistral from taking that
Contract.’


‘Oh for crying
out loud Phantom, I’m not eight years old!  Just let me accept
responsibility for my own actions will you?’ 


Mistral glared
angrily at Phantom who glared stonily back, their truce apparently over.  


‘Mistral.’
 Fabian murmured softly to her.  ‘Please could you find a quiet table
and order something for us to eat?  I just need to have a word with the
twins.’


Shaking her
head angrily Mistral rose to her feet and stalked over to the bar. 
Heaving a deep sigh, Prospero lumbered to his feet and padded obediently after
her.  


Mistral
ordered bowls of venison stew and stomped over to a small table at the back of
the tavern.  She threw herself gracelessly onto one of the chairs and
glared angrily at the twins, both talking intently with Fabian with identical
expressions of sincerest regret etched on their perfect faces.  


Floris brought
the two bowls of stew to her table and Fabian ended his conversation with the
twins.  Nodding tersely to each of them in turn he rose to his feet and
walked towards Mistral, a pensive expression on his face.  He took the
seat opposite her and immediately began to eat his stew, gazing broodingly into
the middle distance somewhere over Mistral’s left shoulder.  She looked at
him expectantly for a few seconds, waiting for him to speak to her, but he
appeared to be completely absorbed in his own thoughts.  His aura, now a
constant addition to her view of him, revealed only a halo of deepest royal
blue.  He was utterly focussed on something that obviously wasn’t
her.  


Raising an
eyebrow in irritation Mistral bent over her bowl of stew and started to eat but
found her appetite had suddenly vanished.  Pushing her bowl of stew away
she rested her chin in her hand and began to drum the table with her fingers,
staring moodily at her untouched tankard of ale.  After a few moments
Fabian finally appeared to notice her agitated behaviour.


‘If you’re not
hungry we can prepare and leave straight away,’ he said.   


Mistral looked
at him and could tell that his attention was still not fully on her, ‘I thought
we weren’t leaving until the morning,’ she said, a slightly petulant tone
creeping into her voice.   


‘It would be a
better use of our time to travel home today and prepare for the journey – if
you are feeling up to travelling, of course.’


Mistral looked
up quickly, her face breaking into a wide grin, ‘Of course I’m up to it!’


Fabian nodded,
‘Good, because it will make our journey to Holdridge shorter.  I’ve asked
the twins to be ready to leave with us in an hour.’


Mistral stared
at him in disbelief, the smile freezing on her face, ‘The twins are coming?’


Fabian frowned
and finally looked directly at her but his black eyes seemed flat and distant,
‘Yes.  Is that a problem?’


Mistral didn’t
reply.  What could she say?  Yes it was a problem?  The sound of
Phantom breathing was enough to make her want to kill him and all she really
wanted was some time alone with Fabian.  


Fabian exhaled
noisily and a shadow of irritation crossed his face, ‘We have a tight schedule
to work to Mistral.  It would be churlish to expect them to have to ride
out to our house before dawn tomorrow just so that we could leave on time!’


Mistral stared
at him wordlessly, stung by the sharp tone of his voice.  Inexplicably,
she suddenly felt like crying.  To hide the tears pricking at her eyes she
grabbed her tankard and took a huge gulp, hiccupping as the ale hit the back of
her throat.


Was this how
Fabian was going to be?  Planning with the twins behind her back, ignoring
her, then thoughtlessly throwing away what precious little time alone together
they had?  


Feeling the
trickle of hot tears on her cheeks Mistral tried to hide her sudden anguish
behind her half-empty tankard.  


‘Are you
trying to drown yourself in ale?’  Fabian finally asked in an exasperated
voice.


Mistral
abruptly banged the tankard down onto the table and glared angrily at him, her
tears falling freely while she fought hard to control the urge to punch him for
being so insensitive.  


Fabian was
instantly distraught.  Reaching out to grasp her hands in his he raised
them to his lips and kissed them gently.  


‘Please
forgive me Mistral.  I am too used to working alone.  It’s different
co-ordinating a group of warriors … and this Contract … the meeting the foreign
Mages are here to attend, it’s vital to the future of the Isle.’


Mistral choked
back a sob, ‘I don’t give a stuff about the Isle!  Only about you.’ 


Fabian
suddenly smiled and leaned across the table to gently wipe the tears from her
cheeks, ‘I don’t deserve your love.’


A thousand
angry responses rose to Mistral’s lips and died instantly as Fabian suddenly
slid his hands around her face and kissed her passionately.  


‘We will have a
lifetime of nights alone together, I promise,’ he whispered as he released
her.  ‘Please let me make it up to you.’


Mistral gazed
at him for a long moment before the ghost of a smile touched the corners of her
mouth, ‘You know the deal when you’ve done something wrong.’    


Fabian sighed
heavily.


‘I hope you
are not always going to respond in that way when I suggest that you spend the
night with me,’ she retorted.


Fabian grinned
roguishly and Mistral’s heart faltered.


‘I will
respond in any way you desire,’ he promised, running his fingers lightly across
the palm of her hand.


‘I suppose you
want me to pack your saddlebags for you and grab your Blackheart Wolverine skin
from your room too do you Mistral?’  Phantom called in a peeved voice,
cruelly shattering the hazy fantasy Mistral was immersed in.  


Mistral glared
at him.  His timing was so abysmal it was almost like he had a sixth sense
telling him when to interrupt.


Smiling at her
expression Fabian turned and spoke quietly to the twins over his shoulder, ‘Yes
please Phantom.  That would be most considerate of you.  We will meet
you at the stables in an hour.’


‘I will kill
him one day.’  Mistral vowed under her breath, watching the twins leave
the bar.


‘I think you
would miss him if you did.’ 


‘Huh, only
because it would mean that I no longer had the heart-warming prospect of
planning how to kill him.’  


Fabian laughed
and rose from his chair, holding his hand out for her to take, ‘We had better
start preparing the horses.’


Rising from her
chair, Mistral slipped one hand into his and trailed the other across the soft
fur of Prospero’s head as he walked by her side across the tavern.  


‘Are you going
to tell me what you and the twins were talking about?’  she asked
suddenly.  


‘No.’ Fabian
turned to smile at her.  ‘Because to repeat their abject apologies for
failing so miserably at deterring your inherently wilful, reckless nature would
only embarrass them.  However, shall we just say that I am satisfied that
they are genuinely remorseful and will be keeping a closer eye on you from now
on.’


Mistral heaved
a sigh, ‘How will I ever manage to have fun again I wonder?’  


‘We’ll find a
way.’  


Fabian opened
the door of the bar and stepping aside to allow her to leave before him. 
Throwing him a scorching look Mistral walked out into the village square and
breathed in a deep breath of sun-warmed air.  She paused and looked over
at the horses grazing in the paddock where spring was finally making her
presence felt.  Clusters of pale flowers were blooming among the
thickening grass and the horses’ coats were beginning to shine again.  


Mistral felt
Fabian’s arms wrap around her and leaned back against him to watch Cirrus and
Spirit grazing calmly near to one another.  Mistral smiled at the pretty picture
they made, knowing how deceiving looks could be.  


‘Are you going
to try and catch them, or shall I?’  


Fabian
sighed.  His mare was as difficult to catch as Cirrus.  


‘It’s
fortunate that we have an hour before we leave.’  Fabian released her and
strode over to collect two lead ropes from the paddock fence.


‘Yes, because
we’re going no need it.’  Mistral muttered and followed him. 


After a few
false starts Fabian and Mistral eventually caught their horses by deploying the
simple but effective tactic of catching each other’s horse instead of their
own.  The twins’ more biddable horses simply followed them out of the
paddock without needing to be led.  Once out of the paddock the geldings
walked calmly across the village square to the stableblock, heading obediently
for their usual stalls. 


Mistral shot
the quiet pair a disgusted look and shook her head, ‘Where’s the challenge?’


Before their
allotted hour was up the twins had returned to the stableblock.  Mistral
had groomed and tacked both their horses and was finishing tightening Cirrus’
girth when Phantasm strolled into the stables to find her.  


‘I packed you
some clean clothes, your medical kit, tinder box and armour.’


‘Knife
belt?’  Mistral asked distractedly, grunting as Cirrus barged against her. 
Shoving her horse out of the way she reached out to take the saddlebag from
Phantasm.


‘Of course.
 Phantom’s got your swords – oh and here’s your wolverine skin.’
 Phantasm passed her the rolled up pelt.


‘Thanks,’ said
Mistral, taking the bundle and turning to strap it to the back of Cirrus’
saddle.  ‘Your horses are both tacked and ready for you.  Oh, I
changed the bit you’ve got on Jupiter at the moment, it’s too hard.  That
horse would respond to a piece of silk in his mouth.’


‘Thanks, I
didn’t realise.  The Equus suggested I try it – I’ll go lead him out,’


Phantasm
walked off to retrieve his horse leaving Mistral to finish attaching her
saddlebag.


‘Swords.’ 
Phantom abruptly dropped her swords in the straw at the edge of Cirrus’ stall
then walked off.


Mistral
glowered after his retreating form.  He hadn’t even thanked her for
preparing her horse for him.  


‘You’re
welcome!’  she shouted sarcastically.


‘So are
you!’  he retorted sharply from the other end of the stable.  Mistral
had also failed to thank him for bringing her swords down to her.


Muttering
uncomplimentary oaths about Phantom, Mistral led Cirrus from his stall and out
into the yard.  Fabian was already mounted, holding his nervously
fidgeting mare tightly.  Mistral swung herself up into the saddle and
gathered up the reins, waiting impatiently by Fabian’s side for the
twins.  


‘Ready to
go?’  Fabian enquired once the twins had pulled themselves into their
saddles.


‘Yes.’
 they confirmed in unison.


‘Mistral?’ 
Fabian looked at her enquiringly.


She nodded
tersely and kicked Cirrus hard, clattering out of the yard and across the
village square with Prospero loping along by her side.


Fabian watched
her go and sighed deeply before urging Spirit into a more measured trot after
her.


They caught up
with Mistral at the top of the path, slowing to ride single file through the
North Gate.    Once out in the open meadows they fanned out to
ride side by side.  Mistral found herself between Fabian and
Phantom.  Giving Phantom a frosty look she turned her head and immediately
began to speak to Fabian, pointedly not drawing Phantom into the
conversation.  Unnoticed by Mistral Cirrus rolled his eyes at Phantom’s
quiet gelding then lunged, biting him viciously on the neck.


Mars snorted
and shied and Phantom shot Mistral an angry look, ‘Can’t you control that
brute?’  


‘Don’t you
dare call my horse a brute!’ 


‘Well he’s
hardly been to charm school has he?  And you’re not much better!  In
fact, I think you two are well suited!’


‘Really? 
Well I feel the same about you and that wooden horse you ride!’


Fabian sighed
quietly as Mistral and Phantom argued all the way across the meadow.  


‘You know what
Phantom!’  Mistral finally snapped.  ‘You’re the most annoying person
I’ve ever had the misfortune to meet.  I’m going hunting and I’m going to
pretend everything I kill is you!’  abruptly kicking Cirrus into a
reckless gallop she thundered off into the forest.  Prospero immediately
gave a joyous bark and bounded after her.


Fabian didn’t
comment and pulled Spirit around to pick up the trail that would lead them to
his house.


‘I can go
after her if you wish.’  Phantasm offered quietly.


Fabian shook
his head, looking unconcerned, ‘Thank you but that won’t be necessary. 
Prospero is with her and besides, I think that she will probably feel better
once she has killed something – other that your brother that is.’


Phantasm
raised his eyebrows in silent agreement and dropped back to ride single file
along the trail behind Fabian.  


They had
reached Fabian’s house and stabled their horses before Mistral returned. 
She cantered a blowing Cirrus into the yard and threw herself from the saddle,
her face glowing from the hard ride. 


‘Good
hunt?’  Fabian enquired politely and began to help her unsaddle Cirrus.


‘Very
satisfying.’  Mistral replied shortly and then sighed, catching the
expression on his face.  ‘Sorry Fabian, I know you want me and Phantom to
get on for the sake of this Contract but I’m not sure I can.  He’s just so
smug all the time!  And so rude!  Calling Cirrus a brute –’


Fabian
listened patiently while Mistral fumed about Phantom until Prospero arrived,
dragging the body of a small wild boar into the yard.


‘Oh good boy!
 You got it in the end did you?’  Mistral cried, rushing over and
fussing him enthusiastically.


Fabian led
Cirrus into the stableblock while Mistral persuaded Prospero to let go of his
trophy, ‘How can I cook it if it’s still in your mouth?’  she asked
reasonably.  He whined and reluctantly released his grip on the boar’s
neck.


‘Allow me.’
 


Fabian deftly
hauled the boar up onto his shoulder to carry it up the stairs to the
house.  Mistral followed, still talking about the hunt.


‘Prospero was
fantastic!  He flushed a boar and a hind – but I didn’t think I’d be able
to get the hind back here so we went for the boar –’


Dropping the
boar onto the kitchen table, Fabian turned to look at her.  The twins were
busy lighting the stove and talking quietly between themselves.


‘Do you
promise me you will make an effort to get on with your brother?’  Fabian’s
voice was soft but his eyes gleamed with a hard light.  


Mistral glared
mutinously and opened her mouth to argue but Fabian cut her off with a curt
gesture.


‘As I said
before, this Contract is of vital importance.  You will find out why
tonight when I go through the exact details, but I need to know that you will
not jeopardise anything at the Council meeting over some petty argument with
Phantom!’


Mistral was
immediately chastened.  It would be just like her to allow her temper to
flare and embarrass Fabian at the Council.  He was after all a De Winter,
a name that commanded respect in the sorcering world and gave him a high
standing at the Council.  Neither of which he particularly cared about but
Mistral was proud of the way he set aside his personal feelings to fulfil his
obligations to the Isle.  


‘I’m sorry.’
she muttered.  ‘I promise to try,’


He lifted a
hand and touched her cheek, a smile lifting the corners of his mouth, ‘Thank
you.’


Mistral was
suddenly brisk, ‘Right!  Dinner!  Does boar casserole suit everyone
?  Only I don’t think I’ve got enough time to go and hunt something else
–’


‘Yes
please!’  the twins chorused from the armchairs they were elegantly
reclining in. 


Mistral sat at
the kitchen table quietly skinning and jointing the boar while she listened to
Fabian outlining the details of the Contract.  Prospero sat by her side,
silently watching her every move.  She rewarded him with the occasional
chunk of meat, if only to save her trousers from being soaked with drool.


‘You know, of
course, about the history of the families of Rochforte and Noble?’  Fabian
began.  


The twins
nodded and Fabian glanced over at Mistral.


She nodded,
‘The twins told me the story.’ 


‘Good, so then
you are aware that apart from Putreo there are no full-blooded representatives
of the Rochforte line living on the Isle?’


They all
nodded.


‘Well, the
delegation of French sorcerers we are meeting tomorrow are, in fact,
Rochfortes.  The party will be led by none other than Antoine Rochforte,
the direct descendant of Alexandre and the current head of the tribe of
Rochforte.  He has sought a meeting with Eximius with a view to the
Rochfortes being given a home on the Isle.  It seems they are finding life
in the changing world no longer as accommodating as it once was.’


‘Mage De Winter.’
 Phantasm looked up, his expression uncertain.  ‘I feel obliged to
question what is obvious and mean no disrespect when I do.  You are of
Noble descent, surely Mage Grapple suspects your true intentions in meeting the
Rochforte party with a group of Ri warriors?’


A bleak smile
flittered across Fabian’s face, ‘I shall escort them safely, not kill
them.  I have no quarrel with the tribe of Rochforte.  Blood feuds
are continued through the centuries by ignorance and misplaced pride.’


Phantasm
frowned and hesitated before speaking again, ‘Of course, however –’


Fabian cut him
off curtly, ‘You are, I assume, referring to my acrimonious relationship with
Putreo?’


Phantasm
nodded wordlessly. 


‘That has
nothing to do with blood.’


Mistral swore
under her breath as the knife she was using to joint the boar slipped and cut
her finger.  She sucked at the blood, fighting the jealousy that
flared.  Was Fabian still angry with Putreo for introducing Mage Grapple’s
sister, Emiror, to the man she married when he knew full well Fabian was in
love with her?   


‘Or any matter
other that you may think.’  Fabian continued, giving her a swift
look.  ‘Putreo is a corrupt and self-serving coward who has used his
position in the Council to line his pockets at the expense of the naïve.’


The twins
shared a look of consternation.  They had no idea who or what Fabian was
referring to.  


‘However, that
is a separate matter entirely and not one for this evening.’  Fabian drew
a deep breath and continued in a calmer voice.  ‘Putreo will not want the
tribe of Rochforte to take up residence on the Isle.  He enjoys a certain
notoriety and status through being the only pure blood Rochforte.  Despite
changing his name to avoid the initial backlash he is quite happy to flaunt his
blood status to achieve whatever he wants.  If Antoine successfully
presents his case to Eximius then he will instantly outrank Putreo at the
Council.  Putreo will not take kindly to being demoted to a lesser
position in the Council by default.  


‘Eximius is
aware of this, which is why he has asked me to greet Antoine’s party.  He
knows that Putreo would try to send a Contracted assassin to intercept the
party and erase the threat to his position whereas I, obviously, would not
accept such a Contract.’


Mistral
frowned while she began roughly chopping vegetables, throwing them into a large
pot with the meat.  If Putreo was as devious as Fabian said he was then
surely – 


‘Of course, we
must assume that there will be a Contract on Antoine’s life anyway.’
 Fabian said quietly. and Mistral looked over to see the twins
nodding.  They had apparently been thinking the same as her.  ‘Which
means we must be prepared for a fight.’


The twins
shared a tense look and Mistral smiled to herself.


‘This meeting
is of vital importance to the continued safety of every living creature on the
Isle.  Antoine is a Rochforte, the leader of the tribe that left by choice
at the start of Eximius’ reign.  Please note the importance of that
fact.  Should Eximius actually deny his tribe sanctuary on the Isle
then that would be a different matter entirely.  A war would no doubt
erupt that could threaten the very existence of the Isle.’


‘So, our role
is to ensure that Antoine Rochforte agrees to the Council’s terms?’ 
Phantasm asked with a frown.


‘Yes. 
However that is a personal favour to Eximius and is therefore –’


‘Unofficial. 
We understand.’  Phantasm finished quietly.


‘Good. 
Then you also understand that the official Contract is only for the safe
arrival of the delegates.’


The twins
shared a look then nodded as one.


‘We
understand.’


Mistral slid
from her chair and quietly carried the full pot over to the stove. 
Setting it down carefully she walked back to the kitchen and began tidying
up.  She was glad to be distanced from the discussion by her tasks in the
kitchen.  It provided her with the opportunity to think freely without
fear of the results showing on her face.  She didn’t care if the
Rochfortes were on the Isle or not.  Admittedly, an open war with an
influential tribe like the Rochfortes would surely threaten the Isle’s
continued secret existence, but the prospect of going to war did not daunt
her.  Mistral was strangely curious to meet the sinister sounding Count
Putreo and felt her lip curl in disdain at the thought.  She could not
help but be contemptuous towards the unknown Mage, feeling as she did an
instinctive affinity for the way Fabian felt towards him.  


‘Do you
consider that the Rochforte tribe taking up residence on the Isle would be a
beneficial move?’  


Fabian smiled
at Phantasm’s carefully worded question, ‘I believe that no matter what blood
runs through their veins, a Mage has the right to petition for sanctuary
here.  It is after all, what the Isle was created to provide; a safe haven
for us all to live on away from the persecution of the human world. 
However, I will abide by whatever decision Eximius makes.  Despite my
differences with him I trust him to do what is best for the Isle, not just for
himself.’


‘Will having
the Rochfortes on the Isle make his life more difficult?’


‘Without a
shadow of doubt.  The Rochfortes will not accept his authority
easily.  Eximius will have a trying time balancing the needs of the Isle
against the selfish wants of the Rochforte tribe.’


Mistral
finished wiping the table clean and began to lay plates, moving quietly around
the small kitchen while she listened to them talk.  Prospero stretched out
beside the dresser, his pale eyes fixed hungrily on the pot of boar casserole
simmering on the stove.  Stepping over him to reach for a jug of wine and
four goblets, Mistral carried them over and set them on the low table by the
fire.  Fabian glanced up at her and smiled, laying an arm across the back
of the sofa and inviting her to sit next to him.  Mistral sank against his
side and felt a wave of contentment wash through her.  She was out of the
Valley on a Contract with Fabian; this was a taste of how their future was
going to be.


‘Now, let us
finalise the details.’  Fabian reached out and poured wine into the
goblets, passing one to Mistral before taking one for himself.  ‘If you
are in agreement, I will head our party –’


They all
agreed.


‘We will not
mention the gifts that any of you possess.  If the situation arises where
any of the party, or the Council for that matter, persist in questioning you on
why you are present then lie!  Forgive me if I offend you, but you three
are still young.  The Rochfortes and the Council will be expecting more
seasoned warriors to be present on such an important Contract.  Some may
naturally assume that you are present because you possess a gift.  So, if
pushed, we will say that you two are in attendance to further your studies in
politics and that Mistral is present as my –’ Fabian paused and shot her an
apologetic glance ‘– fiancée.’


Mistral gaped
at him and Fabian laughed.


‘The
Rochfortes will not comprehend our somewhat unorthodox relationship
Mistral.  They are Mages.  I need to be able to offer them a reason
they will understand.’


‘How about
because I’m good at what I do?’  Mistral demanded.


‘That would only
spur them on to try and force you to prove your abilities.  No, it is
better that they believe you are there because I want to show you off – which I
do of course, and the twins are there because of their keen interest in Council
affairs.’


‘I’m not sure
that the words “keen” and “Council affairs” go together.’  Mistral
muttered into her wine. 


Smiling
slightly, Fabian took a swallow from his own goblet before continuing, ‘So, our
cover is established.  Now, when we arrive at the Council we will have to remove
all of our weapons before we enter the meeting, however, I strongly advise you
to wear your armour hidden beneath your shirts.  Now, I know Mistral has,
but do you two have gorgon skin armour?’   


The twins
nodded. 


‘Good, because
if the meeting becomes heated they may cast.  I also suggest that you
smuggle a weapon of some type into the meeting.  I always have a dagger
concealed within my boot.  For some reason, probably the arrogance of
sorcerers, they never search there.  We are to take a low profile position
at the back of the Council chamber.  Mistral?  You need to read all
of the delegates constantly and make me aware of any sudden or untoward
emotions that you see in their auras and Phantom, Phantasm?  You will need
to listen carefully to what Eximius outlines in his response to Antoine’s
petition and influence his decision appropriately.’  Fabian paused and
fixed the twins with a hard look.  ‘Should the meeting deteriorate, we
will need to fight our way out.  Do not try to protect each other but try
to leave as quickly as possible.  Gorgon skin is good armour but should
you be cast upon directly I do not think even it will prevent you from being
seriously hurt or maybe killed.’


A heavy
silence fell while they all considered the possibility of fleeing for their
lives amidst a storm of spell casting in a room full of the most powerful Mages
on the Isle.


Fabian
shrugged, ‘I do not feel it will come to that, however.  I am simply
making you aware of all of the possible outcomes.  Now, do you have any
questions for me?’


‘Yes.’
 Mistral sat up to look at him.  ‘Do you want me to read Putreo too?’


‘Oh yes.’
 Fabian replied softly.  ‘I am sure he will try something to sabotage
the meeting, but I do not yet know what … I wonder … Mistral?  Can you
read more than one aura at once?’


Mistral looked
at him in surprise.  She had never even considered the possibility of
reading more than one person at a time.


‘I don’t know
… Phantom, Phantasm?  Would you mind if I tried?’  


‘Be my
guest.’  Phantasm promptly replied. 


‘Well, it’s
nice to be asked for a change.’  Phantom muttered sulkily.


‘Think away
then brothers – ’  


Mistral
focussed on the air midway between their two blonde heads and forced her mind
to empty of all thoughts.  A strangely detached sensation crept over her
as she called forth their auras, shimmering jointly into view around their
heads.  Disciplining herself not to focus on either in particular, she
allowed her peripheral vision to record the details.


‘Fabian?’ 
she asked softly.


‘Yes?’


‘Would you go
stand by them please?’


Fabian
instantly rose from the sofa and walked quickly to stand between the
twins.  Almost immediately his aura flooded her vision with a burst of
familiar rainbow hues.  Mistral regarded the three auras before her with
clinical interest.  Each individual aura was clearly defined but less
acute, with the colours blending into the aura of the person next to them to
create a shimmering fog in the air above their heads.


Mistral
blinked and the illusion vanished, ‘Well.  At least I’ve achieved
something with my second year.’


‘You could see
us all?’  Phantasm demanded excitedly.


‘Of course she
could.’  Fabian said quietly, his face glowing with pride. 


Mistral
grinned up at him, ‘You were all there, revealed in your true glorious
colours!’


Prospero
whined and padded over to the sofa.  Laying his head on Mistral’s lap he
gazed up at her, his tail wagging in anticipation.


‘I know
boy.  It’s time to eat,’


‘Oh good,
because that smells fantastic!  I must say I am pleasantly surprised that
you can cook Mistral.  Was this something you learned in Nevelte?’  


‘Don’t ruin a
good meal Phantom.’  Mistral warned.


‘Sorry,
sorry.’  Phantom grinned.  ‘I promise not to mention the “N” word
again.  Want me to carry the casserole to the table?’


Replete after
a good meal of boar casserole and a generous amount of red wine, the twins
collapsed into their armchairs by the fire with contented yawns.


‘I think an
early night is in order.’  Phantasm declared sleepily and reached for his
cloak.  


‘Definitely, I
don’t think I could move after all the food I’ve eaten anyway.’  Phantom
agreed, dragging his own cloak over himself and swinging his legs over the arm
of the chair.


Fabian walked softly
over to where Mistral was drying plates by the kitchen sink and wrapped his
arms around her waist.


‘Coming to
bed?’ he whispered into her ear.


Immediately
dropping the linen towel down onto the sink, Mistral took his hand to be led
quietly past the already snoring twins and up the wooden stairs to their
bedroom only to be greeted by the sight of Prospero sprawled out across the
bed.  


Fabian
regarded the dog silently for a moment before sighing, ‘I think that dog has
some status issues.’


Mistral laughed
quietly and nudged Prospero with her foot.  He opened one eye but didn’t
move, as though making sure that she really wanted him to go before jumping
reluctantly onto the floor and collapsing heavily by the side of the bed.


Fabian
stretched out on the bed with a satisfied sigh and watched Mistral sitting down
on the edge of the bed to unlace her boots.  Dropping them to the floor
with a dull thud she quickly slid across the bed and curled up against his
side.  His arm snaked around her, holding her tight.  She lay her
head against his chest and listened to the sound of his steady heartbeat,
feeling the gentle rise and fall of each breath.  


‘Will you
promise me something?’  she murmured softly.


‘I will.’


‘Whatever
happens at the meeting … if things go wrong and it does end up being a fight …
you won’t risk your own life by trying to protect me will you?’


Fabian didn’t
reply but she heard the sound of his heartbeats accelerate.


‘What would
you say if I asked the same of you?’ he finally murmured.


Mistral tilted
her head to gaze up at him, immersing herself in the black velvet of his
eyes.  


‘I would do
anything to still have you alive.’ 


‘Then you
understand why I cannot make you that particular promise.  But, to more
important matters, tell me what you are going to cook for breakfast.  I am
becoming quite impressed by your culinary skills –’


Shortly after
dawn the next morning the horses were saddled and ready to leave.  Casting
a final glance over her shoulder at their honey-coloured house, Mistral
breathed in the cool morning air and cantered out of the yard after
Fabian.  They followed a rough trail leading them west, towards the high
cliffs that formed the coastline to the Isle.  As they rode around the
edge of The Velvet Forests, Prospero repeatedly vanished into the heavy
undergrowth to return with an unsuspecting rabbit between his teeth; some of
which Mistral managed to retrieve before he ate them.


‘That’s dinner
sorted then!’  she said with satisfaction, stringing a pair of rabbits to
the pommel of her saddle.  


‘Not going to
be quite as good as last night’s then.’  Phantom grumbled, giving the
scrawny looking rabbits a disparaging look. 


‘Is that a
compliment or a complaint?’  


‘Both
actually.  I don’t suppose there’s any chance of Prospero bringing down
another boar is there?’


‘I don’t know
Phantom, why don’t you ask him?’  Mistral snapped.


‘I knew it was
too good to last.’  Phantasm sighed and kicked Jupiter into a trot to ride
ahead of his brother, leaving him to bicker with Mistral. 











The Rochfortes





They made camp
for the night on the western outskirts of The Velvet Forests close to the
sheer-sided cliffs that fell away down to the western ocean.  The sound of
waves crashing repeatedly against the rocks reminded Mistral strongly of her
night on Mage Grapple’s warship.  Catching her eye as he threw another log
on the fire, Fabian gave her a private smile and she grinned back, knowing that
he was also recalling that night.


Mistral
finished skinning the three rabbits she had managed to rescue from
Prospero.  Spearing each one carefully, she passed them over to be cooked.


The twins
talked quietly between themselves.  Used their perpetual chatter, Mistral
listened with half an ear and leaned against Fabian’s side when he sat down and
wrapped an arm around her.  Giving a sigh of contentment she gazed happily
into the flames.  Nothing pleased her more than to have spent a day riding
out with Fabian and then have him next to her for the whole night.  


The fire
crackled and spat as juice from the cooking rabbits dripped down.
 Prospero whined and stared fixedly at the roasting meat, a long string of
drool hanging from the side of his mouth.  


‘Don’t worry
boy, one of them is yours.’  Mistral reassured him.


‘A whole one?’
 Phantom exclaimed.  ‘You spoil that dog.  Which reminds me, I’m
sure I caught him eating one of the farm chickens the other day, there were
feathers everywhere and he looked distinctly guilty.’


‘Probably.’
 Mistral smiled indulgently at her dog.  ‘He quite likes to chase
them.  I think he finds it amusing when they squawk.  Anyway,’ she
added in a sharper tone, ‘he caught those rabbits so he’s earned the right to
eat one!’


Phantom huffed
angrily but didn’t reply and reached into this saddlebag to bring out a set of
knucklebones.


‘Game?’ he
asked tersely.  


‘Let’s eat
first,’ said Phantasm, turning the rabbits carefully.  ‘If I start a game
with you before they’re ready either the meat will get burned or you’ll cheat
every time I have to turn it.’


‘I would never
cheat!’  Phantom declared, looking offended.


‘You so
would.’   Mistral said scornfully.  ‘Don’t forget I can read
your aura.  It goes bright silver whenever you play.’


‘Oh how many
times Mistral?  Will you please not read my private feelings without
asking me first!’ 


‘You can read
mine if you want,’ she offered casually.  ‘Oh sorry, forgot, you can’t can
you?’


‘I’ve seen
enough of your hidden parts thank you very much!’  Phantom snapped.  


Fabian stirred
slightly and Mistral glared at Phantom.  He could argue with her all he
wanted but to make Fabian think that he had seen any of her that Fabian
couldn’t was both embarrassing and untrue.  


Before Mistral
could frame a suitably scathing reply a high-pitched giggle echoed out from the
treeline behind them.  They all immediately tensed.  Prospero turned
his head to stare into the darkness and growled and air was suddenly filled
with the scrabbling sounds of tiny clawed feet moving across bark. 
Another burst of irritating giggling rang out and Mistral caught a flash of
something furry scurrying high up in the trees near them.


Fabian uttered
an oath under his breath, ‘Spriggans!’ 


‘Damn
it!  We’ll get no sleep tonight!’  Phantasm cursed, standing up and
looking towards the treeline just as an acorn flew through the air and struck
him squarely on the forehead. 


‘Little gits!’



Squeals of
laughter rang out as acorns began to hail on them.  Fabian pulled his
cloak over him and Mistral, protecting them from the onslaught.  Laughing
softly, Fabian bent and kissed her under the cover of his cloak.  


‘Much as I’d
like to stay under here with you all night, you know that we are going to have
to do something about them don’t you,’ he murmured in her ear. 


‘Allow me!’
she whispered back, suddenly excited.  ‘I’ve been dying to try out
something Cain told me about!’


‘As you wish,
but promise me you won’t come back with a bear this time,’ kissing her swiftly,
Fabian lifted the cloak from them and flinched as an acorn bounced off the top
of his head.


‘Who’s up for
a spriggan hunt?’  Mistral asked, reaching for her knife belt.  


‘I
will!’  Phantom shouted from under his cloak, leaping to his feet eagerly. 
‘I hate those damned tree rats ever since I had to hunt them in my first year
and one of them bit me on the nose!’


‘I remember
that, you made me put a dressing on it – you did look funny!’  Mistral
laughed.


‘Not as funny
as you did when you got slobbered on by the first knucker we ever hunted. 
You looked like someone had tipped a bucket of slime over your head!’


‘It was vile,’
she agreed with another laugh and pulled the strap tight on her knife
belt.  ‘Right, I’m ready!  Now, may I suggest a small wager
brother?’  Mistral raised her eyebrows.  ‘Just to make things
interesting –’


‘Now you’re
talking sister!  What do you have in mind?’


‘Bronze coin a
spriggan … throwing knives only … the one with the most gets all the coins …
sound fair?’


‘You’re
on!’  


‘How will you
know who killed which one?’  Fabian enquired, ducking as another acorn
shot past his shoulder.


‘Easily!’ 
Mistral responded with a grin.  


Phantom gave a
roll of his eyes, ‘Mistral engraves her initial onto all of her throwing
knives.’  


‘It makes
retrieving them at the end of a hunt easier.  There’s no arguing over
which ones belong to who,’ Mistral explained as she tucked her dagger into the
back of her belt.  ‘Ready brother?’


‘Get your
money out sister!’


‘Fighting
talk!  You’re so going to lose!  Come on Prospero, let’s hunt!’


The hail of
acorns abruptly stopped with the sound of a knife whistling through the
air.  There was a sharp shriek then the dull thud of something heavy
hitting the forest floor. 


‘Mine!’ 
Phantom’s victorious shout rang out clearly.


‘Was
not!’  


Safe from
acorns, Phantasm appeared from under his cloak and turned his attention back to
the rabbits.   


Fabian smiled
as he listened to Prospero’s excited barking and the sounds of Phantom and
Mistral’s laughter as they chased the spriggans deeper into the trees. 


‘I’m surprised
you didn’t go with her.’  Phantasm remarked.  ‘Mistral could find
trouble in an empty room.’


‘I thought she
and Phantom could use some time together.’  Fabian replied softly. 
‘It might help them remember why they are friends.’


‘Either that
or it will provide her with the perfect opportunity to kill my brother and hide
his body in the forest.’ 


‘Either way,
the problem of them constantly arguing will be solved.’ 


Phantasm
smiled and turned the spit.  They sat in silence for a few moments, the
crackling of the fire and the sizzle of roasting meat punctuated by occasional
wild shouts of laughter drifting back from the forest.


‘You know, of
course, that Phantom has not seen any of Mistral that wouldn’t have been
appropriate.’  Phantasm eventually murmured, not taking his eyes off the
roasting meat.


Fabian didn’t
respond and continued to stare into the fire, his face expressionless.


‘Mistral went
through an accident prone stage last winter and developed an aversion to the
Infirmary.  My brother and I did our best to make sure she didn’t die of
the injuries she sustained.’


Wordlessly
Fabian switched his gaze to meet Phantasm’s, ‘I appreciate your help in keeping
her alive when I wasn’t there to look after her.’ 


Phantasm
nodded and looked back at the rabbits, they were nearly ready, ‘It was almost a
full-time occupation,’ he admitted with a weary sigh. 


‘I am
beginning to realise that.’  Fabian muttered grimly. 


The sounds of
laughter grew louder again.  Phantom and Mistral were returning from their
spriggan hunt.  The heavy thud of paws preceded Prospero’s arrival at the
camp.  He bounded up to Fabian and collapsed heavily at his feet,
stretching out will a deep sigh of satisfaction.


‘Who
won?’  Fabian enquired as Phantom and Mistral strode towards them, their
faces glowing with laughter. 


‘Prospero!’ 
Mistral grinned and threw herself down beside Fabian, reaching over to stroke
Prospero.  ‘I don’t think he’ll want that rabbit now, he’s eaten nearly
all the spriggans!’  


Prospero
groaned contentedly and rolled onto his back, allowing Mistral to rub a hand
through the thick fur of his belly.


‘You know, I
think I’ve missed hunting,’ said Phantom, gratefully accepting the piece of
roasted rabbit his brother passed him.  ‘That was quite good fun!’


‘As my dog won
the bet I think that I should win by default,’ 


‘Oh no, I
don’t think so!’


‘Come
on!  Get you money out!’  Mistral took a piece of rabbit and tore
into it with relish.  ‘Honestly Phantom, you’re such a bad loser you make
Xerxes look generous!’


Phantom
laughed and Mistral joined in.  They ate and talked around the fire until
Phantasm pulled his set of knucklebones from his saddlebag and challenged them
all to a game.  Mistral declined, preferring instead to enjoy sitting with
Fabian by the fire and gazing up at the bright scattering of stars stretching
overhead.  


‘I’ll go check
on the horses.’  Fabian murmured.


Mistral
watched him go with a frown.  Fabian was never overly verbose but he had
been quieter than normal for the whole evening.  After a moment she
quietly rose to her feet and followed him, catching him up as he reached where
the horses were tethered.


‘Fabian? 
Is something wrong?  Are you worried about the Contract?  Only
Phantom and I – well, we’ve sort of made up now, so I don’t think us arguing
will be a problem anymore–’


Fabian
abruptly turned to face her, shocking Mistral with the fierceness of his
expression.  He abruptly reached for her, holding her too tightly. 
She eased herself from his embrace with a frown.


‘It’s what
Phantom said earlier isn’t?’


Fabian did not
speak but stared at her in silence, his face bleached to a ghostly white by the
starlight.  After a long moment he sighed and shook his head slowly. 


‘Jealousy is a
pointless, wasteful emotion and I am ashamed to admit that yes, I am fiercely
jealous of knowing that another man’s hands have touched your body.’ 


Mistral gazed
into the fathomless black of his eyes and slowly reached out to take hold on
hand.  Lifting it to her lips she kissed the palm before placing it
beneath her shirt, holding it against her skin to prevent him from pulling
away.


Fabian’s eyes
widened slightly and she heard him take a sharp intake of breath.


‘Mistral –’


‘Now yours are
the only hands that will ever touch me.’  she reached for his other hand,
placing it so that his hands encircled her waist.  His touch was warm
against her cool skin.  She could feel the rough callouses on each finger
catch as he tightened his grip.


‘I have a scar
on my lower back from a gargillian bite that Phantom treated for me.’  her
gaze never left his as she whispered the words.


Slowly, Fabian
moved a hand across her skin, feeling gently for the tell-tale raised scar,
running his fingers lightly over the outline.


‘And a bite
from a spined forest rat on my side.’


Wordlessly,
Fabian’s hands brushed across her skin until he found the scar.


‘And Phantasm
had to bind my ribs for me when Columbine cracked one.’


Her pulse
quickened as Fabian’s hands slid up beneath her shirt, running his fingers
lightly over each rib, every touch sending a jolt of pure energy through her.
 His eyes suddenly blazed and she knew he had felt it too.  Desperate
for him, she twined her hands through the hair at the nape of his neck, pulling
him to her.  


Breathing
raggedly, Fabian dropped his hands back to her waist and gently pushed her
away.


‘You will be
the death of me,’ he muttered in strained voice. 


She gazed
boldly back, ‘It would be a good way to go.’ 


Fabian laughed
softly then tilted his head to look up at the night sky.  He drew in a
deep breath, releasing it slowly it before he turned to meet her gaze
again.  Mistral smiled sadly when she saw that some of the burning light
had faded from his eyes.  She stepped into his arms to lay her head
against his chest in a more controlled embrace. 


The spring
night was cold and they kept the fire burning, wrapping themselves in their
thick wolverine pelts to sleep.  Mistral curled up beside Prospero and
slept soundly until dawn when the sound of Fabian talking to Phantasm roused
her.  Opening her eyes she gazed around sleepily to see Fabian’s dark head
and Phantom’s shining blonde bent over a map of the Isle


‘Finally! 
We thought you were going to sleep through the Contract.  Mind you, that
might have been a blessing considering your ability to attract trouble.’


‘Ha ha,
morning to you to Phantom.’  yawning, Mistral stretched and looked
sleepily at Phantom.  Noting that his hair was wet she sat up.  ‘Is
there a stream near here?  I could use a wash to wake up.’  


‘Yes, it’s
over there.’  Phantom pointed over to where the horses were
tethered.  ‘We’ve filled all the waterskins already and fed the
horses.  I’ll have breakfast ready for when you come back.’


‘Thanks –’ Mistral
yawned again and struggled out of the heavy wolverine skin.  Nudging a
still snoring Prospero with her boot she began to walk towards where Phantom
had indicated.  Giving a huge yawn, Prospero reluctantly hauled himself to
his feet and trotted after her.


Mistral smiled
as she walked by the horses, patting Cirrus absently when she passed him, her
thoughts returning to the previous night and the way Fabian’s hands had felt on
her skin ...  a cold swim was definitely in order.   


She strode
purposely towards the wide stream.  The water was fast flowing and
clear.  Mistral could see where the twins had washed by the water staining
the rocks at the edge of a pool.  Casting a quick glance over her shoulder
to make sure she was alone she undressed quickly and dived into the pool. 
She plunged down and kicked her legs, arcing up to the surface wide-eyed and
gasping at the startling coldness of the water.  Prospero gave an excited
bark and plunged in after her.  Making small whining noises he swam around
her in frantic circles with his mouth open to catch the darting shoals of tiny
silver fish.


Mistral swam
back to the side with quick strokes and pulled herself out.  It was too
cold to linger in the pool.  Shivering, she hastily dragged her clothes
back on.  Rolling up her sleeves to let the sun warm her skin she sat to
comb out her wet hair, laughing at Prospero still trying to catch the elusive
fish. 


‘Come on boy,
breakfast time!’  


Prospero
immediately paddled back to the side and scrabbled up the rocks, showering
Mistral when he vigorously shook the water from his heavy coat.  She
cursed and chased him away.  Prospero barked and ran excitedly around her,
playing the game. 


‘If only
having a cold swim had that effect on me.’ 


Mistral turned
towards the velvet sound of Fabian’s voice, watching him walk towards her with
familiar loping strides.


‘Good swim?’
he enquired with a smile and ran his fingers lightly through her wet hair.


‘Refreshing.’


‘Hmm.’ his
fingers moved over her bare arms, his light touch leave a trail of goose bumps
in their wake.  ‘So I see.  Would you like me to warm you?’


‘Yes
please.’  her voice had shrivelled to a breathy whisper, her sphere of
vision narrowed to contain nothing more than the dark eyes possessing
her.   


Slowly bending
his head to kiss her, he pulled her against him, the closeness of him setting
her alight with a heat that had nothing to do with the warmth of his body. 


‘Are you warm
enough now?’  Fabian enquired, slowly releasing her.


‘Do you really
need an answer to that?’  


Fabian laughed
softly and gazed at her for a long moment, his expression slowly changing to
become more serious.


‘You know we
must behave with more propriety for the duration of this Contract –’ 


‘But I’m your
fiancée!’  Mistral pouted.  ‘Surely that gives me license to leap on
you whenever I wish to.’ 


‘Mistral –’


Her
playfulness abruptly vanished, ‘Oh don’t worry Fabian.  I promised you I
will behave in every way; and I will.’ 


‘Thank you.’
 he smiled again.  ‘Although, I quite like it when you misbehave.’


Appeased by
his smile, she smirked slightly, ‘You should see your aura.’  


‘Yes, and that
is precisely why I’m going for a cold swim.  Save me some breakfast.’


They ate
leftover cold rabbit with rye bread Mistral had brought.  Fabian outlined
the plan for the day as they ate, going over every detail with the meticulous
attention that had earned him such a formidable reputation. 


‘Do you want
me and Prospero to hunt for tonight’s dinner?’  Mistral asked, chewing
thoughtfully on a piece of bread.


‘Yes.  But
not rabbit.  A hind if you can get one.  They may well have come with
provisions but it would be impolite not to offer them a good meal.’


Mistral
nodded, ‘We’ll hunt through the edge of the forests as soon as we leave, that
way we won’t slow you down.’


‘Good. 
Now,’ he looked around at each of them, ‘one final recap and any questions that
you need to ask must be done before we leave.  We cannot present anything
but a completely united front to the delegates.  There can be no
uncertainties, no whispered conversations and definitely no quarrels.  We
must be calm and professional. 


‘I will lead
our party and deal with all of the communication.  Mistral?  I want
you to ride between the twins at all times.  This will break up their
rather startling appearance and also offer some protection against Antoine and
his cousins.’  he paused, the faintest curl of disdain lifting one corner
of his mouth.  ‘They have reputations.’


Mistral fought
the urge to roll her eyes.  If one of the delegates so much as laid a
finger on her she would hack it off with her dagger.  Which, on
reflection, was probably what Fabian wanted to avoid.


‘I will ride
alongside Antoine.  His cousins will ride behind.  You three will be
riding at the back.  I want their auras read at all times and if you
notice anything that worries you let me know by giving Prospero a command to
heel.  We all know that he never leaves your side but they do not, so it
won’t sound suspicious and I will immediately know to be prepared for something
untoward.  Should this happen, Phantom and Phantasm will immediately use
their gift to influence each cousin and then Antoine.  Understood?’


They all
murmured their assent.


‘Good. 
Are you all wearing armour under your shirts?’


They nodded
and Fabian scrutinised them all carefully.


‘Mistral!’ he
snapped.  ‘Yours is still visible.  Button your jerkin up to hide the
top of the chest plate.’


Mistral kept
her face carefully neutral as she complied to his snapped command but couldn’t
help feeling slightly peeved that he hadn’t told the twins to do the
same.  She had the distinct impression that Fabian would have quite liked
her to have put on a cloak on with the hood up … he had mentioned the
delegate’s rakish reputations at least twice so far. 


‘The cousins
are all Rochfortes, naturally.  Their names are Christophe, Etienne and
Guillane.  None speak any language apart from their own so you will not be
expected to converse with them.  Of the three Guillane is the most
unpredictable.  He has a habit of casting first and asking questions
later.  You’ll easily be able to tell which one he is by the distinctive
scarring on his jaw and throat.’


Mistral caught
the twins glancing at each other.  They loved a mystery.  She knew
they wouldn’t dare ask Fabian for more details but would probably spend the
entire journey staring at Guillane’s neck and trying to guess what had caused
them. 


‘Once we have
met the delegation we ride north across the High Moors and camp for the night
there.  We should reach the Council by mid-morning tomorrow.  


‘These are the
hard and fast rules to follow during the journey.  Do not speak to each
other or any of the delegates and avoid making eye contact with them. 
Never leave each other alone – for any reason –’


Mistral gave
him a withering look and decided not to drink any more water.  


‘And be
prepared for trouble.  If they cast, use your throwing knives and aim to
kill.’


Mistral
relaxed slightly.  Finally, something she understood. 


Fabian
regarded them all for a long moment, ‘We have already been through the procedure
for when we arrive at the Council but do you wish me to go over it one more
time?’  


They all shook
their heads.


Fabian nodded,
‘Any questions?’


There was a
brief silence.


‘Only one
springs to mind Mage De Winter.’  Phantasm ventured.  ‘Should Count
Darke have bought a Contract on Antoine and his cousins it will surely have
been taken by another Ri warrior, a brother.  What do we do then?’


‘Leave that to
me.’


Mistral looked
at him sharply but he avoided her gaze and busied himself with buttoning his jerkin. 
She stood up.  Two could play at that game.


‘I think I’ll
get a head start and ride through the forests.  It’s a good time to catch
the deer grazing.’ 


‘Phantom will
go with you.’  Fabian said curtly.


Mistral
paused, torn between the desire to snap a refusal and her promise not to make
trouble.  He finished buttoning his jerkin and looked up to meet her angry
glare.  Her promise promptly won in a resounding victory that vanquished
her anger.  How could she refuse anything of him when he looked at her
like that?  


‘We’ll meet
you in a couple of hours.’  Phantom said brightly.  Oblivious to the
suddenly charged atmosphere between Mistral and Fabian he strolled past her
carrying his horse’s saddle and nudged her with his elbow.  ‘Get a move
on!  I think that swim washed your brains right out of your head!’’


In the end
hunting with Phantom turned out to be more fun than riding on her own and
brooding over Fabian.  Their impromptu spriggan hunt the previous evening
seemed to have re-ignited his relish for the more physical side of their
training and she found herself enjoying his company more than she had done for
a long time.  Prospero flushed out two small does which she and Phantom
brought down with their crossbows.  The carcasses were small enough to fit
across the back of their saddles but would easily provide enough meat to feed
the eight of them for the evening and leave enough for breakfast.  


‘Your Mage is
getting a bit antsy about the French cousins isn’t he?’  Phantom remarked
casually.


Mistral rolled
her eyes, ‘You noticed that too.  Mind you Phantom, your comment last
night didn’t help.’


Phantom gave
her an apologetic look, ‘I know.  I got the message when he stormed
off.  I’m sorry about that Mistral.  Do you want me to say something
to him?’ 


Mistral fought
down a smile.  The thought of Phantom trying to broach the subject of
seeing her without a shirt on was almost laughable.  It wasn’t a question
of whether Fabian would kill him or how, just how long it took.


‘No, it’s all
fine now.  Don’t worry about it.’


Phantom
exhaled with obvious relief, ‘Oh, well as long as you’re sure.’   


They left the
forests and rode towards the cliffside path Phantasm and Fabian were riding
along, spotting them easily on the exposed  ground.  Fabian’s palomino
shone like burnished gold in the sunlight, making Mistral smile.  Fabian
was rigidly disciplined in almost every aspect of his life but Spirit was one
of his rare indulgences – after her.


Emboldened by
that thought she looked over at Phantom and raised her eyebrows.


‘Race you?’


‘No.’


‘Five bronze
coins?’


He pursed his
lips, the bartering angel, ‘Six.’


‘Done!’


‘You have
been!’  Phantom laughed and kicked Mars into a gallop.


‘Cheat!’ 



Mistral dug
her heels into Cirrus’ side, a shout of joy escaping when he plunged forwards
in deep, powerful strides.  She could feel the muscles in his haunches
bunching and flexing, pushing himself into a flat-out gallop after the
Phantom’s lighter horse.  They tore along the path at breakneck
speed.  The cliffs to their left dropped steeply away to meet the sea, an
endless blue that sparkled enticingly in the morning sunlight.  Mistral
breathed in deeply, savouring the fresh, salty tang of the sea mixed with the
sharp scent of the pine trees.  Phantom’s horse was light, but Cirrus had
stamina.  She quickly caught him up and stuck her tongue out as she
thundered past, grinning at his response.  


She hauled
Cirrus to a snorting halt at Fabian’s side, breathless and glowing.  


‘Just the
level of professionalism Mage De Winter expected of you,’ said Phantasm in a
reproving tone.


Mistral glared
at his disapproving expression before she risked a cautious glance at Fabian,
his face was expressionless but his eyes betrayed a flash of humour.


Mistral
composed her face into an apologetic expression, ‘I’m sorry, that was
definitely my final outburst of bad behaviour … well, for the next couple of
days anyway,’ she amended quickly.


Phantom rode
up at a more sedate pace, his face carefully arranged into a suitably bland
expression.  


Wordlessly,
Fabian pulled Spirit around and continued to ride along the path, taking up his
quiet conversation with Phantasm as he rode alongside him.  


Phantom rode
up beside Mistral, his expression wooden and his eyes fixed straight ahead.


‘You owe me
six coins brother,’ Mistral murmured out of the side of her mouth.


Phantom’s
mouth twitched into the semblance of a smile and they rode on together in
silence.


By the middle
of the morning they were nearing the Port of Holdridge.  The cliff path
they were following dipped steeply, presenting them with a stunning view of the
open sea.  Directly below, white-washed houses clustered around a small
fishing harbour, made miniature by the distance.  Fabian called a halt and
studied the port carefully; Mistral followed his gaze and could make out a
larger sailing vessel moored alongside the simple fishing skiffs. 


‘They have
already arrived.’  


Fabian turned
to face them, keeping his back to the port.


‘I am sure
that we are being watched.  We are now under Contract.’


The twins
nodded tensely and Mistral met Fabian’s cool gaze calmly.  She would not
let him down. 


Riding between
the twins as Fabian had instructed; they followed him the rest of the way down
the path and into the village, riding at a deliberately slow walk into the
harbour and reining their horses to a halt.  Mistral and the twins
remained mounted as Fabian swung himself out of the saddle and led Spirit over
to greet the four Mages waiting on the quayside.  It was apparent they had
only recently docked as their horses were in the process of being led out from
the belly of their ship.  Mistral cast a swift eye over the party.
 One stood out as obviously being Antoine, he was richly dressed in robes
of darkest blue trimmed with black fur and greeted Fabian in a self-assured
manner bordering on arrogance.  The other three held back, waiting to be
introduced.  Two were tall and thin with shoulder length fair hair worn
loose.  Mistral guessed that the third must Guillane.  He was a head
shorter than his cousins and as dark as they were fair with small black eyes
that never seemed to be still.  Her eyes roved over his jaw and neck and
noticed the white scarring that Fabian had mentioned … definitely
Guillane.   


Time to work …


Freeing her
mind of all thoughts, Mistral focused on the air mid-way above the small
gathering.  Fabian’s aura obediently strengthened, flooding her vision in
a halo of perfect royal blue that commanded her undivided attention. 
Forcing herself away from something she could happily stare at for hours,
Mistral turned her attention to the French delegates.  Their auras
shimmered into view more slowly, drifting across her vision with the laziness
of clouds in a summer sky, circling each of them in a blue to match
Fabian’s.  


Royal
blue.  Focus and intent.  


She
concentrated harder, looking for a warning or some hint of a hidden
agenda.  Seeing none in the two tall delegates she narrowed her eyes and
fixed her attention solely on Guillane, the unpredictable element.  His
aura was uniformly blue too but still Mistral stared, unwillingly to believe
that Fabian’s warnings had been in vain.  Her eyes ached, watering from
the strain not blinking but she refused to give in and was finally rewarded
with the briefest flash of vivid red.


She blinked
and drew in a deep breath.  The twins stirred on either side of her but
she had no way to warn them of what she had seen in Guillane’s aura.  


Red. 
Rage.  Never a good sign. 


Fabian waited
politely while Antoine and his party mounted their horses before he swung himself
back into the saddle.  He held Spirit back to ride alongside Antoine, the
three cousins riding a respectful distance behind to allow them to converse
more privately.  


Mistral heard
Fabian reply to something Antoine said and was surprised to hear him speaking
in French, as easily as though he did it every day.  She was struck for
the hundredth time by how much she still didn’t know about her Mage.


Fabian and
Antoine rode past them without looking up or breaking off from their murmured
conversation.  Keeping her eyes fixed on the tightly bunched reins in her
hands Mistral waited for the three cousins to pass, feeling their curious gazes
on her as they rode by.  Female Ri warriors were not unheard of but
definitely unusual.  They stared openly at the massive form of Prospero
sat obediently beside Cirrus, but did make any comment.  Lifting her gaze
once they had passed by, Mistral glanced briefly at the twins on either side of
her.  Their eyes slid over hers and with no words spoken they urged their
horses forward as one. 


The day passed
slowly.  Mistral quickly developed a headache from the strain of
continually reading auras – and from not drinking any water.  She was
adamant that the twins would not be accompanying her to the toilet anytime
soon.  They did not stop for lunch but rode on, trying to cover as much
ground as possible before they made camp for the night.  The landscape
changed as they headed north, the sweep of the forests giving way to bleak open
moorland and occasional flat grey lakes.  Mistral was glad to have hunted
the deer in the morning, there wasn’t much to hunt on the moors but rabbits and
grouse, both of which Prospero stared at longingly but didn’t move from his
position beside his mistress.  He had instinctively switched from hunting
to guard dog. 


The sun
finally began to drop into the western horizon, streaking the vast expanse of
sky with violent pinks and purples.  Antoine raised a hand and called a
halt, subtly reminding all who that it was he leading the party, not
Fabian.  They were to camp for the night in the shelter of a natural
hollow.  A lake lay close by, offering both fresh water and the
opportunity to wash. 


The three
cousins dismounted with the horses being led away by one of the taller fair
haired ones, either Christopher or Etienne, Mistral didn’t know which
yet.  She could see from their auras that they were pleased to have
stopped for the day and also slightly depressed, probably by the thought of
spending a night on the bleak moors.  The other fair haired cousin took
Antoine’s horse from him and Mistral dropped her gaze to hide her
contempt.  They treated Antoine as though he were a king, not a
dispossessed Mage begging for sanctuary on the Isle.


Mistral and
the twins dismounted and Phantom took all three horses.  They had agreed
beforehand tasks for the duration of the Contract.  Phantom would tend the
horses, Phantasm would take charge of the fire and Mistral would prepare and
cook the meat.  She had grudgingly accepted the role, knowing that the
Rochfortes would expect the task to be performed by a woman.  In truth,
the reason for her allocated task was less to present an image of conformity
but to provide her with the perfect opportunity to continue reading the
delegates without appearing to be obviously staring at them. 


Settling down
a short distance from the rest of the party Mistral drew her dagger and began
to skin the deer, watching the group from beneath her eyelashes while she
worked.  Outwardly the three cousins gave every impression of being
relaxed and enjoying the game of cards they were playing yet their auras spoke
differently.  A haze of deepest blue hung over their heads with Guillane’s
erupting into violent flashes of red and black that threatened to engulf his
aura.


Red and
black.  Rage and hatred.  


She watched
him carefully, noting the pair of swords buckled beneath his dark blue robe and
the glint of a knife hilt in his belt.  


Phantasm
worked swiftly to make a fire using the dried sticks they had brought with them
from the forests.  Once it was burning steadily they would be able to feed
it with dry peat from the surrounding moorlands and keep it going through the
cold night.  Antoine stood close to the fire, talking to Fabian in
French.  His aura was a beguiling mix of pale blue, lilac and silver, all
positive indicators that made Mistral want to smile with pride.  The head
of the Rochforte tribe was not only relaxed in Fabian’s company but also liked
him and was excited by the prospect of the meeting they had travelled to
attend.  Fabian’s was resolutely royal blue.  It had not varied
throughout the long afternoon.  She let her gaze wander back to the three
delegates to see yet more blue.  She sighed then an explosion of colour at
the edge of her vision drew her attention sharply back to see a rainbow soaring
through Fabian’s aura.  She blinked in surprise and found herself looking
directly into his familiar black gaze.  Fabian and Antoine were looking at
her and talking in low voices.  She felt herself blush and instantly bent
over the deer she was skinning.


All light had
faded from the sky by the time Mistral had jointed and skewered the meat. 
She passed the meat to Phantasm to arrange on the spits.  Once they were
in place he sat back down beside his brother.  As agreed, the task of
cooking the meat was hers.


Mistral knelt
beside the fire, turning the spits and maintaining her constant vigilance of
the delegates.  She was so intent on the three cousins that the sound of a
heavily accented voice in her ear made her jump.  Turning sharply she met
the enquiring gaze of Antoine Rochforte and realised with a burst of panic that
he was addressing her in stilted English.


‘I thank you
for this.’  Antoine gestured towards the roasting meat.  ‘And I wish
to offer you a drink, maybe a little wine?’


Mistral stared
back, at a loss for how to respond.  Wine was definitely out of the
question, but how could she refuse without causing offense?  


Before she
could stutter a response Antoine’s eyes abruptly slid out of focus.  He
smiled vaguely then walked back to Fabian without saying another word. 
Mistral watched him leave, too astounded by his strange behaviour to feel the
nudge on her leg.  The nudge became a pinch and she jerked round with a
frown to see the twins gazing at her.  


The
twins.  She sighed with relief and turned her attention back to the
roasting venison, for once thankful for their strange gift.  Her relief
dissipated at the sudden worry of the cousins noticing Antoine’s odd
behaviour.  She risked a glance at them and was reassured to see them engrossed
in their game, their auras unchanged.  With a grateful lurch she
remembered that Fabian had said they didn’t speak anything but their own
language and wouldn’t know what Antoine had said to her. 


Fabian. 


Her eyes
instinctively sought his, needing the reassurance in the cool black gaze that
met hers.  He gave the briefest of nods and continued his conversation
with Antoine and Mistral felt the knot of tension in her stomach ease slightly.


When the venison
was ready Mistral divided the meat into small wooden bowls, handing one first
to Antoine who accepted it with a murmured ‘merci’.  She served the
two fair haired cousins next who both gave her frankly appraising looks, she
flinched at the corresponding flash of ruby in their auras and quickly moved on
to Guillane who took the bowl she offered without even raising his eyes to look
at her.  Finally she served Fabian but forced her eyes to remain on the
steaming meat in the bowl.  If she looked at him again when he was so
close to her she would be undone. 


Mistral and
the twins ate sparingly.  They had agreed a rota of shifts throughout the
night and didn’t want to eat too much in case it made them feel sleepy. 
Phantasm and Mistral took the first watch.  She was so tense she doubted
sleep would come anyway and was amazed to see Phantom roll himself into his
wolverine skin and fall straight to sleep. 


The cousins
had erected two shelters made of animal hide and vanished into one almost as
soon as they had finished eating.  Antoine sat talking with Fabian for
another couple of hours before he yawned and bade Fabian goodnight,
disappearing into his tent.


Fabian met her
gaze across the fire.  She didn’t need to read his aura to see the longing
that reflected her own.  She desperately wanted to be next to him, to feel
the heat of his body and his arm around her, to hear the sound of his voice
saying her name.  But she remained beside Phantasm, determined to fulfil
her promise. 


The night
crept by in an aching series of minutes that slowly became hours.  Mistral
and Phantasm slept for a few hours when Phantom and Fabian took over, waking
before dawn to gaze up at the inky, starless sky.  A heavy dew had fallen
and Mistral was glad of the double warmth of her wolverine skin and the huge
form of Prospero stretched out beside her.  His eyes were closed but
Mistral knew that he was not asleep.  Her dog sensed danger and had not
moved from her side all night.  


Throwing back
her wolverine skin Mistral glanced over at the two tents.  Both flaps were
tightly closed, signifying that the occupants were still asleep.  She
heaved a sigh of relief, glad of a respite from aura reading and the chance to
just breathe without the feeling of being under constant scrutiny. 


Fabian and
Phantom had taken the last watch and were sat a short distance apart, looking
out over the grey landscape.  All was quiet.  Realising that this
might be her only opportunity to have a wash and tend to nature’s other
pressing needs without an audience Mistral stole away from the camp with
Prospero padding silently at her heels.


The lake was
still in the dawn light.  A faint mist hung over the water, promising only
cold.  Mistral quickly shrugged off her shirt and washed, the iciness of
the water shocking her tired mind into alertness.  She was going to the
Mage Council, a prospect that didn’t exactly thrill her but she was intrigued
to see the place where their Isle was governed from.  Combing out her hair
and tying it back Mistral eyed the water longingly.  A swim would be a
good wakeup call but she quickly dismissed the idea.  That definitely
constituted the type of behaviour Fabian had banned.  She dragged her
shirt back on and had just finished doing up the buttons when a low growl from
Prospero made her turn to see one of the fair-haired cousins approaching.


Mistral cursed
under her breath and leapt to her feet.  Hadn’t Fabian told them to go
everywhere in pairs?  And yet here she was, all alone.  Prospero
growled again and she smiled. 


She was far
from alone.  She had Prospero. 


The cousin
halted a short distance from her and smiled.  Mistral nodded a curt
greeting and began to walk back towards the camp with Prospero pressed so
closely to her side that he was nearly pushing her over.  The cousin spoke
and Mistral realised that he had said something directly to her.  She
half-turned and saw an expectant look on his face as he repeated himself.


‘Etienne.’
 he smiled and gestured to himself.


Mistral was
dismayed to see a flash of ruby rocket across the aura of blue surrounding his
head.  Etienne was obviously about to try and live up to the reputation
Fabian had warned her about.  


A savage growl
ripped from Prospero, his lip lifting to reveal a long, curved incisor. 
Etienne’s eyes widened and Mistral was gratified to see fear instantly swamp
his aura.  Dropping a grateful pat onto Prospero’s head Mistral shrugged
apologetically at Etienne and continued back to camp with her huge dog prowling
beside her.  


Mistral could
read anxiety in Fabian’s aura the moment she walked back to the camp, although
his face betrayed nothing.  She shook her head fractionally, privately
thinking that it would be a whole lot easier when they could speak to each
other.    


She prepared
breakfast then doused the fire and cleared the camp while they ate.  When
everyone had eaten she fed the leftovers to Prospero and hid a smile when she
saw Etienne watching warily while he made short work of a deer leg.  


It had begun
to drizzle.  They saddled up and continued their journey across the open
moorland in silence.  A heavy wet mist hung in the air, soaking the horses
and coating Prospero’s coat with glistening droplets, like a thousand
diamonds.  The delegates looked miserable and shivered in their fur
trimmed robes, pulling up their hoods and casting disgusted looks up at the
flat grey sky.  


Mistral and
the twins pulled on their own cloaks but left their hoods down to avoid
restricting their vision.  The twins’ auras showed that they were calm and
focussed.  Mistral knew this was exactly the type of Contract they had
trained as warriors for and wondered what her own aura would reveal. 
Hiding a sigh, she hazarded a guess that it was probably showing frustration
and boredom in equal amounts.


They rode in
silence for the next two hours.  Mistral kept the Rochfortes’ auras
constantly in her vision, occasionally allowing herself to dwell longingly on
Fabian’s.  Prospero padded silently by her side, his watchful eyes fixed
on the three cousins.  


The rain began
to fall more heavily as they ascended a steep rise, making the going
heavy.  Steam rose in misty clouds from their horses’ damp flanks and
Mistral’s hair hung in a wet sheet down the back of her cloak.  She
glanced out of the corner of her eye at the twins.  Their faces shone with
the rain that ran unchecked over their pale skin but their auras registered
nothing but focus.  She had to admit, considering that they hated being
wet and cold, the twins had impressed her with their sudden resilience to the
elements.  


They gained
the top of the rise and reined to a halt behind the party.  Fabian was
pointing something out to Antoine.  Mistral glanced over to where he was
indicating and felt her eyes widen in awe.  The immense Northern Range
dominated the skyline, an arc of jagged white-topped peaks.  In their
shadow lay flat grasslands, the wide expanse almost entirely filled by the
largest city Mistral had ever seen.  A huge stone wall ringed the
sprawling mass of buildings, their dark slate roofs gleaming ominously in the
pouring rain.  Wide avenues and narrower alleyways criss-crossed the
entire city like a spider’s web, all seeming to emanate from the centre where a
vast white building took pride of place.  Mistral quickly guessed it must
be the Mage Council.  Her eyes roved over the city again, daunted by the
sheer scale.  She suddenly felt completely unprepared for the next part of
the Contract.  She had been raised in a small rural village and had
preferred her own company to that of the other villagers.  Isolation was
something she was familiar with, comfortable even.  Moving to the Valley
of the Ri had changed that somewhat, but nothing could prepare her for the
sight of the heaving metropolis below her.


The delegates
were pointing at the city below them and talking amongst themselves, the sound
of their voices muffled by the heavy cloaks they wore and the constant drumming
of the rain.  Seizing what would probably be her only opportunity to speak
unnoticed, Mistral quickly glanced at Phantasm and then Phantom, drawing their
attention to her.


‘I’m going to
need a running commentary,’ she breathed, keeping her eyes fixed on the
delegates.  Neither twin gave any indication that they had heard her, but
she knew they had when she immediately felt a gentle tug in her mind and a
thought that was not hers rose to the front of her consciousness.


The Mage
Council is the huge white building in the centre.  We will have to ride
through the city to reach it. There’s only one way in and one way out; through
that gateway in the walls.


Only one way
in and one way out.  Mistral drew in a breath to force back the spurt of
panic those words triggered.  


Fabian and
Antoine urged their horses on, descending the far side of the ridge with the
cousins following closely and Mistral and the twins bringing up the rear. 
The rain began to ease as they approached the entrance in the city walls. 
Mistral could see a crowded market street beyond the gate, teeming with
hundreds of people.  She swallowed, feeling again the sharp spasm of
claustrophobia.


They
approached the gateway at a walk.  It was guarded on either side by two
black cloaked warlocks.  Mistral could see that the air around them
shimmered perpetually, as though they were stood in a heat haze.


The
warlocks on duty cast continually; protective spells, nothing that will harm us
– unless we give them reason to.


They rode
between the two warlocks unchallenged, no doubt on orders from Mage
Grapple.  The power of their casting gave off a distinctive ozone reek
that burned Mistral’s dry throat.  She glanced at the sinister figures,
remembering her run-in with their kind the year before.  Whether they
recognised her or not they gave no sign but stood immobile, silent and sinister
in their hooded cloaks.  


And suddenly
it was all noise.  The raucous shouts of vendors and street hawkers filled
the air, stray dogs barked and chased each other between the market stalls,
making Prospero growl.  Mistral wished she could draw her hood and hide
from the onslaught to her senses.  Everywhere was busy, loud and
foul-smelling.  To give her mind some respite and still the panic that was
growing she looked up, beyond the colourful stalls and garish shop fronts to
the houses above, but there was little there to cheer her.  Used to the
warm honey-coloured stone of the Valley she found the grey moor stone bleak and
cold to look at.  Black slate roofs and long narrow windows added to the
overall drab effect, strangely incongruent with the brightly coloured awnings
of the shop fronts and market stalls.  People thronged the streets,
talking loudly and laughing but their party moved forward unhindered with no
need of force.  The crowd seemed to part instinctively and allow them
through.  Fabian and Antoine were easily recognisable for what they were;
powerful Mages.


They rode
along the busy street until Fabian halted before a set of ornately wrought
gates guarded by two more warlocks.  Mistral could see a wide avenue
beyond, quiet and empty.  She stared at the open space longingly while the
silent warlocks opened the gates, every movement they made mirrored perfectly
by the other, making the simple action appear almost rehearsed, like a staged
performance. 


The Council
Officials all live on this avenue.  The Council is the building at the
end.


The thought
rang with bell-like clarity in her mind, courtesy of the twins.  Mistral’s
curious gaze slid over the tall houses flanking the tree-lined avenue. 
The road was not cobbled but paved in smooth slabs, stretching down to end in
the huge white building she had seen from the ridge on the moors.  The
houses were all built of the same cold grey stone as those on the market street
but had an air of grandeur that spoke of prosperity.  Painted iron
railings enclosing neat courtyards, most boasting a marble statue or two. 
They rode further along the avenue and Mistral found herself struggling not to
gape.  Every house they passed seemed to vie with its neighbour to be the
most extravagant.  Fountains and lush gardens now replaced the neat
courtyards and one even contained a pair of bored looking lions.  By stark
contrast the house next door was a derelict shell.  The obviously once
grand courtyard was overgrown; brambles tangled over a fallen statue and rubble
filled the empty basin of a ruined fountain.  Mistral glanced up at the
blank and broken windows and wondered who had lived there.


The De
Winter mansion …


Mistral felt
her eyes widen involuntarily.  This was the house that Fabian had grown up
in, and surely now owned as he was the heir to the De Winter name.  She
looked at the building again and could see why he would never want to live
there.  Despite its crumbling state Mistral could tell the mansion could
never have been called a home, not like their small mountain house near the
Valley.  Turning away from the place that held nothing but ghosts and bad
memories for Fabian, Mistral swiftly checked up on the delegates’ auras. 
They were still predominately blue signifying the sense of purpose that had
been prevalent but now also held a distinctive metallic sheen revealing that,
despite their rigid silence, they were also filled with curiosity about the
abandoned mansion. 


On the
opposite side of the avenue Mistral noticed a house that was more of a fortress
than a private residence.  A bare courtyard sat behind tall spear-topped
railings, the narrow windows of the forbidding house beyond seeming to frown
down at avenue below.  


Mage
Grapple’s residence …


That fits,
Mistral thought with a slight raise of her eyebrow.


They were now
nearly at the gates to the Council.  Mistral studied the white building
before her more carefully.  She had assumed that the grey stone had simply
been painted white, but could now see that she had been mistaken and the entire
Council building was actually constructed from white marble.


Ostentatious
isn’t it?


Mistral hid a
smile.  It was certainly eye-catching.  A huge glass cupola sat over
the centre of the main building with two wings stretching out at right angles,
creating an open-ended square that was the courtyard they were about to enter. 
More warlocks opened another heavy set of gates with the same eerily harmonised
movements, permitting them entrance to the paved courtyard.  Fabian and
Antoine dismounted and passed their reins to the liveried grooms that ran
forward.  Mistral watched the horses being led away around the side of the
Council building and guessed they were headed in the direction of the
stableyard.  She was about to follow after them with Cirrus when she
noticed the twins passing their reins to more grooms that appeared.  


Feeling
suddenly apprehensive Mistral reluctantly handed her reins to the groom that
approached her, eyeing Cirrus nervously.  Cirrus promptly flattened his
ears and bared his teeth threateningly.  Mistral watched the boy dragging
her bad-tempered horse towards the stables and almost felt sorry for him.


Time to go
Mistral.


Leaving the
unfortunate groom to his fate, Mistral took her place between the twins with
Prospero pressed closely to her side.  They walked in silence, following
Fabian and the Rochfortes up a wide flight of white marble steps to a pair of
huge black doors, flanked on either side by more faceless warlocks.


We’re about
to enter the Council atrium.  Be prepared to give up your weapons.


Mistral felt
another wave of apprehension at the thought of entering a building full of
powerful Mages without any weapons other than the dagger she had concealed in
her boot. 


The warlocks
opened the doors and Mistral tried not to let her jaw drop.  The room
beyond was unlike anything she had ever seen.  She would have stood and
gaped but the twins swept her forward, neither seeming to bat an eyelid at the
unworldly splendour of their surroundings.  In essence it was simple,
albeit on a huge scale.  The atrium was constructed entirely from white
marble; floors, walls and ceiling.  A double row of slender columns
stretched from either side of the double doors to the far wall of the atrium
where Mistral could see a series of tall black doors, all closed.  The
highly polished floor reflected light from innumerable tiered candelabras
hanging from the high ceiling.  Every surface in the atrium shone and
gleamed with a dazzling intensity that made Mistral want to shield her
eyes.  Dragging her attention back to ground level Mistral’s gaze
instantly fell upon the scarred features of Mage Grapple.  Unsmiling as
ever, he stepped forward to greet Antoine.  At his back a group of Council
officials waited their turn to be introduced, all smiling politely, but their
eyes were calculating.  Mistral watched from her place between the twins
at the back of the room, feeling awkward and out of place.  None of the
officials so much as cast a glance in their direction.  Even the massive
form of Prospero sat by her side didn’t attract any obvious attention, as
though huge wolf-hybrids were an everyday occurrence inside the Council
chambers.  The twins continued with their commentary in her mind, their
green eyes sliding surreptitiously over the gathered officials. 


Mage
Grapple.


You don’t
say, Mistral thought sourly.


In the
group.  Third from the left.  Count Putreo Darke.


Mistral felt a
spark of interest and looked over at the man Fabian hated.  His appearance
was markedly unexceptional, almost bland.  He was not particularly tall
and had the unmistakable soft appearance of someone not used to physical exertion. 
His hair was a non-descript shade of brown, carefully swept back from a face
that bore regular features vaguely similar to Antoine’s.  Mistral was
about to read his aura when the twins’ startled thoughts invaded her mind
again. 


!!


Mistral frowned
and glanced at them, their faces were expressionless masks but their green eyes
were wide and staring in the same direction.  Following their gaze Mistral
felt a burst of disbelief as she took in the familiar ugly features of
Columbine hovering uncomfortably behind Putreo.  The twins' thoughts
rushed into her mind in a confusing jumble.


What is she
doing here?  


Is
Columbine really working for the Council?  How for crying out loud?


She hasn’t
Qualified!  How can an warrior get work without Qualifying?


Suddenly
Fabian was stood before her, his pale face taut.  Hardly moving his lips
he spoke to them in an urgent voice, barely audible above the loud
conversations going on around them.


‘Columbine is
here.’


Mistral and
the twins gave the smallest of nods.


‘She is
Putreo’s new bodyguard.’


!!


Mistral
flinched.  She was going to have to tell the twins to get out of her
head.  It was starting to get annoying.


‘You need to
read Putreo now Mistral, before she sees you three and tells him what gifts you
have.’


Mistral
immediately snapped her gaze back to Count Putreo.  She was relieved that
the twins seemed to be keeping their thoughts to themselves for the moment,
allowing her to concentrate without interruption.  She studied the air
around his carefully styled hair, willing his aura to appear.  A wearily
familiar haze of blue shimmered gently into view and Mistral sighed. 
Purpose again … Darker hues began to drift into her sight; russets, blacks and
lime greens that appeared then quickly vanished as Putreo’s thoughts influenced
his emotions.  Splashes of dirty brown appeared and faded at regular
intervals as his roving eyes roved alighted on people he disliked, then an
explosion of scarlet blotted out everything, swamping her vision with such
blinding intensity that Mistral was forced to blink and break the illusion to
find herself staring straight into the bland face of Putreo.  For a
split-second her heart faltered then she realised that he was not looking at
her, but at Fabian.  


Red. 
Rage.  And it had been for Fabian. 


Resisting the
urge to grab the knife in her boot and fling it straight at him, Mistral drew
in a deep breath and looked at Fabian.  Holding his gaze she raised her
eyebrows an infinitesimal amount to let him know she had successfully read his
aura. 


Fabian gave
the briefest of nods.  His eyes lingering on hers for a moment longer then
he was gone.


Mistral
watched him walk away with a burst of longing.  His dark figure stood out
starkly amongst the brightly robed Council officials milling pointlessly around
the white marble atrium.  The talk was loud and effusive.  And all of
it in French.  


Mistral
suddenly felt beyond ignorant.  She felt inept.  Insignificant. 
A nobody hovering at the back of a room full of such rich, influential and
educated people, no more than the poor guest at a dinner party.  


We are here
to do a job.


Oh that
does it!  Mistral inhaled sharply.  Could they read her mind now
as well as stick their stupid thoughts in it?  Or was her sudden feeling
of insecurity that obvious to them.  She sighed.  Probably.  The
twins knew her almost better than she knew herself.


‘Enough
now.  Thank you.’ 


You’re
welcome. 


Mistral hissed
a swear word and heard the twins’ laughter in her mind abruptly cease. 
She drew in a breath of relief that was short lived when two warlocks appeared
before them, black robed and menacing.  They towered above her and pointed
wordlessly to the swords strapped to her back.  With a feeling of
vulnerability that increased with every weapon she unstrapped, Mistral reluctantly
handed over both swords then her knife belt.  Suddenly anxious thought
that she might not get them back again, she was at least grateful to have left
her crossbow strapped to the pommel of her saddle.  


Soundlessly,
the warlocks collected her weapons before moving on to Phantasm and finally
Phantom.  Mistral sincerely hoped that they had also heeded Fabian’s
advice and managed to conceal a knife too.   


Feeling
strangely underdressed Mistral stood between the twins and gazed across at the
sea of Council officials.  Blocking out their unctuous voices and forced
laughter she focussed on their conjoined auras.  All of the Council
officials’ personal agendas were laid on display for her viewing in a churning
mass of envy, greed and ambition.  The clashing lime greens and rusty
colours broiled and bubbled like a stormy ocean, swirling sickeningly round and
round.  Feeling nauseous with revulsion Mistral closed her eyes, clearing
her vision and steadying her reeling mind.  She kept her eyes closed,
savouring the peace behind her eyelids and suddenly longed to be with Fabian
enjoying a tankard in The Cloak and Dagger.  She couldn’t for the life of
her imagine why the twins hankered for a career at the Council when all it
seemed to be was a haven for corrupt narcissists. 


As though
responding to her silent plea Fabian appeared before her again, startling her
from all dark thoughts.


‘We have a
while until the meeting starts.  A formal luncheon is being served in the
banqueting hall to which the Ri have not been invited.’


Glancing down
at the clothes she had been wearing since yesterday, Mistral was not surprised.


‘Are you going
with them?’  Mistral’s voice was hoarse from lack of use.  She
avoided Fabian’s eyes and tried to hide the desperation steadily building inside
her.


‘No.  I
am not interested in the endless platitudes and empty flattery that will be
served up along with too much wine and over-cooked meat.  I suggest we eat
together in the stables.’


The twins
shared a bemused look at Fabian’s choice of destination but Mistral couldn’t
have cared if he’d suggested eating in the Council tannery.  She was
leaving the place that made her feel like less than something on the sole of a
finely heeled shoe and nothing could please her more.  He took her arm and
walked her briskly back through the double doors and out into the
courtyard.  


‘Fabian, I –’ 


‘Not yet,’ he
muttered curtly, keeping his eyes fixed straight ahead. 


He led her
around the side of the Council building into the largest, cleanest stableyard she
had ever seen.  Rows of immaculately groomed horses swung their heads over
their stable doors to look enquiringly at them.  Mistral glanced along the
line of gleaming heads, looking for the familiar features of her horse and
spotted him almost immediately, snapping viscously at the horse stabled next to
him.


‘Perfect.’ 
Fabian headed straight towards Cirrus’ stable.  Opening the door he shoved
the big horse out of the way and stepped inside.  Leaning his back against
Cirrus’ chest to prevent him from barging out he gestured for Mistral and the
twins to enter.


‘Er, is this
really necessary?’  Phantom asked, hesitating at the doorway.


‘Yes.’
 Fabian replied shortly.  ‘No-one in their right mind would get in a
stable with this horse.  We will not be disturbed.’


‘Shouldn’t we
be guarding the delegates?’  Phantasm enquired in a more reasonable tone.


‘Eximius has
two warlocks on duty in the banqueting hall.  He knows that I needed to
speak with you, which I still do, so please hurry up and get in this
stable.’  Fabian grunted and shoved Cirrus back while the twins hurried
into the stable.


Mistral looked
around the stable in astonishment.  It was easily the size of two stalls
in the Valley yard.  She turned in a slow circle, taking in the
white-washed walls and acres of deep straw.  She let out a cry of pleasure
when her gaze fell upon her tack, crossbow and saddlebag stacked neatly on a
bale of straw at the back.  She rushed over, falling upon her saddlebag to
tug out some bread and cold venison wrapped in a linen cloth. 


‘It’s been
searched,’ she said with a frown, noticing that her medical kit was undone.


‘Of course it
has.’  Fabian replied, looking out over the half-door at the
stableyard.  His survey complete, he turned sharply to face her. 
‘Did you manage to conceal a knife?’  


‘Yes. 
I’ve got a dagger in my boot.’ 


‘Same here.’
 the twins murmured in unison. 


‘Good. 
Now, tell me everything that you have seen over the last couple of days.’ 
Fabian strode across the stable to sit next to her, his gaze fixed intently on
hers.  


‘Um,
well.’  she quickly swallowed a mouthful of bread.  ‘You’re right
about Guillane.  He’s got a violent streak a mile wide; Antoine’s aura was
more positive though, lots of purpose and intent … er, there was nothing to
worry about in Etienne’s or Christophe’s –’


Fabian
stiffened, ‘You are a terrible liar Mistral.’


She dropped
her gaze and fiddled with the parcel of food in her lap, ‘Well nothing you
should worry about anyway.’


‘What happened
by the lake?’


‘Nothing!’ 
Mistral replied quickly and forced herself to meet Fabian’s eyes.  ‘He
told me his name but Prospero growled at him and that was it.  I swear he
didn’t try and do anything Fabian.’


She held his
gaze, willing herself not to look away while his black stare scorched into
hers.  After what felt like an eternity, Fabian nodded.


‘I believe
you.’  


The matter
apparently closed, he abruptly switched to another subject entirely.  


‘What of
Putreo?’


Mistral pulled
a face, ‘Greed, envy, ambition, purpose and –’ she paused and bit her lip,
betraying the anxiety she felt, ‘a lot of anger when he looked at you.’


Fabian
shrugged unconcernedly, ‘And the Council officials?’


‘Ambition and
greed.’


‘Ah, the
essential ingredients to Council life.’  Phantasm sighed.


Fabian
switched his gaze to Phantasm, ‘You are correct.  Such emotions are
perfectly normal, expected even, however the Rochforte delegation will be
bringing out the worst in them.  Everyone will be trying to ingratiate
themselves with the cousins in the event of their petition being successful. 
Antoine would make a powerful ally.’


‘Talking of
people who have powerful friends, just how did Columbine get to be working
here?’  Mistral suddenly asked.


Fabian looked
at her, ‘It appears that she is working for Putreo in a bodyguarding capacity
as a personal favour to his new wife.’


Phantasm
exhaled sharply, ‘She worked fast!’ 


‘That is
impressive!’  Phantom agreed.  ‘She could teach our mother a thing or
two!’


‘Who are you
two talking about?’  Mistral demanded irritably.


‘Golden of
course!’  Phantom exclaimed.


Mistral stared
at him, ‘I’m sorry to sound stupid.  But are you actually telling me that Golden
is Putreo’s wife?’


‘I think she
prefers to be known as Countess Darke these days.’  Fabian said quietly.


Mistral
scowled, ‘Oh joy.  Columbine and Golden in my soon to be new place of
work.  I can’t wait.’


‘Please
concentrate Mistral.’  Fabian snapped.  ‘We don’t have much time to
work this out.’


He sprang to
his feet and began to pace across the stable, his head bent in thought. 
Mistral and the twins watched his silent pacing for a few minutes until Mistral
sighed and returned to her parcel of food.  If Fabian was going to be lost
in thought for a while then she might as well be full while he did it. 
Tearing off another piece of bread and taking some cold meat, Mistral passed
the parcel over to the twins. 


They had all
finished eating by the time Fabian stopped pacing and spoke again.  


‘Columbine
will undoubtedly have informed Putreo of your aura reading ability, and of the
twins Gemini power.’


‘Without a
doubt.’  Mistral agreed.  ‘Gossiping witch.  But please eat
Fabian.’  


Fabian
distractedly accepted the food Mistral held out, his eyes narrowed in thought,
‘He cannot be directly involved in any efforts to sabotage the outcome of the
meeting since your joint skills would alert us to his intentions and also
permit us to influence his mind.  So, that begs the question, what devious
plan will he have laid in place?’  


Fabian tossed
the last of his bread to Prospero and resumed his pacing.  He halted at
the far side of the stable and turned to face them, ‘I fear this is going to be
more bad than good.’ 


‘Why?’ 
Phantom promptly asked.  ‘As you said, he knows of our gifts.  Maybe
he realises that he’s been outmanoeuvred and will simply accept the Council’s
decision to allow the Rochfortes sanctuary on the Isle.’


Fabian
scowled, ‘Putreo capitulate?  It is not in his nature to ever admit
defeat.  He will do anything to protect his position of privilege and
having Antoine take a higher position in the Council will be more than he can
abide.  This will have driven him to take extreme actions in order to
achieve his desired outcome ... but I cannot predict what those actions will
be.  How can he hide from us?  We will be able to read every emotion
in his twisted mind and influence his every thought!’  


Fabian frowned
in frustration and ran a hand through his tousled hair before looking up, his
gaze no longer angry but resolute.


‘We prepare
for a fight.’


Mistral smiled
and the twins shared a brief look before nodding in unison.  


Fabian began
pacing again, ‘We have backed him into a corner.  Bloodshed of some kind
is the only option left open to him now.’


‘Is there any
chance of getting our weapons back?’  Mistral asked hopefully.


‘None.’
 Fabian turned to meet her gaze, his eyes flat.  ‘We will deal with
whatever happens however we can.  In light of this, I want to change our
original plan.  If you are all in agreement then I think we should drop
the pretence of why you are really here.  Thanks to Columbine, I am sure
Putreo will have happily revealed who you truly are to Antoine in the hope of
gaining his trust.  So, Phantom and Phantasm?  I want you to sit next
to each other.  You will need to be together to use your gift more
effectively.  If it comes to a fight, try to influence the Mage sat to
Eximius’ right.  He is the Captain of the Guard and will control the
warlocks.


‘Mistral?’


Mistral met
his sombre black gaze and would have laid her life down for him in a heartbeat.



‘Stay by my
side.’


She nodded once
then abruptly frowned.


‘What is
it?’  he asked quickly.


‘Prospero.’


‘Prosper will
regretfully not be allowed in the meeting.  However, that is probably a
blessing.  If spells are cast he would be unprotected.’


Mistral automatically
reached down to rub the solid head of her loyal dog.  She had no doubt
that he would die trying to protect her and felt just as fiercely the desire
for that never to happen. 


Fabian drew in
a deep breath, ‘Are we in agreement?’


They all nodded.


‘Then I feel
it is time we made our way back to the Council chambers.  The meeting will
be starting soon.’


Phantom and
Phantasm began making last minute checks to their armour, adjusting the straps
and ensuring that their knives were concealed beneath the cuff of their
boots.  Mistral quickly checked her own before glancing at Fabian to see
him looking at her, the expression on his face unreadable. 


‘Why is it
that whenever you are involved the situation suddenly becomes life
threatening?’  


‘You’ve finally
noticed that have you?’  Phantom sighed.  ‘It does get a bit
tiresome.’


‘I disagree.’
 Fabian’s voice was soft, his eyes locked on Mistral’s. 


Taking the
hint, the twins left the stable quietly.  Neither Fabian nor Mistral
noticed them go.


Alone for the
first time in days, Fabian walked over to sit beside her.  He opened his
arms and she immediately slid onto his lap, wrapping her arms around his neck
and tilting her face up to gaze at him.  She could live a lifetime lost in
the dark shine of his eyes, longer in the sculptured planes of his face, so
effortlessly perfect that angels must surely have wept when he was born. 
She lifted a finger to slowly trace the rough edge of his unshaven jaw until
her fingertip touched the soft skin of his lips.  She traced them once,
then again before he abruptly kissed her.   


A long moment
passed before either of them spoke again.  With a deep sigh Fabian
released her and set her lightly on her feet.


‘It’s time to
go.’ 


Giving Cirrus
a final pat and instructing Prospero to stay, Mistral followed Fabian out of
the stable.  Despite his earlier lecture on propriety he held her hand
during the walk back to the Council, only releasing his hold on her when they
climbed the stairs and joined the twins waiting beside the double doors leading
into the atrium.


‘Ready?’ 


Fabian nodded
to the two warlocks who instantly sprang into action, opening the double doors
to allow them to enter.    


Mistral walked
by Fabian’s side across the marble floored atrium, their booted steps echoing loudly
in the vast emptiness.  He strode towards a row of black doors in the back
wall and without hesitating opened one of them then stepped aside to allow
Mistral to enter first.


For the second
time in as many hours Mistral found herself awestruck by the room she walked
into.  She was stood at the top of a huge and thankfully empty room. 
It was circular with marble benches dropping down in arcing tiers to meet the
floor.  The floors and walls were tiled in white marble like the atrium and
it was also just as bright.  She looked up, expecting to see hundreds of
vast candelabras but saw instead the glass cupola she had noticed from the
moors.  Light poured in, filling the white room with eye-watering
brilliance, providing no dark corners to hide in.  Here was a room where
every facial expression, every lie and gesture would be starkly exposed. 
Mistral was suddenly impressed by the clever design of the room and perhaps
even a little by the person responsible for its creation; Mage Grapple. 


‘Eximius will
be seated there.  His Captain of the Guard will be on his right and
Antoine will be on his left.’  Fabian indicated to three chairs placed on
the central floor space.  The chairs were placed back against the edge of
the circle, facing the door with their backs to the second flight of steps
running up the marble tiers.  ‘They will be visible to all and in return,
all will be visible to them.  The cousins will be seated nearby on the
lowest marble tier.  Warlocks are not permitted within the Council chamber
during meetings; however two will be guarding the door outside.’


‘Does Mage
Grapple know we’ve been compromised?’  Phantasm asked.


‘Yes.’ 


The twins
nodded and Mistral gazed around the room speculatively. 


‘Where do you
want us to be?’  


‘We will be up
there.’  Fabian indicated a row to the right of where Mage Grapple would
be seated.  ‘And Phantom and Phantasm in direct line of sight on the
opposite side.’


‘What about
Putreo?’


‘He holds a
seat facing Eximius on the centre bench.’


She frowned,
‘Will he bring Columbine into the meeting?’


‘No.  No
bodyguards are allowed.  This is meant to be a place of negotiation, not
bloodshed.’


Mistral raised
an eyebrow but said nothing.


The door to
the chamber suddenly opened, ending their discussion.  The first Council
officials began to make their way to their seats, talking loudly, their faces
flushed from an indulgent lunch.


Fabian quickly
nodded to the twins.  They immediately turned and walked down the stairs
to take their allocated seats.  Taking hold of Mistral’s hand, Fabian
guided her to along the row opposite until they reached their seats.  They
did not speak while the room slowly filled up, the level of noise rising until
she and Fabian would have had to shout to hear each other.  She felt Fabian
stir when Putreo entered and took his seat precisely where Fabian had said he
would.  


All noise
abruptly ceased when Mage Grapple swept into the room.  He strode down the
stairs, oblivious to the chill his presence seemed to bring and assumed his seat
in silence.  Mistral studied his scarred features.  He looked exactly
the same as when she had first seen him on the ride to Blackneath the previous
year.  The stern set of his features, the closely cropped grey hair, the
unsettling opaque eye beneath the long jagged scar running the length of his
face.  It was all unnervingly familiar.  


A thickset man
took the seat on his left, leaving Mistral to assume that he was the Captain of
the Guard.  Mage Grapple gave no indication of acknowledging his Captain’s
presence but stared rigidly ahead.  The atmosphere in the chamber
tightened.  Everyone joined Mage Grapple in staring at the door,
anticipating the Rochfortes’ entrance.  As the seconds lengthened into
minutes Mistral felt a sudden tension radiating from Fabian and knew that
something was wrong. 


Noises
filtered through the closed door, shouting voices and running feet, then the
chamber door banged violently open.  Guillane burst into the room, his
dark features flushed with anger.  He strode down the steps, shouting and
gesticulating wildly.  Mistral couldn’t understand his words but she heard
Fabian exhale in a sharp hiss.  She turned and knew something terrible had
happened.  His face was rigid with tension, his eyes fixed on the open door. 
His eyes widened fractionally and Mistral jerked her gaze away to see Etienne
and Christophe enter the chamber carrying between them the body of Antoine
Rochforte.


A scandalised
gasp ran through the Council.  Everyone rose to their feet to watch the
two ashen-faced cousins carry their dead kinsman down the steps.  Even
Guillane fell silent when they carefully laid his body on the white marble
floor of the Council chamber.  Mage Grapple slowly stood and stepped past
Guillane to gaze down at Antoine Rochforte’s dead body.  He knelt suddenly
and pulled something small and silver from Antoine’s neck.  Mistral felt
her heart lurch when she instantly recognised the object.  It was a
throwing knife.


The silence
seemed to thicken as Mage Grapple held the blood-stained knife up to the bright
light, studying it carefully.


‘”M”,’ he
announced heavily and gazed slowly around the Council chamber.  ‘This
rather distinctive throwing knife is initialled with the letter “M”.’  


Mistral gasped
and Fabian immediately gripped her hand tightly.  


Drawn by her
shocked exclamation Mage Grapple’s iron grey stare swivelled around to rest on
Mistral, ‘Does this knife belong to you, Mistral?’ 


Mistral stared
frozenly back, her mind reeling.  She had no doubt that Putreo was somehow
behind this.  Rage erupted, hot and cleansing, washing away the
shock.  Putreo!  She uttered his name like a curse in her
mind.  Not only had he removed the threat to his position and neatly
framed her in the process but he was also going to rob Fabian of her
life.  To kill a Rochforte would surely be a crime punishable only by
death.  


‘Yes.’  


The word
escaped her lips in a terse hiss.


‘I see.’


A heavy
silence fell while Mage Grapple continued to stare at her.


‘And did you
kill Antoine Rochforte?’


Mistral lifted
her chin and stared resolutely back.


‘No.’


‘Lies!’  


Putreo’s
abrupt shout shattered the tense silence.  He leapt to his feet, pointing
accusingly at her, his face twisted in anger.  


‘We all know
De Winter has blood from the Noble line!  He has seen this as an opportunity
to continue the feud between Nobles and Rochfortes !  Look! 
See?’  he pointed a furious finger at Mistral.  ‘He brought another
Ri warrior to the Council to do his dirty work for him!  I demand her
immediate arrest!  This is an –’ Putreo suddenly sat down and fell silent,
gazing into space with a vague smile on his face.  


Mistral threw
Fabian a confused look but he had locked stares with Guillane.  The
Frenchman was yelling again, his mouth wide to release a torrent of
unintelligible words.  He said the same word twice then jabbed a finger at
Mistral and spat on the floor.  


Mistral felt
the tension in Fabian snap so violently it stung her mind like a whip
crack.  He jerked forwards, shouting back in French.  The room
erupted into chaos with everybody clamouring in two different languages. 
Mistral felt her heart quicken.  This was getting out of control. 
Her gaze flicked anxiously over the shouting faces, double-taking when a flash
of red caught her eye.  Guillane.  His aura exploded in the air above
him in flares of scarlet-streaked black.  Mistral knew what he was going
to do a split-second before the air around him began to shimmer.


‘Fabian!’ 


Mistral’s
warning escaped her lips in a panicked gasp then time seemed to slow and
fragment into disjointed segments.  Fabian pulled her back. 
Something bright whistled through the air by them.  Guillane gave a high
cry and grabbed at his chest, his eyes widening in surprise.  Still
staring at Fabian he sank slowly to his knees.  A booming silence filled
the chamber, so loud his rattling breath echoed like a drumroll.  He
slumped over onto his side and suddenly everything speeded up again.  


‘No
Fabian!’  Mistral whispered in horror staring at the hilt of Fabian’s
dagger protruding from the growing stain on blood on the front of Guillane’s
robes. 


Christophe and
Etienne cried out and threw themselves down beside Guillane, pressing their
hands uselessly to the wound and shouting urgently in French.  Mistral
tore her gaze away from them and turned to Fabian.  He was staring down at
Guillane’s body with a cold expression on his face.  With a burst of shock
Mistral realised that his hand had never left hers, he had retrieved and thrown
his dagger without her even noticing.  For the first time she began to see
why the twins feared his reputation so much.  The twins!  Glancing
quickly at them Mistral saw their faces set in expressions of intense
concentration.  Her gaze darted over the chamber and fell upon Mage
Grapple’s Captain, sat alone in on the empty row of chairs with a distant look
on his face, utterly oblivious to the pandemonium erupting around him. 


‘Enough!’


A wave of
energy exploded across the room.  Mistral felt her legs buckle and fell
back against the marble bench.  Winded, she stared around dazedly for the
source of the spell to see Mage Grapple stood in the centre of the floor with
his arms held out, the air around him still rippling with the remnants of the
spell he had cast.  


‘I will have
order in this Council!’


His ringing
shout was met with a few quiet groans from the Councillors sitting up and
looking around groggily.  Mistral watched them struggling to sit up and
wondered how it would have felt if she hadn’t been wearing gorgon skin armour. 


Mage Grapple
turned his cold stare to the twins.


‘Release my
Captain.’


They nodded
and the statue-like Captain of the Guard immediately leapt to his feet and
stared around wildly.


‘Clear the
chamber.’  Mage Grapple ordered sharply.


His Captain
instantly sprang into action and began ushering people from the room. 
Only Etienne and Christophe took some persuading to leave the bodies of their
two kinsmen and had to be forcibly escorted from the room by two silent
warlocks. 


‘You will
remain.’  Mage Grapple ordered curtly, looking in turn at Fabian, Mistral
and then the twins.


Mistral stared
at the twins.  She desperately wanted to tell them how sorry she was to
have got them into a mess that had probably ruined their dreams of a career at
the Council.  They stared back at her, their faces identical masks of
resignation, obviously thinking the same as her.  


 ‘Let me
handle this.’  Fabian muttered, releasing her hand and rising slowly to
his feet.


The door to
the chamber closed with an echoing bang, leaving them alone with the two dead
Rochfortes and Mage Grapple.  He stared down at the body of Antoine for a
moment before lifting his cold grey stare to meet Fabian’s.


‘Did you
really have to kill Guillane?’  he demanded abruptly.


‘He insulted
Mistral.’ 


Mistral stared
at him, totally aghast, ‘You killed him because he was rude about me? 
What the hell did he say that could be that bad?’  


‘I will never
repeat what he said.’  Fabian growled, his black stare not leaving Mage
Grapple’s.


Mage Grapple
looked away from Fabian to regard Mistral impassively, ‘You don’t speak
French,’ he stated quietly.


Mistral looked
at him and shook her head silently.  


‘Then how, I
wonder, would you have been able to persuade Antoine to accompany you to the
secluded chamber where his body was found with your knife in his neck?’


‘I – I
couldn’t … I didn’t –’ 


Mage Grapple
continued to regard her for a long moment then switched his iron stare back to
Fabian, ‘Who killed Antoine?’   


Fabian’s lip
curled, ‘Putreo.  Or rather, his new bodyguard.  I doubt Putreo would
know which end of a throwing knife to hold.’


‘What proof do
you have?’  


‘None.’


‘Where were
you during lunch?’


‘The stables.’


If Mage
Grapple thought this was an unusual place to have meal, he gave no sign, ‘Did
anyone see you?’


Fabian’s brow
furrowed in concentration before he shook his head angrily, ‘No.’ 


‘Then we have
a problem.’


Mistral turned
to Fabian.  He continued to stare at Mage Grapple, his face rigid with
tension.  A wave of sadness washed over her as she looked at the face she
loved so much, every contour and hollow so achingly familiar but no less
divine.  With a burst of panic Mistral realised that she may be looking at
him for the last time.


‘Am I going to
die for this Mage Grapple?’ she blurted desperately.


‘You will not
die today.’  Mage Grapple responded crisply.  ‘However, you do
present me with something of a quandary.’  he walked over to stand between
the two dead bodies and gazed down at Antoine thoughtfully.  ‘The crime of
killing Antoine Rochforte cannot go unpunished or there will be a war.’ he
paused and switched his attention to the slumped form of Guillane.
 ‘Guillane is of no consequence.  He insulted another Mage and lost
the duel that ensued.  It happens.’  Mage Grapple shrugged disinterestedly
and turned to face the twins.


‘You two are
assured of work in my Council from now until the end of my time.’


The twins
stared back, astonishment etched on both their faces.  They quickly
regained their composure and gave double nods of polite acceptance, intoning as
one, ‘Thank you, Mage Grapple.  It will be an honour.’ 


Mage Grapple
nodded curtly and turned to face Fabian and Mistral.


‘I need you
all to leave the Council and travel back to the Ri Valley at once.  You
will not seek out Putreo or his bodyguard – am I understood?’  


Mistral met
his cold stare evenly and nodded.


‘I will take a
small party of warlocks to escort the Rochfortes back to Holdridge and travel
back to France with them.  This fiasco is going to take some smoothing
over.  I may have to lie.’  he paused, holding her gaze.  ‘Be
prepared for people to believe that you are dead.’


Mistral
blinked then quickly nodded when Fabian squeezed her hand.


Mage Grapple
continued to hold her gaze for a moment then something shifted in their
mismatched depths and he looked at Fabian once more.


‘If you were
so insulted by Guillane’s words then you really should do something about
it.’  On that enigmatic note he turned and began to walk up the steps,
snapping brusquely.  ‘I want you all out of the Council and the city
within the hour!’


Then he was
gone, closing the chamber door behind him with a quiet snap.  Mistral
stared at Fabian, utterly bewildered.


‘What just
happened?’  


‘Not
now.  We need to get out of here.  Get to the stables and saddle the
horses.  Stay together!  I will retrieve our weapons – ’


He leapt
lightly down the marble benches and strode over to Guillane’s body. 
Kneeling swiftly he pulled his dagger from Guillane’s chest and cleaned it the
dead man’s robes before slipping it back inside his boot.  


‘Here.’  


After a moment
Mistral realised he was holding her throwing knife out for her to take.


Her legs felt
as though they had been turned to lead.  She forced them to respond and
clambered down the marble benches to where Fabian was standing.  Reaching
out wordlessly for her knife she slipped it into her pocket. 


‘Are you ready
to go?’  he asked urgently.


She nodded and
felt the air beside her stir.  She glanced around to see the twins
appearing silently by her side.


‘Don’t be
split up for any reason.’  Fabian instructed them in a low voice.  ‘I
will meet you in the stableyard as soon as I’ve retrieved our weapons. 
Now go!’


Mistral felt a
slight pressure on either arm as the twins took hold of her, forcing her to
move.  Stumbling up the marble steps with the twins still gripping her
arms Mistral realised they would have to leave through an atrium full of angry
Council officials that might well include Count Putreo and his faithful
bodyguard.  Adrenalin pumped through her veins and she welcomed its fire,
burning away the numbing shock.  


‘How the hell
are we going to get out of here alive?’  


‘I have no
idea.’  Phantasm hissed back and opened the door a fraction to peer out
into the open expanse of the Atrium.


‘Oh, thank you
Mage Grapple!  It’s clear.  Let’s go!’ 


Dragging
Mistral by the hand the twins ran out across the white marble floor.  It
was eerily deserted, making their booted steps sound unnaturally loud.  


‘Where is
everyone?’  Mistral whispered.


‘Don’t know
... don’t care.’  Phantasm muttered back then swore under his
breath.  Slowing to a walk he nodded towards the two huge warlocks
positioned on either side of the closed double doors that lead out to the
courtyard. 


‘How do we get
them to open the doors?’  he whispered to his brother.


‘No
need.  Mage Grapple wants us gone as much as we do.’


The warlocks
were already moving to unbolt the heavy doors.  They slipped through the
moment the gap would allow them through, leaping down the steps and sprinting
across the paved courtyard to the stables.


‘Talk to me
brothers!’  Mistral demanded breathlessly. 


‘Oh, and is it
good to be able to again!  That was the longest I’ve ever gone without
speaking!’  Phantom exclaimed and grinned at her.  ‘Well! 
Having you around certainly livened up what would have been one long, dull
Council meeting!’


‘Phantom! 
I am far from being able to joke about this!  I thought Mage Grapple was
going to order my instant execution, which in a way he has because I am now
apparently dead!’


‘You’ll be old
news by next week.  Dead or alive.’  Phantom responded airily. 
‘More importantly, can you believe we’ve been offered work by Mage Grapple
himself?’


‘I’m thrilled
for your careers!’  Mistral snapped as they rounded the corner of the
building and entered the stableyard, slowing to a walk.  ‘But how am I
going to work if I’m dead?’


She had
reached Cirrus’ stable and paused to stroke his nose briefly before opening the
door to be promptly knocked flat by Prospero leaping up at
her.    


Phantasm
reached out to haul her upright, ‘I think that is going to be the least of your
concerns.’


‘What d’you
mean?’  Mistral demanded with a frown, pushing an excited Prospero off
when he leapt at her again.  ‘How can being dead be the least of my
worries?’


Phantasm
shrugged and walked across to unbolt Jupiter’s stable door, ‘It’s just a
feeling I’ve got.’


‘Feeling? 
What the hell does that mean?’


‘I don’t think
Mage De Winter took too kindly to the insults Guillane was throwing at
you.’  Phantom suggested helpfully.  


Mistral stared
at him, ‘Can you two speak French?’


‘We were
taught at a Council School Mistral.  It’s a mandatory part of the
curriculum.’  


‘Quit the
superior act and just tell me what Guillane said!’  Mistral snarled. 



‘Why?’ 
Phantom asked bluntly.


Mistral ground
her teeth, ‘Because I want to know what could be so bad that Fabian felt the
need to kill him!’


Phantasm
popped his head back over Jupiter’s stable door, his expression thoughtful, ‘It
was pretty bad.’


Mistral
clenched her fists and fought for patience, ‘Just tell me what he said.’


Phantom
frowned, ‘I couldn’t.  Sorry, but I’m too polite.  However I did
notice that your Mage really takes exception to you being called a whore.’ 


Mistral gave a
disbelieving laugh and shoved past Cirrus to begin tacking him up, ‘Is that
what Guillane called me?  I’m glad Fabian wasn’t around when the Training
Lieutenants were in full flow last year.  They called me a lot worse than
that!’  


They didn’t
speak again until they had all finished tacking their horses and were leading them
out into the yard.


‘I’ll get
Spirit.’  Mistral threw her reins to Phantom.  ‘You can hold Cirrus
while your brother comes with me and gives me the full rundown on Guillane’s
compliments.’


‘Sorry
Mistral, but no.  Mage De Winter didn’t want you to know what Guillane
said.’


‘No, he said
he wouldn’t repeat it.  That’s quite different!’  Mistral
snapped.  ‘Now out with it!’


Phantasm
sighed and held the stable door open for her while she pushed past Spirit and
quickly began to saddle the nervous mare.  


‘Well, apart
from calling you an assassin’s whore he said that he hoped Mage De Winter liked
sleeping with dead women because he was going to kill you, and then went on to
describe in detail how he was going to do it … oh, and then he said that your
soul would rot in hell because you were a whore … I think he liked calling you
that … and then he started to cast on you –’


‘He was
casting on me?’  Mistral looked round in surprise.  ‘I thought it was
at Fabian because they were shouting at each other!’


‘I can see why
you thought that.  I don’t know quite what Mage De Winter was saying to
him, our French teacher didn’t provide that much instruction on swearing, but
it certainly evoked a powerful response.’  Phantasm paused and looked
thoughtful.  ‘Probably need to brush up on French swearwords if we’re
going to working at the Council more –’


‘I’m not sure
you’ll ever need French again after today,’ Mistral tightened Spirit’s girth
with a savage tug, ‘since we successfully wiped out the top layer of the
Rochforte family.’


‘Yes, I fear
that won’t have done relations many favours.  I would love to hear how
Mage Grapple is going to explain this to the rest of the Rochforte tribe.’


‘By saying
he’s had me executed.’  Mistral replied grimly and led Spirit from the
stable.  


The sound of
running feet made them all turn, reaching automatically for the daggers
concealed in their boots.  


‘Fabian!’ 
Mistral couldn’t help but call out in relief when she saw her Mage running
swiftly towards her with his arms full of weapons. 


‘Here –’ 



Mistral
gratefully strapped her swords and knife belt on, feeling instant reassurance
in the weight of steel across her back and around her waist.  The twins
accepted their swords with similar relief and soon they were all fully armed
again.


‘We must go.’
 


Fabian was
already in the saddle.  Pulling Spirit around he urged her into a canter.
Mistral and the twins quickly followed, clattering across the paved courtyard
towards the warlocks guarding the wrought iron gates leading to the
avenue.  They passed through unchallenged and galloped wildly down the
wide avenue of lavish Council homes but were forced to halt at the second set
of gates.  They waited in tense silence while the warlocks slowly opened them. 
Fabian suddenly turned to Mistral and reached out to briefly touch her cheek,
his dark eyes full of an unfamiliar emotion.  He did not speak but
immediately spurred Spirit through the half-opened gates.  Mistral and the
twins followed on, ignoring the angry shouts of the people in the busy market
street forced to leap out of the way or be trampled. 


Another set of
gates and the dry taste of ozone filled Mistral’s mouth then they were free,
galloping flat-out across the damp moorland in their haste to put some distance
between them and the sprawling city. 


They slowed
their blowing horses to a canter once they had crested the same rise that had
given Mistral her first view of the Council city only that morning.  She
glanced over her shoulder at the gleaming white building, reflecting that the
morning felt like a lifetime ago.


The twins were
full of talk.  Their enforced silence during the Contract had been harder
on them than Mistral or Fabian, who were both comfortable with long periods of
silence. 


‘I don’t suppose
we’ll be getting any work off Count Darke anytime soon do you?’


‘Doubt
it!’  Phantom laughed.


‘That reminds
me.’  Mistral gave the twins a quizzical look.  ‘Putreo looked set to
demand my instant execution then he suddenly sat down with this vacant look on
his face.  Was that down to you two by any chance?’


Phantasm went
for smug while Phantom grinned.


‘Of course it
was!’


‘We agreed
what to do if he started, but even I have to admit it worked better than we
expected.’


‘What thoughts
did you put in his mind?’  Mistral asked curiously. 


‘We made him
suddenly want to think about his wedding night.’


Mistral pulled
a face, ‘What a disturbing thought!’


‘Oh I don’t
know, it seemed to keep him occupied for quite a while.’


‘I have no idea
what Golden did to him but whatever it was must have been memorable!’


‘Yuk! 
Enough!’


‘Bit of a
shock seeing Columbine again though wasn’t it?’ 


‘Yes, and
there’s something I just can’t work out.  How did Columbine persuade
Antoine to follow her to a secluded chamber in order to kill him?  She
can’t speak French.  I know Antoine had some English, but not a lot –’


‘I doubt
Columbine lured Antoine into that chamber.  She can barely string two
words together without a grunt in the middle and can hardly be described as
alluring.  I would hazard a wild guess that the new Countess Darke was the
bait.’


‘Golden!’ 
Mistral’s hands clenched on her reins.  ‘Of course it was her!  She’s
always been a shameless –’


‘Quite. 
Putreo could easily have coached her on a few simple phrases but it wouldn’t
really be necessary considering his reputation.  I’m sure Golden would
have been speaking in body language.  And when Antoine made the fatal
translation and followed her to that private chamber it was to meet Columbine
armed with a throwing knife stolen from your belt.’  


‘Bitch!’


Phantasm
frowned, ‘I am not sure which you are referring to, but the description applies
to both.’


‘And it looks
like they both still want you dead.’  Phantom added.  


Mistral looked
up sharply, ‘Talking of being dead – Fabian?’


Fabian seemed
to drag himself out of a deep reverie and turned to look enquiringly at her.


Mistral smiled
brightly, ‘Now that I’m officially dead, can I drop the second year and come
and live with you?’  


Fabian frowned
distractedly, ‘No, I don’t think so.  Not yet anyway,’ he murmured and
gazed off into space again, apparently preoccupied by his own thoughts.  


Mistral was
fed-up with reading auras so she simply shared a look with the twins and
shrugged.  Fabian would tell her what was on his mind when he was ready. 


They camped
for the night at the far edge of the moors.  After a meal of roasted
grouse they all turned in early, exhausted from the lack of sleep the night
before and the intense events of the day.


Curled between
Fabian and Prospero, Mistral sighed in contentment when Fabian slid his arms
around her.


‘Fabian?’


‘Hmm?’


‘Will you
still get paid for the Contract even though half the delegates got killed?’


Fabian laughed
softly into her hair, ‘Yes, my Contract was to deliver them safely to the
Council, which we did.  The fact that I killed one of them after that is,
thankfully, immaterial.’


‘Good, because
I would hate you to be out of pocket because of me.’ 


Fabian didn’t
reply and kissed her gently.  The fire crackled as a log shifted and
Prospero growled softly at the noise.  Mistral felt the gentle pull of
sleep and began to drift. 


‘Mistral? 
Are you still awake?’


‘Just.’


‘I was
wondering … when we get back, do you want to go straight back to the Valley or
would you care to spend a quiet evening with me?’


Suddenly wide
awake, Mistral snapped her head up to gaze at him.  The firelight
flickered across his face and she was surprised to see that his expression was
serious, almost anxious. 


‘What do you
think?  Of course I want to go home with you!  The Valley can
wait!  Anyway, I’m dead aren’t I?’


A shadow
crossed Fabian’s face, ‘Please stop making a joke about that, it really isn’t
very funny.’


‘Sorry, I’m a bit
concerned about how I’m going to be offered work if I’m not meant to be
actually alive too.’


‘Mistral, I’m
not worried about you not being able to work!  I had to watch you nearly
get killed today and yet you lie here joking about it!’


‘I’m not dead
though am I?  Thanks to you,’ she smiled and kissed him.  ‘Which
reminds me, I thought you kept a knife in your right boot.  How did you
get it out without letting go of my hand?’


‘I keep a
knife in both boots actually,’


Mistral was
quiet for a moment, ‘That’s a really good idea.  I need another knife.’


Fabian smiled
and then suddenly looked concerned, ‘I didn’t frighten you today did I?’  


Mistral buried
her head against his chest, ‘Only when you walked away from me at the
Council.  I’ve never felt more ignorant and insignificant in my whole life
as I did today, surrounded by all those officials talking away in a language
I’ve never even heard spoken before and me barely even able to speak our own
language!’ 


Fabian stroked
her hair gently, ‘They are the ignorant and insignificant ones Mistral, not
you.  You read their auras didn’t you?’


‘Yes, not a
pretty sight.’


‘And how did
you feel when you saw all that naked greed and ambition?’


‘I wanted to
be with you, in The Cloak, surrounded by good, honest thieves and assassins who
speak the same damned language as me.’


Fabian laughed and kissed
her.  


‘And so you shall.  Sleep
now Mistral.  Tomorrow is another day.’


 











The Lifelong Contract 





The next day
dawned bright and clear with blue skies overhead and sunshine to warm
them.  They left the bleak moors behind and rode past the Port of
Holdridge to pick up the cliffside path taking them towards The Velvet Forests
and home.


Phantasm and
Phantom were making up for their enforced silence by talking continually. 
Mistral half-listened to their ceaseless flow of banal chatter, marvelling at
how they barely seemed to pause for breath.  It was a relief when they
halted to eat and the twins were briefly unable to speak with their mouths full
of food.


Mistral sighed
wearily and closed her eyes when Phantom swallowed his last mouthful of cold
grouse and immediately began talking to his brother again.


‘Did you see
Mage Rosenberg?’  


‘Couldn’t miss
him!  He’s put on rather a lot of weight – and those robes!  Whoever
is advising him on what to wear should be taken outside and run through!’


Mistral blew
her cheeks out in exasperation.  The twins had dissected with minute
precision every last detail of their visit to the Council and it was starting
to drive her insane.  ‘Are you both finished?’  she asked and
pointedly stood up.  ‘Only we need to make the edge of the forests before
nightfall.’  


Without
breaking the flow of their conversation the twins sprang lightly to their feet
and strolled over to collect their horses.


‘Talking of
robes, do you think we should purchase some new ones for when we’re at the
Council?’


‘Good idea!
 I can see me in blue –’


Mistral rolled
her eyes.  It was a continual source of surprise to her that the twins
didn’t actually talk in their sleep.  Still, on the plus side they seemed
content to talk to each other and expected little or no input from her and
Fabian.  She glanced at Fabian out of the corner of her eye.  He was
rarely verbose but had been even more reticent than usual during their journey
back from the Council, seemingly preoccupied by some complex matter. 
Anxiety made Mistral pry.  Feeling slightly voyeuristic, she called up the
vision of his aura.  It sprang obediently into view in a uniform haze of
all too familiar royal blue.  Tilting her head slightly, Mistral studied
his aura more closely.  Her initial reading wasn’t quite right. 
Other faint colours flickered in and out of the blue.  A spurt of amethyst
revealed that he was worrying about something, and … surely not! 
White?  Fear?  What was there for Fabian to fear?


She blinked
and the illusion vanished, leaving her gripped by apprehension.  Cursing
her gift for showing her what he was feeling but not why, she was left to stew
over the endless possibilities in silence.  Was it something to do with
what happened at the Council?  Did he think the Rochforte tribe would seek
to avenge Antoine and come looking for her?  That made sense … but what
would Fabian do if that were the case?  Would he become unbearably
over-protective again?  She quickly discounted that idea since it had
failed so magnificently with the cyclops incident.  No, knowing Fabian he
would probably go straight to the source of the problem and deal with it
directly.  Yes, that’s why he was so worried, he was going to tell that he
was leaving for France and was no doubt concerned about how much trouble she
would get into during his absence.  


Fabian ...
away from her.  She immediately felt desolate.  How long for? 
Days obviously, maybe weeks … or even months.  The thought of a prolonged
separation left her feeling miserable.  As the day wore by she found
herself increasingly grateful for the twins’ perpetual chatter, hiding her
silence.  Prospero denied her the excuse of going off alone to hunt by
bringing her endless rabbits until a string of them hung from her saddle. 
They rode hard, keen to be back in familiar territory and it was long after
sunset when they finally made camp.  Mistral sat beside the fire, quietly
skinning her first rabbit, saying little but pausing often to gaze morosely
into the flames.  Thankfully Fabian seemed to be brooding and didn’t appear
to notice her melancholy mood.  


After a
half-hearted game of knucklebones Mistral announced her desire for an early
night.  Wrapped in her wolverine skin she hugged Prospero for comfort,
wallowing in misery until the sound of quiet footsteps told her that Fabian had
come to join her.  When he dropped down beside her she sat up and turned
to look at him, letting the misery in her face speak for her. 


He abruptly
frowned and stroked her cheek, ‘Why have you been crying?’


‘I know what
you’re going to tell me tomorrow night, why you wanted to talk to me without
the twins there.  You’re going to France aren’t you?’


Fabian looked
genuinely surprised, ‘No, I am not going to France.  Why would you think
that?’


‘Because the
Rochfortes will want to avenge Antoine and they’ll come for me of
course!’  


Fabian
suddenly smiled and Mistral felt her anger melt.  Who could be angry with
that smile?


‘Eximius will
deal with that situation.  Besides, Antoine is of little
consequence.  The Rochfortes are notoriously mercenary.  There will
be a queue of them eagerly waiting to step into Antoine’s place.  Some of
them might even want to make the journey over here to find you and thank you
personally.’


‘So ... you’re
not leaving me then?’  Mistral asked hesitantly.


Fabian paused
for the length of a heartbeat, his black stare burning into hers with searing
intensity.


‘I swear to
you that I will never leave you.’


Mistral
suddenly grinned, ‘Oh I’m sure my endless charm and sunny nature will fill you
with the urge to leave me one day.  ‘But rest assured that if you do go, I
will come and find you.  I’m quite good at tracking now.’


Fabian laughed
and pulled her close, drawing her wolverine skin over them both.  They lay
quietly together, listening to the sound of the twins’ murmured conversation,
too low to hear the actual words it became a soothing background noise, like
the rushing of a shallow stream.  Mistral sighed in contentment and rested
her head against Fabian’s chest.  It was only when her mind had begun to
drift irreversibly towards sleep that she realised Fabian hadn’t actually told
her what was worrying him.


Mistral awoke
to find Prospero had crawled beneath her wolverine skin to avoid the night’s
heavy dew fall.  She pushed him out with her feet, laughing when he
resisted and wriggled up on his belly to poke his head out between her and
Fabian.


‘Not quite the
face I like to see when I awake.’  Fabian grimaced and sat up quickly to
avoid Prospero’s breath.


‘Don’t worry
boy.  I still love you.’  Mistral reassured the happily panting dog
and rubbed his ears.  ‘What’s a bit of bad breath between friends anyway?’


‘A lot in his
case.’  Fabian remarked and reached for his boots.  


After a hasty
breakfast of cold rabbit they mounted and rode on beneath a cloudless pale blue
sky to reach the meadows by midday where they halted.  Here they would go
their separate ways.  Fabian issued the twins with instructions to only
give Leo the basic details of the Contract outcome, promising to be in the
Valley the next day and provide a fuller report.  And finally, they were
alone.  


Mistral
watched the twins cantering away side by side and heaved a sigh of relief,
‘Thank heavens for that!  Are my ears actually bleeding?  Because it
feels like it to me!’


‘They do like
to talk.’  Fabian agreed with a smile. 


Mistral
glanced at him and was pleased to see that the brooding expression of last two
days had gone, although his aura still held the troubling tell-tale flashes of
amethyst and white.  


‘Do we need to
hunt for something to eat tonight?’ she asked brightly.  


‘Best
to.  All we have in the cellar is rabbit and I think we deserve something
a bit more appetising.  We’ll hunt on the way home.’


Home. 
Mistral nodded happily and kicked Cirrus on.  ‘Hear that?’  she
asked suddenly.


Fabian
frowned, concentrating.  After a moment he shook his head, ‘I can’t hear
anything.’ 


‘I know. 
Wonderful isn’t it?’ 


They were
nearly at the end of the forest trail before Prospero flushed out a small deer
and Fabian shot it with his crossbow.  After finally persuading Prospero
to let go of his prize by lavishing him with praise and the promises of more
hunts soon, their dinner was strapped across the back of Mistral’s
saddle.  Prospero seemed unconvinced by her promises and immediately
vanished off into the forests again.  He had still not returned by the
time Mistral and Fabian rode into the courtyard of their house.  


‘He’s cross
with me.’  Mistral sighed.


‘He’ll get
over it.’  Fabian muttered.


The sight of
their honey-coloured house washed away Mistral’s concern for a creature that
blatantly needed none.  Home.  She was home.  Smiling happily,
she swung down from the saddle and stretched gratefully.


‘I’m so stiff
after all that riding!’ she complained, rubbing her lower back.  


Fabian reached
out to take Cirrus’ reins, ‘I’ll stable Cirrus.  Why don’t you have a
bath?’


Mistral
glanced at him, instantly suspicious, but his expression gave nothing
away.  He smiled and turned away, leading both horses towards the
stables.  She watched him for a moment then shrugged.  A long, hot
soak was just what she needed and her niggling doubts weren’t going to ruin it
for her.  She walked quickly over to the house before Fabian could change
his mind and ask her to help and was already reaching for her key as she ran up
the short flight of steps to the door.  


Inhaling the
familiar scents of wood and smoke Mistral made her way to the small kitchen and
lit the stove.  She wandered distractedly around the room, performing
mindless chores while she waited for the water to heat.  With nothing to
occupy her mind she found herself returning to the worrying emotions she had
seen in Fabian’s aura.  Her circular deliberations filled the time it took
to heat enough water for her bath.  She had just poured in the last pan
when Fabian returned from stabling the horses.  He sat down at the kitchen
table and began to skin the deer.


‘I’ll cook
tonight,’ he announced.


Mistral
regarded him with narrowed eyes; first stabling Cirrus for her while she
prepared a bath and now he was cooking?  She had the distinct feeling that
Fabian was trying to soften her up.  


‘Would you
mind heating some water for me too?’  Fabian asked, not looking up from
the deer.


A bath? 
Oh, he was definitely up to something!  


Mistral left
some water heating on the stove and walked to the bathroom, closing the door
she leaned back against it with a sigh.  She loved the tiny bathroom, its
dark wooden floor and stone walls … and the bath!  It stood on clawed feet
in the centre of the room and was quite large, definitely big enough for two. 


Mistral had
never experienced the luxury of soaking in a bath until staying at the mountain
house.  She had washed from a barrel of water outside when she lived in
Nevelte and then suffered the icy cold showers in the dorms.  At first she
had been quietly astounded that Fabian would have been bothered with something
quite so extravagant but now she’d seen the grand house of his childhood she
realised it was something he was used to.  


Mistral threw
her clothes and saddlebag over the wooden chair in the corner and slipped into
the water with a sigh of pleasure.  She closed her eyes and let the heat
of the water slowly ease her aching muscles.  After a few moments she
opened her eyes and gazed up at the low beamed ceiling, her mind returning to
the matter of what was troubling Fabian.  Chewing her lip thoughtfully she
began to run through all the possibilities.  He had obviously learned some
piece of information at the Council ... information that would upset her, hence
all the “put Mistral in a good mood” tactics.  She felt a stab of fear;
had Fabian heard news that one of her brothers had been killed?  Or was it
Emiror?  Was she back, professing undying love for the Mage she had once
spurned?  Oh please no.  Don’t let it be her, the beautiful sister of
Mage Grapple ... thoughts of Mage Grapple led her off onto another track. 
Was Fabian in trouble for killing Guillane?  No.  She was sure it
wasn’t that.  Mage Grapple hadn’t been that bothered about Guillane. 
Mage Grapple.  He was the key here.  He had said something that
hadn’t made much sense.  Mistral frowned and trailed a hand through the
steamy water.  What had he said?  She racked her brains, recalling
the grizzled Mage’s snapped words to Fabian. 


If you were
so insulted by Guillane’s words then you really should do something about it.


But what was
there for Fabian to do?  Guillane was dead by then, so Fabian had already
done something about it.  Mistral sighed and slid further down the bath to
wash her hair.  Well, whatever it was, she was sure she would find out soon
enough. 


Feeling more
relaxed after her long bath Mistral wrapped a towel around herself and walked
over to retrieve her saddlebag from the chair, leaving a trail of wet
footprints across the wooden floor.  She rummaged for clean clothes and
finally pulled out a neatly folded bundle, carefully packed by Phantasm. 
She smiled, musing that if his career at the Council failed then he would make
someone an excellent housekeeper. 


‘Better?’ 
Fabian watched her leave the bathroom and walk barefoot across the room to
slide onto a chair opposite him.


‘I love that
bath.’  Mistral sighed happily and sank her chin onto her hands to watch
him cutting up the meat.  ‘You do realise that it’s big enough for two
don’t you?’  


Fabian smiled,
‘Yes.  I hope to put it to the test one day.’ 


Mistral held
his ebony gaze, deliberately dropping her voice to a whisper, ‘Today is good
for me.’   


The sound of
water boiling over on the stove broke the tension between them.


‘That’s just
going to keep boiling over if you don’t do something about it.’  Fabian
eventually murmured.


‘That makes
two of us then.’  Mistral threw him a haughty look and strode over to the
stove.  Wrapping a cloth around her hands she carried the heavy copper pan
through to the bathroom to refill the bath.  By the time she had boiled
enough water Fabian had finished preparing the meat and left to take his
bath.  Mistral watched him close the door and wondered what he would do if
she followed him.  Nothing maybe, but then he might do something. 
Anything.  Dragging herself out of hazy bath-related dreams she sighed
deeply and decided to get some fresh air. 


She opened the
long narrow doors and stepped out onto the balcony.  The air was soft, the
light fading to early evening.  Soon it would be cold, but for now it was
pleasant.  She leaned her hands against the balustrade and drew in a deep
breath of balmy air, heavy with the scent of pine trees, wild thyme and
heather.  She exhaled softly and gazed out at the view seen so many times,
yet each was like the first.  The lush sweep of the forested valleys
swelling up to meet the mighty mountains, their proud summits wreathed in
crowns of whitest cloud.  The irrational anxiety that had plagued her
shrank into insignificance in the face of such timeless majesty.   There
was nothing like looking at a mountain range old as the dawn of time to put
things into perspective.  


The sun had
begun to drop in the sky and Mistral smiled.  She loved the sunsets. 
The west-facing balcony had provided her and Fabian with many memorable
evenings, quietly sitting together and watching the colours of the setting sun
fade away to let night slowly creep across the sky.


A sound behind
her made her jump.  She turned sharply to see Prospero looking at her from
the open doorway with something dead hanging from his mouth.


‘You’re back!’
she exclaimed and hurried over to pet him.  ‘I missed you!  What have
you brought me?’


Prospero
opened his mouth and dropped the limp body to floor.  Mistral bent and
picked up a dead mink.  The dense fur was beautifully soft and seemed to
be completely unmarked by Prospero’s teeth.  


Mistral nodded
appreciatively and turned the body over in her hands, checking for puncture
wounds, ‘Not a scratch.  Well done boy.  This’ll make a good lining
for my winter gloves.’


Prospero’s
pale eyes followed his prize while Mistral carried it through to the kitchen.


‘I’ll make you
a deal.’  Mistral offered when he followed her over to the table, still
staring hungrily at his kill.  ‘I get the skin and you get the rest.’


Prospero
promptly sat on his haunches and panted happily.  His tail thumped the
floor when Mistral quickly skinned the mink and tossed him the naked carcass.


‘I hope that
isn’t my dinner going to the dog.’ 


Mistral looked
up to see Fabian emerging from the bathroom, his shirt clinging to his still
damp skin.  Wet tendrils of hair brushed the collar of his shirt.  He
brought with him the aroma of steam and clean skin, smelling better than the
dinner cooking on the stove.


Mistral forced
a reply when all she really wanted to do was stare, ‘Of course it’s not. 
But dinner is starting to smell good.’  Almost as good as you do. 


‘I did just
about manage to survive before I met you.’  


His voice was
amused as he walked up behind her.  His lips brushed against her neck,
sending a shiver through her that had nothing to do with the sudden touch of
his damp hair.


‘Come and sit
on the balcony with me.’


Feeling the
sudden onset of dread, Mistral watched Fabian walk over the dresser and collect
a pitcher of wine and two goblets.  She followed him out onto the balcony
and sat, wooden as the bench beneath her.  The moment had finally
come.  She watched him pour the wine and accepted the goblet he passed
her, suddenly desperate for liquid fortification.


Fabian placed
the pitcher down and sat beside her, smiling so sublimely that she instantly
forgot her anxiety and leaned into his embrace with a blissful sigh.  They
sat, enjoying the silence and the wine, watching the first hues of sunset
colour the sky.


‘I’ve been
doing a lot of thinking over the last couple of days.’


Mistral felt
herself tense.  Here we go.  


‘I
noticed.’  she took a large gulp of wine, trying to counteract the sudden
acceleration in her heartbeat.  She resolved not to lose her temper, no
matter what it was … well, within reason anyway.  


‘I’ve been
thinking about it for a while actually, but something Eximius said made me
realise that I can’t put it off any longer.’


This wasn’t
sounding good.  Mistral looked at him, not quite concealing the panic she
was feeling, ‘You swore not to leave me!’


Fabian looked
at her steadily, ‘I am not leaving you Mistral.  Quite the opposite in
fact.’


Hope flared in
Mistral’s widened eyes, ‘We’re giving up on the whole Sight business?  I
can come and live here?  Now?  Today?’


Fabian smiled
gently, ‘No Mistral.  We’re not giving up on your future.’  


‘Oh.’ 
she tried not to sound disappointed, but she was.  


‘What I am
trying to say ... well, ask, really.’  Fabian stopped and drew in a deep
breath, looking so suddenly vulnerable that Mistral’s heart ached.  ‘Is
... would you please marry me?’


There was a
brief thunderstruck silence while Mistral gaped at him.  In all of her
wildest dreams about Fabian she had never imagined being married to
him.  Something so mundane ... she could have laughed.  This was what
he had been so worried about?  The fear and trepidation she had seen in
his aura, the bath, the dinner ... it was all because he wanted her to be in a
receptive frame of mind when he asked her?  


‘I really
don’t like it when you do this,’ he muttered.


Mistral
blinked and realised that he was looking anxiously at her, so tense and
uncertain.  She smiled.  How could Fabian imagine that she could ever
refuse him anything?  


‘Of course I
will marry you.’ 


He continued
to gaze at her silently for a few seconds then frowned.


‘I’m sorry.’
 Mistral felt her eyebrows arch of their own accord.  ‘Have I said
the wrong thing?’


Fabian’s face
suddenly blazed with a glorious, triumphant expression.  He cupped her
face between his hands, kissing her joyously, her lips, her eyelids, her
cheeks.


‘No, no, a
million times no.  You gave the answer I was hoping you would, but rather
more easily than I was expecting.  I thought you would argue with me.’


Laughing at
his reaction, Mistral wriggled from his embrace to look at him, ‘Argue? 
About what?  How can being married change what we already have?’  


Fabian smiled
and kissed her again, ‘You are right, of course.  Words, ceremony,
tradition … all of that pales into insignificance compared to how I feel about
you.  But I wish you to become my wife for reasons other than convention.’
 


‘Uh-huh.’ 
Mistral said slowly, suddenly not liking the turn in conversation. 


Fabian paused
and looked at her with a more cautious expression, as if trying to gauge how
she would react to what he was about to say. 


‘Fabian,
please just say it!’  Mistral demanded abruptly.  ‘I’ve been through
every possible reason in my mind as to why I kept seeing anxiety in your aura.
 I even thought that you were going to tell me one of my brothers had died
or worse, that Emiror was back –’


Fabian
suddenly leaned forward and kissed her with a fierce passion that spoke louder
than any words could.  Her jealous thoughts of Emiror were completely
forgotten long before he released her to gaze sincerely into her eyes.


‘I love you
Mistral.’ 


Breathless but
still confused, Mistral gazed back, ‘Is that why you’re so keen for us to be
married?  Because I love you anyway Fabian, I don’t need a ceremony to
make that happen.  ’


Fabian sighed
and pulled her onto his lap, holding her closely.  She rested her head
against his shoulder, her eyes filled with the sky, now a flaming riot of
sunset colours. 


‘Guillane’s
words were vile, as were his intentions.  Both of which he paid for with
his life.  However, he did bring a truth home to me.  I need to
protect you with more than my sword or even my life.  I need to give you
the protection of my name.’


Mistral’s lips
formed a silent “oh”.  She hadn’t considered that her name would change,
well get longer, since she had no last name.  A sudden thought struck
her.  Would people refer to her as Mrs De Winter?  She
frowned.  That was not something she would particularly relish.  


‘He also spoke
about your soul, which is something I value more highly than my own life. 
I don’t know,’ he paused and she felt him shrug lightly.  ‘Maybe there is
nothing beyond this life, but maybe there is.  Who can say for sure? 
I will do nothing to jeopardise the pureness that exists within you, and if
that means you have to marry me, then so be it.’


Mistral tilted
her head to gaze up him.  His expression was determined, the black gaze
she adored resolute.  This was something he believed in utterly. 
Suddenly, she could no longer lie to him.  


‘Um, you don’t
have to marry me just because of what Guillane said.  It wasn’t that bad.’


Fabian’s eyes
clouded with confusion, ‘How could you know what Guillane said?  He spoke
only in French.’


‘I
know.’  Mistral looked down guiltily.  ‘I forced a translation out of
the twins.’  


Fabian’s face
instantly cleared, ‘Ah, but of course they know French.  They were
educated in a Council school.’


She gave him a
veiled look, ‘But not well enough to understand some of your more choice
phrases, apparently.’


‘Then let us
be glad of small mercies.  I was extremely angry.’


‘I noticed,’
she said, adding drily.  ‘So did Guillane.’


Fabian
abruptly scowled, ‘He was going to kill you.’


‘I know.’


Fabian looked at
her, his dark eyes shining with an intense emotion, ‘But don’t you see
Mistral!  If you were my wife he would never have spoken to you in
that way!  Your life wouldn’t have been endangered and your reputation
blackened in front of the entire damned Council!’  


‘Oh
Fabian!  I don’t care about my reputation!  We know the truth! 
And we both know that to call me a whore is laughable!’


Fabian’s eyes
suddenly blazed with fury, ‘But I do care about your reputation and it is not
ever laughable to insult you!  I care about everything to do with you and
I will not have anyone think less of you than you are worth!’  


Struck by the
depth his feeling for her, Mistral reached up gently to touch his face, running
her fingers lightly over the hollows of his cheeks and tracing the rigid line
of his jaw.  She watched his gaze soften to the black velvet that melted
her heart and twined her fingers through his damp hair, pulling him to her,
kissing him with a yearning hunger.  Gently reaching up to release her hold
Fabian gazed down at her, his eyes fierce and soft all at once, betraying the
complex nature of her dark Mage.


‘We will be
married as soon as I can arrange it.’


‘And I’m going
to redouble my efforts at mastering Sight, or we’re going to end up playing
cards on our wedding night.’


Fabian smiled
and took a long drink of wine.  Heaving a deep sigh he leaned back to rest
his feet up on the edge of the balustrade.


‘I’m glad
that’s over.’


Mistral
glanced up at him, ‘The Council Contract?’


‘No, asking
you to marry me.  I’ve been dreading it for days.’


Mistral burst
out laughing, ‘Why?  I wouldn’t have refused you!’


Fabian sighed
and stroked her hair lazily, ‘I didn’t think you would like the idea of being
tied to me for the rest of your life.  You’re too much of a free spirit.’


‘I’m already
tied to you.’  Mistral muttered and gazed broodingly out at the darkening
sky.  ‘And as for being a free spirit, there’s nothing free about
me.  I’m trapped by my stupid destiny to a gift I can’t even master. 
Another set of shackles really won’t make much difference.’


Fabian’s hand
stilled on her hair, ‘That was another reason why I knew I had to marry
you.  I want to free you from your destiny.’


Hope flared in
Mistral and promptly died again, ‘I know you’re not talking about me being allowed
to give up on Sight once I’m married are you?’  


‘A thousand
times, no, we are not giving up on you mastering Sight.’  Fabian sighed a
touch wearily.  ‘However, if I were no longer around to care for you then
the De Winter name would serve you well.  It has certain benefits –’


‘Wait a
minute.’  Mistral interrupted, sitting up sharply to turn and face
him.  ‘Firstly and most importantly, I don’t need caring for. 
Secondly, I don’t like the sound of you not being around.  Why the hell
wouldn’t you be around?  Where are you going?  And thirdly, if you
think I’m going to use your family name like some sort of bartering system you
can forget it!  I do have some pride you know Fabian!’


‘Some would be
an understatement.’  Fabian murmured, tracing the hard ridge of her
clenched jaw with one finger.  


‘Don’t try and
distract me!’  Mistral snapped, already struggling to remain angry.


Fabian sighed
and reached out to pull her back onto his lap.  She resisted
half-heartedly then gave in with an exasperated sigh.


‘Why can I
never stay mad at you?’


‘Because I
love you.  Now please listen to me Mistral.  I want you to understand
my reasons and then I am going to ask you to promise me what I ask.


‘We know the
work we do is dangerous.  All warriors wonder if their next Contract may
be their last.  If I were to be killed I would want you to be free of that
life.  I know it’s in your blood and I’m not trying to change who you are,
but if you had my name you wouldn’t have to work, or at the very least be free
to choose the Contracts you took.’


Fabian paused
and took a deep breath, his expression hardening before he spoke again, ‘You
would inherit the De Winter estate; a house at the Council, another I’ve never
bothered to look at somewhere in the south and a frankly obscene amount of
money in the vaults at the Council.  You would be well provided for.’


He fell silent
and Mistral gazed down at her hands, held tightly in his while she waited for
him to force her to make a promise she knew she would never keep.  He
began to speak again and Mistral listened to the strain in his voice, forcing
out words she didn’t want to hear.


‘I want you to
promise me that you would use the money to live a safer life.  Sell the
houses … do what you want with them.  The entire estate would be yours, to
do with what you wish.’


Mistral
sighed.  If Fabian were no longer alive she couldn’t even contemplate
living in the house they were in now, never mind that cold, empty shell at the
Council.  And as for the money, well he obviously wanted nothing to do with
it for his own reasons so what made him think that she would?  His words
echoed dully in her head … If I were to be killed … If that were to
happen then how could he even expect her to want to stay alive herself? 
Mistral knew with sudden certainty that if he were killed she would take
endless Contracts to blot out the numbing pain of loss until the blessed
release of taking the fated one that brought her end.  


‘Mistral? 
I need you to promise me you would use the De Winter name to provide for you.’


Mistral lifted
her eyes to meet his sombre black gaze, ‘I promise.’


He continued
to gaze at her for a long moment before smiling sadly, ‘You really are a
terrible liar.’


‘I know, and I
was really trying then too,’ she sighed and looked away, gazing up at the first
faint stars appearing in the sky.  A silence fell between them, deeper
than the ocean. 


‘Maybe we can
reach a compromise.’  Fabian finally suggested.  ‘Which part did you
object to the most strongly?’


Mistral
switched her gaze round to stare at him incredulously, ‘Which part?  All
of it of course!  Wait, let me revise that statement.  The rest is
immaterial after you casually talking about me happily carrying on with my life
after you’ve gone and got yourself killed!  Can’t you see?  There
would be no more me without you!’  Mistral was suddenly shouting into
Fabian’s infuriatingly calm face, angry tears spilling down her cheeks. 
‘In fact!’ she continued with a choked sob.  ‘I think it’s time you made
me a promise for a change!’


‘Anything.’ 
Fabian vowed, brushing her tears away with a gentle touch.  


‘Don’t get
killed!’


Fabian paused,
‘Are you asking me to stop taking Contracts and live off the estate?’


‘No!  Of
course I’m not!  I know you would never want to do either of those
things!’


Fabian sighed,
sadness glinting in the dark depths of his eyes, ‘I’m not invincible
Mistral.  Everyone dies.’


‘Yes. 
But you’re only allowed to when we’ve had an extremely long life together and
we’re both incredibly ancient!’


‘Yes.’ 
Fabian smiled wistfully, making her cry harder.  ‘I agree that would be
perfect.  However, it is not a promise that is within my power to make, or
anyone’s for that matter.’  


‘Then it’s all
down to me to hurry up and get the Sight isn’t it?’  Mistral said dully.
 ‘If you’re going to die in blaze of glory on some crackpot mercenary
Contract I want to be sure we’ve had some sort of life together first.’  


Wordlessly,
Fabian took her face in his hands and kissed her so tenderly that she would
have promised him anything and meant every word.  He released her slowly
and she gazed breathlessly at him, lost in the liquid black of his eyes.


‘Well, since
I’m not dead yet, may we have dinner together?  Despite the fact that I’ve
upset you I would still like to celebrate the fact that we are going to be
married.’


‘Married!’
 Mistral echoed the word wonderingly.  It felt strange to say it in
reference to her and Fabian.  She frowned.  Did it make her sound
old?  Boring even?  


Catching the
look on her face, Fabian smiled, ‘Consider it more of a lifelong Contract.’
 


‘Lifelong. 
I like that.’  Mistral nodded.  Taking the hand he offered, she
followed him into their house. 











An Unsuspecting Bride





Fabian’s quiet
jubilation at her agreeing to marry him continued throughout their ride back to
the Valley the following morning.  He smiled and hummed a tune to himself
as they rode across the sunlit meadows, neither in any particular hurry to be
back in the Valley but content to walk slowly, watching Prospero chasing spring
rabbits. 


Mistral listened
to Fabian humming and smiled.  She wasn’t that bothered about being
married, but it seemed to please him … and what could it entail?  A few
mumbled words followed by several drinks in The Cloak and Dagger and,
hopefully, a traditional wedding night if she got on with what she was supposed
to be doing and managed to master Sight.  She quickly decided to skip
training and find Serenity to begin some serious work.  


She glanced at
Fabian again, he was still smiling to himself and Mistral hid a grin.  She
had never seen him look so happy.  Dropping her gaze to study the leather
reins bunched loosely in her hands Mistral let her mind wander over the events
of the previous evening.  Thankfully Fabian had not mentioned his wish for
her to inherit the De Winter estate again and she fervently hoped he’d given up
on the idea all together.  She would rather die a destitute pauper than
touch a penny of the money that reminded Fabian of his miserable childhood – a
childhood she still knew next to nothing about.  She frowned to
herself.  Was she about to marry a stranger?  The thought went as
quickly as it came.  Fabian was no more a stranger to her than she was to
him.  Their pasts were something neither liked to discuss, and she was
quite happy to keep it that way.  


They rode
through the North Gate and began their unhurried descent down into the Valley,
the horses swishing their tails lazily in the warm sunshine.  Mistral was
surprised to hear the guard give the warning bell three sharp rings and glanced
across at Fabian.


‘Someone
wanted to know when we arrived.’  Fabian responded unconcernedly 


‘Oh
great.  I can guess who.’  


Mistral sighed
prepared herself for another lecture from Leo Sphinx.  She could almost
hear his coldly scathing tones.  No doubt he would mention her lack of
application to her second year, her continued failure to master Sight …
definitely something about swanning off on an unauthorised Contract to hunt a
dangerous protected species and not forgetting the final insult; the ruination
of several months’ careful negotiation with the Rochfortes thanks to her
throwing knife ending up in Antoine Rochforte’s neck.  


No, she
decided with a heavy sigh, it was not looking good.  


‘How do I
always manage to get in so much trouble?’  she asked Fabian with a 
frown.  


He regarded
her thoughtfully, ‘I really have no idea.  I used to believe it was
because you actively sought trouble, and then I thought it was because you had
no-one trying to steer you in the right direction.  However, I have since
been forced to revise my opinion.  The twins have tried very hard to curb
your wayward tendencies and despite my best efforts to keep you out of
problematic situations you continue to find them with insistent regularity.’


‘A natural
born trouble-maker.’  Mistral sighed ruefully.  ‘Are you sure you
still want to marry someone like that?’ 


Fabian gazed
at her steadily, ‘Without a shadow of doubt.’


They walked
the final stretch of path into the village square to be greeted, as Mistral had
suspected, by Leo Sphinx.  He was stood with hands on hips, feet spread
and cold features hard.


‘Why did you
not return with your brothers yesterday?’  he demanded in an aggressive
tone.


Mistral was
momentarily thrown.  Her returning a day later than the others was the
last thing she was expecting him to be angry about. 


‘Good morning
Leo.’  Fabian greeted his brother cordially.  ‘Would it be convenient
for us to discuss a matter of some importance?’


Leo switched
his icy glare to meet Fabian’s cool black gaze, ‘I had hoped you would provide
a steadying influence on Mistral!’ 


‘I am trying.’
 Fabian replied truthfully.  ‘Although I admit the results do not
quite speak for themselves.’


Leo narrowed
his eyes angrily and Mistral suddenly wondered if he knew about Golden’s new
marital status.  No doubt the twins would have been bursting with that
particular piece of news.


Catching her
slight smirk Leo scowled, ‘You will not leave the Valley for the next two
weeks!’  


Mistral’s face
fell.  Two long boring weeks and even longer weekends stuck in the Valley
away from Fabian?  That wasn’t a punishment, it was torture.  


‘A bit harsh,
and possibly a touch impractical.’ Fabian countered mildly. 


Leo’s eyes
bulged at being openly contradicted and Mistral steeled herself for the inevitable
outburst.  


‘Mistral?’ 
Fabian calmly turned to hand her Spirit’s reins.  ‘Would you mind stabling
the horses?  I really need to speak with Leo before he explodes.’


Mistral
stifled a laugh and quickly led the two horses away before she got into any more
trouble.  By the time she left the stables it was nearly lunchtime. 
She wandered towards The Cloak and Dagger with Prospero at her heels in the
hope of finding the twins or maybe some of her brothers.  She pushed open
the heavy door and stepped inside to be immediately greeted by a chorus of
voices shouting her name.  


‘At last!’


‘Mistral! 
Finally!  We thought you’d be back with the twins yesterday!  Come
and tell us all about this war you nearly started!’


Her brothers
were grinning and waving at her from a table near the back.  Mistral took
in their flushed faces and tankard-laden table and groaned inwardly.  They
had obviously been there a while.


‘Can I just
get a drink first?  I’ve just narrowly avoided being given the windswept
treatment by his lordship the Leo and I want to savour the moment.’


‘We’ll get
these.’ 


The twins
glided silently up beside her, both wearing worryingly smug expressions.  


‘I think we
have cause for celebration, don’t you Mistral?’  Phantom added with a
wink. 


Mistral frowned. 
Celebration?  Not really.  The trip to the Council had been an
unmitigated disaster.  She had nearly been killed, Fabian had killed
someone and now Mage Grapple was going to announce to the Rochforte tribe that
she was, in fact, dead in order to try and avert some kind of retaliation. 


‘Fine, make it
two for me.  I have a feeling this is going to be painful,’ she said
heavily and walked over to suffer a brutal cross-examination.


‘So Golden
bagged a title!  The scheming nymph!’  Xerxes roared.


‘Never mind
that trollop!  What did Columbine’s face look like when she saw
you?’  Cain asked with a grin.  


‘Ugly.’ 


Cain laughed,
‘So she didn’t thank you for saving her life last year then?’


‘If you
include trying to frame me for murdering the head of the Rochforte tribe as a
form of gratitude then I’d say she was ecstatic.’  Mistral replied
sarcastically.


‘Didn’t
Prospero take a chunk out of her?’  Brutus asked, looking surprised. 
‘He’s a bit protective of you.  He nearly had my hand when we were bringing
you back after the cyclops got you.’


‘He was banned
from the meeting.  Anyway, he’s choosy about what he eats.’  Mistral
dropped a hand to rub Prospero’s head.  He groaned and stretched out at
her feet like a huge fur rug.  


The twins
returned from the bar and placed two tankards of ale in front of Mistral.


‘Thanks,’ she
muttered gratefully raising one and taking a long drink.


‘So.’
 Saul began hesitantly.  ‘Your Mage … has he got over the cyclops
incident yet?’


‘I think
you’re safe Saul, if that’s what you mean.’  Phantasm replied
quietly.  


‘Definitely
safe.’  Phantom said confidently.  ‘He’s got a lot more on his mind
than that right now.’  


Mistral
sighed.  They were going to talk about the wretched Council again. 
She fiddled with the handle of her tankard and wondered darkly if Fabian would
persuade Leo to change his mind about her ban on leaving the Valley. 
After a moment she realised that a silence had fallen and looked up to see the
twins’ staring at her expectantly.  She looked around slowly, seeing the
same look on all her brothers’ faces.


‘What?’  


Xerxes
grinned, ‘You know what.’   


Mistral
scowled, ‘Look, I know the Council trip was a disaster, like it always is
whenever I’m involved.  What do you want me to say?  I attract
trouble apparently!’


Phantom
smirked, ‘I’d say you attract more than that.’ 


‘Oh please
don’t bring up the damned French cousin!  All he did was tell me his
name!’


Phantom looked
at his twin, his ivory brow creasing into a frown, ‘I don’t know brother, could
we have been mistaken?’


‘Definitely
not.’  Phantasm replied firmly.  ‘Mistral is just being unusually shy
about the real events of the last few days.’


Mistral
gritted her teeth, ‘Look, I really have no idea what you’re going on about so
please just spit it out or you’ll be wearing my second drink!’


‘No ring
though.’  Saul commented quietly.


Mistral froze,
‘What did you just say?’  


‘Come on
Mistral!’  Xerxes burst.  ‘The twins were adamant that your Mage was
going to propose to you after the Council Contract!  They reckoned Mage
Grapple practically ordered him to.’  


Mistral
switched her stunned gaze to see Phantom grinning at her, his “I knew I was
right” expression taking her to a whole new level of irritation.  


‘Well?’
 Xerxes demanded impatiently.  ‘Still waiting for an answer here!’


Immediately
Mistral felt colour flood her cheeks and opened her mouth to speak, but no
words came out.


‘We’ll take
that as a yes then!’  Phantom crowed.  ‘Which I do hope you managed
to say?’ he added, looking suddenly worried.


‘Of course she
did.’  Phantasm sighed.  ‘When does she ever say no to Mage De
Winter?’


The warriors
all laughed a bit too suggestively for Mistral’s liking.


‘Do you all
mind?’  she snapped icily.  ‘This really is none of your business!’


Cain gave her
a wounded look, ‘Why?  Don’t you want us at your wedding?’  


Mistral
frowned.  She hadn’t considered the actual wedding. 


‘You haven’t
even thought about it have you.’  Phantasm tutted, reading her face more
easily than if she’d spoken aloud.  


Mistral
shrugged, ‘Well, there’s not too much to think about is there?  It’s
hardly a big deal.’


The twins
stared at her with frank disbelief.


‘She hasn’t
got a clue has she?’  Phantom murmured.


‘No.’ Phantasm
agreed quietly.  ‘I think we may have to be of assistance.’


Mistral gave
him a blank look, ‘In what?’  


‘Don’t worry
about it.’  Phantasm said smoothly.  ‘Allow me to be the first to
congratulate you.’  he pulled her into a hug which she was too surprised
to repel and bore with stiff ill-grace, not noticing Phantasm mouthing
something to his brother over her head.


‘Can we please
not do this?’  she begged the twins quietly when her brothers immediately
began teasing her with tales of wedding disasters they had known, runaway
brides and obscene wedding night stories.


‘I
agree.  Your Mage might actually have to drag you down the aisle if you
hear anymore horror stories.’


‘Aisle?’ 
Mistral spluttered, eliciting another bout of laughter from the others.


Phantom
watched her beginning to panic and turned to whisper into his brother’s ear,
‘This is going to take more than I first thought.’


‘I wonder.’
 Phantasm murmured back.  ‘Just how unprepared do you think she
really is?’


‘Let’s find
out.  Mistral?  What will you are wearing on your wedding day?’ 


Mistral stared
back, looking bewildered, ‘Er?  This?’


The twins
shared a long look.


‘It’s far
worse than we first thought.’  Phantasm whispered when Mistral was drawn
back into the merciless teasing.


‘Definitely. 
She hasn’t got a clue.’   


‘So, did he go
down on one knee?’  Xerxes demanded with a leer.  ‘That one always
works for me.’


‘Don’t you
dare compare me to one of those bits of exercise you call girlfriends!’ 
Mistral snapped.  


‘No, you’re
not like them.’  Xerxes agreed with a grin.  ‘There’s not many brides
that can honestly wear white on their wedding day.’


Mistral stared
at the twins, totally aghast.  Was there anyone they hadn’t told about her
Sight enforced celibacy?


‘Well none of
the ones I’ve met anyway.’  Xerxes continued with a frown.  ‘They act
all innocent but believe me when I say that they could teach Eudora a thing or
two.’


Mistral gagged
into her tankard, ‘Eudora?  Oh, brother.  Say you haven’t!’ 


‘’Fraid
so.  In fact,’ Xerxes looked around table with a frown, ‘I think everyone
has actually.’   


Mistral noted the
shifty expressions on Cain and Brutus’ faces and shook her head in disgust,
‘I’m going to the bar.’ 


The twins
watched her until she was safely at the bar talking to Floris.


‘Listen!’ 
Phantasm leaned across the table, whispering urgently.  ‘Enough wedding
talk or she’s going to back out faster than a rat leaving a sinking ship and
we’ll be facing the wrath of Mage De Winter again.  Or have you forgotten
how he looked when he found out she was in the Infirmary after that wretched
cyclops disaster?’


They all
grimaced and took long drinks from their tankards.


‘I think it’s
safer all round if Mistral is an unsuspecting bride.’  Phantasm finished
firmly. 


‘It’ll be a
nice surprise for her to be shunted unknowingly into her wedding day.’ 
Phantom added brightly. 


‘I’m not sure
that’s going to be the kind of surprise Mistral likes.’  Cain said with a
frown.  ‘Unless it involves weapons, hunting or a scrap she’s probably not
going to be too amused.’


‘This is
Mistral we’re talking about!  I’m sure all of those things will happen at
her wedding!’


‘You’re
right.’  Cain grinned.  ‘It’s going to be great!’


‘Shh!’


‘What?’ 
Mistral demanded grumpily, dumping a tray of full tankards on the table.  


‘For
us?’  Xerxes gave her a simpering smile.  ‘How kind.  Is this
your stag night then?’


Mistral swore
and everyone laughed.  


‘That’s a new
one!’


Mistral
shrugged and reached for her tankard, ‘New Training Lieutenant, new batch of
swear words.’  


‘You should
have heard the language her Mage knows!  You can tell he’s high-born
though.  He even swears in French.’


‘Phantom!’ 
Mistral warned.  


‘Are you
training this afternoon or staying here with us?’  Brutus asked, sliding a
tatty deck of cards onto the table.


Mistral set
her tankard down with a belch, ‘This is my third tankard brother.  I would
either kill one of the first years or myself if I tried to train now.’


‘Ah, just like
old times.’  Brutus offered her a grin and began to shuffle the
pack.  ‘Small wager?’


Mistral
smiled, ‘How about a nice round gold coin apiece?  You lot can put your
money where your mouths are for a change.’


Cain gave her
a narrow-eyed look and pulled his hand of cards closer, ‘Still no Sight?’ 
 


Mistral gave
him a withering look.


‘I thought
not.  You’ve still got that tense look about you –’


‘Oh for crying
out loud!  Will you all please quit with that?’    


It was early
evening by the time Fabian returned from his meeting to retrieve a half-drunk
Mistral from the card game.  She left willingly, happily clutching a
leather pouch full of coins.


‘Are you sure
she hasn’t got the Sight?’  Cain demanded moodily while Fabian steered her
across the room towards the door.  ‘Only she plays damned well now!’


‘Definitely
not got the Sight yet.’  Phantom confirmed.  ‘The poor first years get
annihilated in training every Monday morning.’


Xerxes
laughed, ‘I almost feel sorry for them.  She’s a handful enough without
all that extra pent up energy!  Damn it!  Which one is that
brother?’  he hissed urgently when an angry looking blonde burst into the
tavern, obviously looking for Xerxes.


Brutus eyed
the girl unconcernedly, ‘It’s sweetheart, isn’t it?’


‘No you
idiot!  I’ve had to stop calling them all that since they told each
other!’


‘They talk
about you?  Is there a special weekly meeting for all your ladies
then?’  Phantom enquired curiously.


Xerxes muffled
voice came from under the table, ‘Don’t know, but it’s starting to feel like
it!’  


Mistral woke
in the cool light of dawn to find that apart from her snoring dog, she was
alone.  Her recollection of the previous evening was slightly hazy. 
Fabian had eaten with her in the Refectory then left to travel home, stating
firmly that he had business to attend to.  Mistral had promptly returned
to The Cloak and Dagger and elicited more money from her brothers in a series
of card games that had run on into the early hours.  


Dragging
herself from her bed, Mistral staggered to the showers and returned feeling
slightly more alive.  She whistled Prospero before striding purposefully
along the corridor towards the stairs; today she was going to begin her mission
to master Sight.  


Skipping
breakfast she went straight to the Infirmary to find Serenity to begin her new
daily routine.  Once there she would spend the morning sitting quietly in
a corner while Serenity worked, reading her calm blue aura and straining
desperately to see beyond the swirling colours to hear her actual thoughts. 


After a quick
lunch in the Refectory Mistral would return to the Infirmary and repeat the
process, only leaving when Serenity politely but firmly asked her to go,
stating that the patients liked to sleep without being watched.  Mistral
would then go straight to the stables and saddle Cirrus for a long ride in the
meadows, desperate to escape and be alone for a while.  Fabian had not
managed to persuade Leo to completely rescind her ban but had successfully
negotiated making the meadows her boundaries, and for that she was deeply
grateful.  By evening she was so tired that she barely felt the ache of
missing Fabian.  She would eat a meal in The Cloak with either the twins
or any of her brothers and then yawn her way through a game of cards. 
Thankfully, the subject of her impending nuptials seemed to have become old
news and the nightly conversation was either of the Contracts they were being
assigned or Xerxes’ girlfriend problems. 


By Saturday
morning she was sick to death of reading Serenity’s aura and went down to the
Training Arena instead to find Leo taking the session. 


‘The drills
are for unarmed training today Mistral.  It will not be necessary for you
to attend.’ 


Mistral stared
at her Training Captain in disbelief.  Leo telling her not to train? 
Since when did apprentices not need to practice?  Hadn’t he bored them
countless times with the tired phrase “practise is the mother of all skill”?



‘But I want to
train!  Er, if that’s alright,’ she added quickly, wilting slightly under
his hard stare.


‘No.’


Leo promptly
turned his back and began barking orders to the terrified first years. 
Mistral was left with nothing to do but watch them train while she decided what
to do with her suddenly free morning.  The options were decidedly
limited.  She was banned from going home, so seeing Fabian was out of the
question.  Hunting was possible, but she was limited to the meadows and
only sick rabbits and lame deer ended up there, neither of which filled her
with any sense of challenge.  So, it was either drink herself into a coma
in The Cloak or hope that Fabian had finished whatever was so important and
came to rescue her. 


‘They’re
definitely improving.’  


Mistral turned
to see Phantasm studying the first years with a critical eye.


‘I suppose.’ 


‘Busy?’ he
enquired, turning to look at her with his bright green eyes.


‘No.’ she
muttered moodily.  ‘Leo’s banned me from leaving the Valley and from
training today.  He reckons “It’s not necessary”!  Can you believe
it?  Pompous git.’


‘I think he
just wants to keep his first years in one piece for a while longer.’
 Phantom remarked, drifting up beside her.


‘Well since
you’re free, would you care to accompany us on a Contract?’


Mistral looked
up eagerly, ‘I’d love to!’  her face abruptly fell.  ‘Oh wait. 
I forgot.  I can’t.  I’m banned from going further than the meadows.’


‘Don’t
worry.  It’s all approved by Master Sphinx.’  Phantasm assured her
smoothly.   


‘It is?’ 
Mistral looked surprised.  ‘Well, definitely then.  What is it?’


‘It’s just
your sort of thing actually.  In fact I think we could all go –
brother?  Are the others still around today?’


‘I think so.’
 Phantom frowned.  ‘I’ll go find them –’


While Phantom
went off to find the others Phantasm reached inside his shirt and pulled out a
folded piece of parchment.  A Contract.  He unfolded it and Mistral
watched impatiently while he studied the requirements.


‘Hmm, it’s a
hunt –’ 


‘Great!’


‘More of a
shopping list actually.  Listen to this.  Six adult deer, four boars,
eight brace of birds, a dozen rabbits –’


Mistral’s eyes
gleamed, ‘Who wants all that?’  


‘Kitchen.’
 Phantasm responded blithely and folded the parchment up.  ‘Stocking
up apparently.’


Phantom
returned a short while later, smiling brightly.


‘All present
and correct and saddling up as we speak.  Oh, I should mention that Xerxes
has a rather amusing injury that may require treatment.  Apparently Cain
is refusing to do the honours.’


‘No problem,
my kit’s in my saddlebag.’  


It was
standard practise for either Mistral or Cain to treat the others.  They
avoided the Infirmary whenever possible since Serenity invariably wanted to
keep them in for the night, forcing them to miss a night in The Cloak, or a
date if it was Xerxes. 


Mistral ran
quickly up the path to the dorms and retrieved her saddlebag, crossbow, knife
belt and swords.  Whistling Prospero who was stretched out asleep on her
bed, she left her room and was hurrying back down the stairs when she nearly
ran into the stern-faced figure of Gleacher Shacklock.


‘Sorry Master
Shacklock!  I was just rushing to get out on that Kitchen Contract with
the twins.’


To her utter
surprise Gleacher smiled, ‘Ah yes, the hunting one.  I thought you’d enjoy
that one so I persuaded Master Sphinx to temporarily lift your ban.  Well,
good hunting.’  


Mistral stared
in disbelief, watching him vanish around a bend in the stairs.  Gleacher
had smiled?  He had persuaded Leo for her?  He had wished her good
hunting?  What was wrong with him?  


Prospero
whined, breaking the shock.  She looked down at her dog and shrugged,
‘Probably been spiked with one of Cain’s potions.’


Prospero
wagged his tail and whined again.


‘I know
boy.  Let’s hunt!’


A short while
later they were thundering out of the North Gate to fan out across the meadows
with Grendel, still horseless, running alongside on foot.  Xerxes was
loudly taking bets on who would bag what and arguing with his brother over his
wager.


‘It’s all I can
afford!’  Brutus insisted.


‘Come off it
brother!’  Xerxes retorted with a pained expression.  ‘I know you’ve
been taking work on the side!’


‘Talking of on
the side.’  Cain interrupted with a mischievous wink in Mistral’s
direction.  ‘Have you asked Mistral to treat your war wound yet?’


Xerxes shot
him a cagey look, ‘Not yet.’


Cain winced
sympathetically, ‘Must be getting painful by now.’


‘It’s
bearable.’  Xerxes replied tersely. 


‘What’ve you
done brother?’  Mistral asked curiously.  It wasn’t like Xerxes to
avoid being treated.  None of her brothers were squeamish when it came to
being stitched up. 


‘Can we talk
about it later?’  Xerxes muttered, not meeting her eyes.  


Mistral caught
Cain laughing into his hand and frowned, ‘I dread to think this never mind say
it out loud, but have your energetic activities with your ladies finally caused
you to rupture something?’


‘No.’ 


Brutus started
laughing and Mistral felt herself grinning too, ‘What then?’  


‘Tell her
brother or I will.’  Cain snorted, trying to hide his laughter. 
‘Because there is no way I’m treating that!’


‘I don’t think
I will be either.  It’s starting to sound a bit sordid!’  Mistral
said quickly. 


Xerxes scowled
and rode on in stony-faced silence.  Mistral stole glances at him out of
the corner of her eye and saw him wincing every time his horse moved
sharply.  He was definitely in pain and embarrassed about whatever was
hurting him, but she couldn’t drag up any sympathy.  He deserved some kind
of payback for his callous treatment of the village girls. 


They reached
the edge of The Velvet Forests and reined to a halt to finalise a plan for the
hunt.  After splitting into smaller hunting groups they agreed to meet for
lunch back in the meadow and review their hauls before hunting again for the
afternoon.


‘This is my
perfect day.’  Mistral said happily, riding off into the forests with the
twins.  ‘Well, apart from one thing.’ she added quietly, feeling the
familiar ache of longing.


‘Your Mage
will show up this weekend Mistral.  He never lets you down.’
 Phantasm muttered, his green eyes darting over the undergrowth around
them. 


‘No, you’re
right, he doesn’t does he?  It’s just me that’s stumbles around causing
chaos and trouble.’  Mistral sighed heavily.  ‘I bet he’s been at the
Council all week, sorting out the mess I left behind.’


‘Never mind
that ridiculous kerfuffle.  Do you want to know what’s wrong with Xerxes
or not?’  Phantom leaned over, his eye lit with a salacious glint.


‘Not.’
 Mistral said quickly.  ‘It sounds like something that might put me
off my dinner.’


Phantom
laughed, ‘You’re going to love this, and it won’t put you off your dinner.
 I promise.’


Mistral
suddenly grinned, ‘Go on then.  What has Prince Charmless done to
himself?’


‘It’s more
what one of his ladies has done to him –’


‘Should I be
hearing this?’


‘Yes! 
You’ll laugh, just listen!  You remember the blonde that came in the other
night?’


‘Vaguely,’
said Mistral with a frown.  ‘They all start to look the same after a
while.’


‘Exactly
Xerxes’ problem!  He thought he was dating her and it turns out he was
actually dating her sister.  They’re not even twins so I have no idea how
he made that mistake.  Anyway, since the whole sweetheart fiasco he’s made
an effort to learn their names –’


Mistral
groaned, ‘Don’t tell me.  He got them wrong didn’t he?’


‘At quite the
wrong moment too!’


‘Yuk!
 But funny!’  Mistral laughed. 


‘Worse still,
the misnamed lady took offense and carved her name into his back with her
fingernails!’


‘Didn’t he
notice?’  Mistral asked incredulously.  ‘It must have hurt like
hell.’


‘I think
Xerxes thought she was just expressing some enthusiasm for his ability –’


‘Oh no! 
Stop please brother!  I feel sick!’


‘Anyway, the
other sister obviously saw the name the next night and all hell was let
loose.  Xerxes was seeing running from the hayloft in his birthday suit in
the small hours of the morning.  Cain refused to treat him as he reckons
Xerxes has gone and ruined his chances of dating the sisters now … something
about them not trusting warriors any more ...  anyway, Xerxes was too
embarrassed to see Serenity and now they’ve gone sceptic.’ 


Mistral
laughed and spent the next few minutes debating with Phantom whether to tell
Xerxes that she knew or wait until he confessed and told her his version of
events before treating him.  


‘Here we
go!’  Phantasm called happily as Prospero bayed loudly and flushed a
heavyset buck from the undergrowth.  He promptly sat down and looked
expectantly at Mistral. 


‘Go
boy!’  she shouted joyfully.


Prospero immediately
gave chase and the hunt was on.  They urged their horses after him,
crashing through undergrowth, ducking low branches and leaping fallen logs,
caught in the raw thrill of the chase. 


At midday they
rode back into the meadow to find Grendel and Saul sitting beside a couple of
small deer and a large pile of rabbits.


‘Rabbit good
for lunch?’  Saul asked as she leapt off Cirrus and strolled over to see
him.


‘I’d rather
eat what we’ve caught – look!’  she pointed smugly to the large buck and a
small bear the twins were untying from the back of their saddles.


Saul shook his
head, still smiling, ‘What is it with you and bears?’  


‘It’s not me,
it’s Prospero!  I think he likes the challenge of something that doesn’t
run away from him but wants to go down fighting.’


Saul laughed,
‘That dog is so perfect for you.’ 


‘I
know.’  Mistral smiled.  ‘Fabian chose well.’


‘I think so.’
 Saul said quietly, not looking up from the rabbit.


Mistral gave
him a troubled look and chewed her lip, undecided as to whether to broach that
particular thorny subject again.  With the same uncanny timing that had
irritated her to the point of wanting to kill him, Phantom abruptly interrupted
her conversation with Saul; however, this time she was grateful.


‘Not
rabbit!’  he exclaimed loudly while he walked over, swinging a brace of
pheasants in one hand.  ‘If I eat any more of those wretched things I’m
sure I’ll grow long ears and a tail!’


‘Sorry. 
But we can’t eat the order.  Rabbit’s surplus to requirements.’


‘Rabbit it is
then.’  Phantom sighed then leaned closer to hiss in Mistral’s ear. 
‘Xerxes is in agony!  I think you might have to take pity on him sister!’


‘Sister?’ 
Mistral laughed and reached into her saddlebag for her medical kit.  ‘Bad
choice of words brother.  I think he might be a bit sensitive about
sisters at the moment.’  


‘Good
point.  Appeal to his manly side Mistral.  He’s got a lot of pride
and it’s been sorely dented.’


‘And I should
feel bad about that?’


Phantom
scowled, ‘Just fix him Mistral.  He’s boring like this.’  


By the time
Mistral had persuaded Xerxes to admit the true nature of his injuries all of
the warriors had returned and the mound of prey had grown considerably, along
with the audience watching her treat him.


‘Is that an
“L” or an “I”?’  Mistral asked curiously while she daubed ointment onto
his back, smiling to herself at the outbreak of sniggering from Brutus and
Cain. 


‘I don’t know.
 I can’t read it either.  And I still don’t know which sister it
was,’ Xerxes muttered, looking slightly shamefaced.  


‘Never mind, I
don’t think it will scar.  All done!’  Mistral said brightly and
patted him on the back. 


‘Ow!’ 


‘Sorry
brother.  Momentary lapse of concentration.’


‘I know all
about that.’  Xerxes said glumly and pulled his shirt back on.


Mistral sighed
sympathetically, trying to salve his sore male pride as Phantom had instructed,
‘Well I’m sure you’ve learned your lesson.’ 


‘Yes, I’m only
going to date girls that can’t write from now on.’ 


‘That’s the
spirit brother.’     


They ate
roasted rabbit and argued loudly over who would hunt what to complete the long
list on the Contract.  Mistral listened to their noisy banter with a
smile.  She was having a good day, and as she gazed out across the meadow
to see a bright gold palomino cantering towards them it suddenly became a great
day.


The following
Saturday found Mistral running up the stairs to the dorms with a Contract for
the twins clutched in her hand.  Gleacher had just offered it to her but
it was nothing that would interest her.  She had actually been quite
surprised that he had even considered her for the work, even more so when he
suggested that she take the Contract up to the twins and offer it to them
instead, stating that he had an urgent matter to attend to and didn’t have time
himself.  Gleacher was definitely behaving oddly.  Mistral was
convinced he must have upset Cain in some way and the sly hob was slipping the
Contracts Officer something in his tankard to make him more amenable.  


If the truth
be told Mistral didn’t really mind being a messenger for Gleacher.  She
was bored with trying to read beyond Serenity’s aura and wanted an excuse to
see if the twins wanted to skive training to go hunting.  The week had
been both long and dull and she need something to cheer her up.  After the
pleasure of escaping the Valley on the mammoth hunt of the previous Saturday
then spending all of Sunday with Fabian, Monday morning had been a bleak
shock.  Fabian had left on more business which he had been strangely
reluctant to discuss and her brothers were all out of the Valley on various
Contracts, leaving her to continue with her fruitless efforts at trying to
master Sight, albeit interspersed with vigorous sword training sessions to
relieve the boredom.  But even those had turned out to be less than
satisfying.  For some reason best known to him Leo had taken it upon
himself to loom over her like a black cloud of doom whenever she appeared in
the Training Arena, preventing her from so much as breaking sweat with his
constant correction. 


Mistral strode
along the corridor and reached the twins’ room.  Not bothering to knock
she burst in then abruptly froze.


‘Oh! 
Sorry.  Um, I guess I really should learn to knock.  You two are
obviously having a private moment –’ she blurted and began to back quickly out
of the door. 


‘Stop
her!’  Phantasm ordered and Phantom leapt across the room to slam the
door, locking it swiftly before Mistral could grab the handle and yank it open.


‘And it’s for
you, not us!’  Phantom added sharply.  


‘What the hell
do I need that for?’


Phantom joined
his twin, both regarding her with identical frowns.


‘Did you
really think that you would be getting married in your shirt and trousers?’


Mistral
mouthed wordlessly at him, too astounded by what she was seeing to speak.


‘I knew
it!  You did, didn’t you?’  Phantom exclaimed.


‘Just what
do you expect me to do with that?’ she demanded, pointing at the dress hanging
on the wall. 


‘Wear it
Mistral.  It’s a wedding dress.  And you’re welcome by the way. 
You have no idea what I had to do to get Eudora to make it in time.’


‘Time for
what?’


Phantasm let
out a long breath, ‘Your wedding.’ 


‘But that’s
ages away!  Fabian didn’t even mention it last weekend!’


‘It’s in about
two hours actually, so we really need to get you ready.’


Ignoring
Mistral’s stunned look, Phantasm immediately turned to his brother and began
issuing orders.


‘Take her to
the showers and wait outside.  There are bars on the outside of those
windows, I’ve checked, so she won’t be able to climb out.  As soon as
she’s done, bring her straight back here and don’t let her leave.  I’ll go
fetch what we need.’


Mistral felt
Phantom’s hand grip her arm.  He wheeled her about and marched her from
the room and down the corridor to the bathrooms.


‘Don’t make me
come in and get you,’ he threatened, shoving her into what had become her
private bathroom since there were no other female apprentices that year.


Mistral
staggered through the door and heard Phantom immediately begin tapping his foot
impatiently outside the door.  She stumbled over to the sink and stared at
herself in the mirror.  Her face was deathly pale, her eyes huge, the
pupils dilated to pools of black.  Her wedding was today?  Fear
exploded inside her with the force of an earthquake.  She gripped the
sides of the sink, feeling the familiar wave of claustrophobia wash over
her.  Tearing her gaze away from the frightened face in the mirror Mistral
stared wildly around the bare room, noting with a fresh burst of panic that
Phantasm was right; the windows were barred on the outside.


Forcing
herself to take a deep breath, Mistral gradually calmed down and began to think
rationally.  How bad could it really be?  A few words … then straight
to The Cloak, and of course, Fabian would be there.  The thought of her
Mage gave her the strength to get undressed and stumble into the shower. 
For once she was grateful for the icy jets of water that blasted her skin,
jolting her mind into working again.  


A few words
… then straight to The Cloak, and Fabian will be there …


The sentence
became her mantra while she dried herself and dressed.


Opening the
door of the bathroom she was instantly grabbed by Phantom and propelled back
along the corridor.


‘What took you
so long?’  he complained.  ‘I’ve been hanging around the door to your
bathroom for ages!  People were starting to give me strange looks!’


Mistral nodded
vaguely at him while he pushed her back into their room and forced her into a
chair.  Phantasm immediately appeared armed with a comb and a pair of
scissors.


‘Hold her
down!’  he ordered when Mistral immediately tried to get up.  


‘W-what’re you
going to do?’  Mistral quavered.


‘I’m going to
sort that haystack on your head out.’  Phantasm replied briskly.  


‘He’s been
dying to do it for ages actually.’  Phantom added.   


‘Oh this is
awful!  When did you last have a haircut?’  Phantasm demanded while
he tugged a comb through her long hair.


‘Er?  A
what?’  


‘You’ve never
had one.’  Phantasm said flatly.  ‘Well it shows.  But why is
there a shorter piece here?’


‘Swords.’
 Mistral muttered distractedly.


‘Yes, long
hair and swords kept in a back-holster are probably not a good combination.’
 Phantasm agreed over the snipping sound of scissors.


Mistral stared
in horror at the dress hanging from a hook in the wall while Phantasm combed and
snipped.  It was pale gold, not white, for which she supposed she should
be grateful.  The thought of the looks on her brothers’ faces if she’d
walked out wearing white didn’t bear thinking about. 


Walked out …
Mistral realised with a lurch that she didn’t know where their wedding was
being held.


‘Where is the
–?’ she swallowed drily and Phantom looked at her in exasperation.


‘Wedding? 
You want to know where you are going to be married?’  he suggested
helpfully.


She nodded
faintly.


‘Well, despite
the fact that your Mage is a De Winter and should be having a lavish, two-day
ceremony at the Council headquarters,’ Phantom began in a tone that clearly
suggested that Mistral and Fabian had robbed him of some special treat, ‘for
some reason Mage De Winter thought you wouldn’t want that.’


Mistral stared
at Phantom with a dazed expression.  He frowned back, his green eyes
critical.


‘And I can see
why.  You’re not coping well are you?’


She nodded
vaguely and Phantom rolled his eyes, ‘Anyway, at the risk of wasting my breath
when you’re obviously incapable of thinking, never mind listening, you will be
having a small wedding here, in the Valley.  Well, in the village square
actually,’ he finished with a disdainful sniff.


‘Is Fabian
here?’ she whispered.


‘Somewhere.’
 Phantasm muttered distractedly while he towelled her hair vigorously,
drying off the last remnants of her shower. 


‘I think I
need to find him!’ she gasped from beneath the towel.


‘Not
likely!’  Phantom scoffed.  ‘You must know it’s bad luck for the bride
to see the groom before the wedding.’  


Mistral stared
mutely, her blank incomprehension making him realise the true extent of her
ignorance.  


He frowned,
‘Have you ever actually been to a wedding Mistral?’   


Mistral
blinked, ‘I’m not sure.’


‘Not sure? 
Didn’t they get married in Nevelte then?’  Phantom persisted, an edge of
impatience creeping into his voice.  ‘You know the sort of thing. 
Lots of people watching a bride walk down an aisle towards her groom and recite
vows, promising to love and honour and all that type of thing?’


Mistral
continued to stare at him, her expression shifting to one of abject terror.


‘Best not to
push that one brother, I think it might tip her over the edge.’  Phantasm
murmured.


Mistral felt pressure
on her head as Phantasm began to lift her hair and pin it into place.


‘What’re you
doing?’  she demanded in a brief return to her old self.


‘Styling your
hair.  I know what I’m doing.  Our mother had more hairstyles that
we’ve had cold showers over the last two years, so just sit still and be
quiet.  For once in your life you are going to look like a lady not the
scruff bag you normally do.’


‘Lady?’ she
repeated in an incredulous tone.


‘You better
get used to that.  It’s part of the package with Mage De Winter.’
 Phantom said casually.


Mistral looked
at him in bewilderment.


‘Too much
brother.’  Phantasm muttered warningly.


‘You don’t
know do you?’  Phantom continued in amazement.  ‘Mage De Winter
inherited his father’s title.  He was Lord De Winter; a title your Mage
chooses not to use.  Anyway, that makes you a Lady.  Lady De Winter
in fact.’


‘Going to be
sick!’  Mistral gasped and Phantom instantly produced a bowl and held it
in her lap, sighing as she retched over it.  


‘Glad I
thought of that one now,’ he said in a satisfied voice.  ‘Knew you’d crack
under the strain somehow.  Phantasm thought you’d turn violent, but I
thought you’d just throw up.’


‘Right, I’m
done.  Now we need to get you in that dress.’  Phantasm stood up and
regarded the dress pensively.  ‘We can’t leave her in the room alone with
it.  She’ll never get into it.  She’s probably never worn a dress
before.’


‘But if Mage
De Winter ever finds out we’ve seen her without a shirt and trousers on he’ll
kill us!’  


‘Are you a
warrior or not?  Do you really think he wants his bride to look like
that?’  Phantasm jerked a thumb scathingly in Mistral’s direction. 
‘We have to do this!’


‘Oh, he’s so
going to kill us!’  Phantom moaned fearfully.


‘No he’s
not.  Now, Mistral?’  Phantasm turned to speak gently to her, like a
parent to a distressed child.  ‘Can you please start getting undressed and
put that dress on?  We will be over here with our backs turned and we’ll
help you if you really need us to.’


Mistral
watched them walk over to stand and look out of the small window before slowly
turning her gaze to stare at the dress hanging on the wall.


A wedding
dress …


A wedding
…  


The seconds
ticked by until Mistral suddenly felt a spark of something flare inside
her.  This was her wedding day.  She was going to marry the man she
loved.  What exactly was she scared of?


Only
everything.


Would he be
there?  Or would she be stood there in front of her brothers on her
own?  A jilted bride?  


No. 
Fabian would never do that to her.  


Would she trip
over the stupid dress and go flat on her face?  


Probably. 



‘Damn
it.’  Mistral stood up.  Unbuttoning her shirt she dropped it to the
floor then stepped quickly out of her trousers and reached for the dress. 
It was made of velvet and felt beautifully soft beneath her fingers.  She
slid the material through her hands, trying to work out how to wear it. 
There were no buttons on the front like a shirt.  Confused, she turned it
around and saw two long ribbons of gold satin lacing up the back. 
Frowning with concentration she began to unlace it and release the bodice
enough for her to step into the dress and pull it up.  Sliding her arms
through the holes she realised that she couldn’t lace the back up on her own.


‘Um, I need
some help now,’ she muttered to the twins’ backs.


Slowly they
turned to face her, their hesitant expressions instantly blazing into identical
looks of triumph that reminded her so strongly of Fabian that she almost
smiled.


‘Well! 
Didn’t we do a good job?’  Phantom declared proudly.


 ‘I think
you’ll find the dress was my choice.’  Phantasm retorted crisply.


‘No, you
wanted white and I said she’d never go for that.’  Phantom argued, walking
around the back of Mistral to tug at the ribbons.


Mistral gasped
as he laced the ribbons, ‘It’s a bit tight!’


‘It’s a
wedding dress Mistral, it’s meant to be.  Now, do you want to see what you
look like?’


‘No!’ she
cried automatically.  Catching the wounded expressions on their faces, she
added more hesitantly, ‘I - I meant … yes … please.’


‘Here you
are.’ 


The twins
turned her to face a long mirror propped against the wall.  


Mistral stared
silently at the figure in the mirror.  She wore a fitted gown of palest
gold velvet and looked mockingly familiar but was far more elegant then her own
image had ever been.  She had glossy hair piled artfully on her head and
wide, sparkling eyes.  And there was also a frightening amount of skin
left on display.


‘Where’s the
rest of it?’ she asked, pressing a hand to her exposed collar bones.


‘That is all
of your dress Mistral, it’s meant to look like that.’  Phantasm assured
her firmly.


‘I can’t go
out like this!’ she whispered in a panicked voice, indicating to her exposed
arms and frightening amount of cleavage.  


‘Yes, we are
equally surprised by the fact that you have a woman’s body, but, honestly, the
overall effect is quite nice.  You look very unlike you today.’


‘Seriously,
pass me my shirt!’


‘No chance!’ 


‘She’s getting
argumentative.  Time to go.’


‘Wait! 
We’re not done yet!’


Mistral was
promptly shoved back onto the chair and held in place by Phantasm while Phantom
rooted around under his bed.  After some muttered cursing he finally
pulled out a pair of gold satin shoes.  Smiling in a way that made her
want to hit him, he rammed them unceremoniously onto her feet.  


‘There. 
Now you are ready.’


Mistral stared
down at the elegant shoes.  They were so fragile she doubted they would
survive the walk from the twins’ room, never mind carry her all the way down to
the village square.


‘Can’t I just
wear my boots?’


The twins glared
at her, boot-faced. 


‘No.’


Holding her
arms in a double grip, the twins escorted her from the room, lifting rather
than escorting her along the corridor to the top of the stairs where they
halted.


‘This could be
a bit awkward.’  Phantasm looked dubiously at Mistral, swaying dangerously
at the stair top.


‘If she’s
never worn a dress before there’s no way she can walk downstairs in that one!’


‘Here we go
again.’  giving a martyred sigh Phantasm swept Mistral into his arms and
began to descend the stairs.


‘What the hell
d’you think you’re doing?’ she demanded in a horrified voice.


‘I don’t think
Mage De Winter would appreciate you falling down a flight of stone stairs
minutes before he is due to marry you, and it would ruin your hair.  Now
be quiet.’


When they
reached the Entrance Hall Phantasm set Mistral back on her feet.  She
stared out of the doorway and down the path leading down to the village … to
where her wedding ceremony was being held in just a few short minutes... 


‘Going to be
sick again!’ she muttered frantically.


‘No you’re
not.  Look who’s here for you.’  Phantasm said soothingly.  


Mistral stared
into the familiar pale blue eyes of her dog, looking unusually clean and being
held back from jumping up at her by Brutus.


‘I don’t know
what you’ve done with Mistral but I think Mage De Winter’s going to be pleased
with the replacement!’  Brutus grinned.  ‘Here’s your bridesmaid,
bathed and brushed by my own fair hand, and he’s as difficult as your damned
horse!’


‘Bridesmaid?’ 
Mistral repeated weakly.


‘Yes. 
Surprisingly, none of us lot wanted the task and since Golden and Columbine are
no longer around, the job’s fallen to Prospero.  He seems quite keen
actually.’


‘We really
need to get going.’  Phantasm snapped impatiently.


Mistral felt
the double grip on her arms tighten again, propelling her forwards.  The
path slid away beneath her stumbling feet.  She was aware, in a vague sort
of way that it was a beautiful day and strangely, she seemed to be able to hear
the sound of the sea.


‘What’s that
noise?’ she asked in a bewildered tone.  ‘It’s … like waves on the shore
–’


‘Nothing for
you to worry about.’  Phantom said quickly.


Time seemed to
operate outside of the normal rules.  One moment every step seemed to take
an age then suddenly she was rounding the last bend in the path and the village
square appeared before her.  She halted abruptly, staring in terror. 
The sound of the sea had actually been the entire population of the village
talking while they waited for her to arrive.


‘No!  No!
 I can’t do that!’  she moaned, shaking her head and staring in
wide-eyed fear at the blurred mass of colour that packed the village
square.  A clear walk-way through the crowd led to an archway of flowers
where Mistral could just make out a figure in a white shirt.  


‘I knew we
should have blindfolded her.’  Phantom muttered.


‘I agree it
would have been easier, but unfortunately it is actually a legal requirement
for the bride to be able to see who she is marrying.’


‘Well you
can’t carry her down the aisle, or whatever you want to call that.’
 Phantom glanced disdainfully at the path through the crowd.


‘Why is it so
bright?’  Mistral asked in a dazed voice.


‘It’s a
wedding Mistral.’  Phantasm explained patiently.  ‘Everyone has
dressed up.’


She stared
around wildly at the twins to realise that they were wearing dark blue shirts
and new-looking black trousers.  She noted dimly that Phantom had been
right, blue did suit them … then her gaze was dragged back to the throng of
people in front of her.  There were so many!  And all of them looking
at her.  She began to shake uncontrollably. 


‘How are we
going to get her to move?’  Phantom hissed urgently.  ‘Can’t we just
use our gift?’


‘No. 
She’s going to have to do it herself.’


Mistral’s eyes
moved jerkily over the crowd, seeking out the one face that would make her even
manage a single step.  With a growing sense of panic she realised that she
couldn’t see the familiar black-shirted figure of Fabian anywhere.


‘Where is
he?’  she cried in a hysterical whisper. 


‘There –’


Mistral
followed Phantom’s pointing finger with her eyes and saw the figure in the
white shirt she had noticed earlier, standing beneath the archway. 


She narrowed
her eyes and stared.  The dark hair was definitely his, a tousled mass
hanging nearly to his shoulders … but a white shirt?


‘You didn’t
think he’d be in his usual tatty attire did you?’  Phantasm asked in a
weary voice.  ‘Honestly, you two are so well matched, both unwilling to
give up your scruffy clothes.’


Mistral
continued to stare at Fabian in frozen silence, willing him to come and get
her.


‘I’ve heard of
reluctant grooms being dragged from the local tavern to get married but never a
reluctant bride!’  Brutus exclaimed in a low voice.  ‘All of the girls
my brother asks normally start trying to get him down the aisle the same day!’


Mistral stared
at Fabian, desperately needing to see his eyes, to hear his velvet voice
telling her that she could do this, but he was too far away for her to even
make out his face clearly.  With a brightness to rival the sun appearing
from behind a cloud Fabian’s aura exploded around his head in a startling haze
of bright yellow.  She instantly smiled and felt her racing heart
slow.  Fabian was happy.  The aura continued to shimmer and swirl
brightly against the blue sky.  Mistral gazed at it, drawing strength from
the colour of his emotions only for her heart to stall when twin orbs of white
and amethyst suddenly bloomed, threatening to eclipse the glorious yellow. 


‘I wish he’d
come and get her, this is started to get embarrassing.’  Phantom
whispered.


‘He won’t.’
 Mistral said quietly.  ‘I have to want to go down to him.’


She stared
again at the fear and trepidation in his aura.  He obviously thought she
was going to back out, turn and run, leave him standing there alone.  Her
heart twisted.  How could he think that?


Taking a deep
breath Mistral forced her leaden feet to move.  She took one faltering
step, then another and suddenly she was running.  Grabbing the hem of her
dress to stop her from falling she sprinted down the path with Prospero
bounding along beside her, barking joyously.  She ran into the square,
feeling the cobbles beneath her fragile shoes, passing by a blurred sea of
faces, not seeing anyone but the tall figure waiting for her at the end. 
In three long strides Fabian reached her and she flung herself into his open
arms.  Sweeping her from her feet he carried her the last few steps to
stand beneath the arch with her still held in his arms.  He didn’t speak
but looked down at her with an expression of such wild joy that all of her
fears instantly vanished.  


Setting her
down lightly on her feet, Fabian took both her hands and looked intently into
her eyes.  Mistral gazed back, feeling again the same helpless sensation
of falling until she was completely immersed in those fathomless depths, black
and utterly divine.  She slowly became aware of a high, sighing voice and
realised hazily that the Divinus was conducting the ceremony.  She had
absolutely no idea what he was saying.  There was nothing in her world
apart from the man holding her hands and looking at her with an expression of
such complete and utter love that she never wanted to look away.   


Suddenly she
heard Fabian’s velvet voice speaking but couldn’t make out the words.  He
fell silent then gazed at her, his expression expectant, making her realise
dully that he was waiting for her to respond to something the Divinus had said.


‘Er … yes?’
she whispered uncertainly and Fabian’s face instantly blazed with a look of
triumph.  Raising both her hands up to his lips, he kissed them
tenderly.  When he released them she realised that he had slipped a ring
onto her finger.


Mistral stared
at the silver ring.  It was a simple band, unadorned save for a cluster of
black stones set flat into the metal.  She ran a finger over the design
and smiled.  A snowflake.  She was a De Winter now.   



The Divinus
spoke again and Fabian abruptly bent his head and kissed her.  This was no
kiss of duty but one of sheer joy.  It was over.  Ecstatic with
relief Mistral flung her arms around him, returning his embrace with
unadulterated abandonment.  


And suddenly
her world was no longer silent and vague but made of noise.  


The village
square erupted into a roar of cheers and applause.  People surged around
them, offering effusive congratulations.  Still in Fabian’s arms, Mistral
stared dazedly up at him.  His face was lit with a glorious wild glow that
left her oblivious to the meaningless noise around them until a silken voice murmured
in her ear. 


‘Pint for the
Lady De Winter is it?’ 


Mistral jerked
round to meet the laughing green eyes of the twins.


‘Don’t lose
your temper now.’  Phantom chided.  ‘You’ve done so well.’


A powerful
feeling of relief flooded through her.  It was all over.  She was
married.  Now came the fun part.


‘A drink would
be most welcome,’ she responded politely.  ‘Is there any champagne?’


Phantom
grinned, ‘Been a Lady all of five minutes and already expects only the
best!’  


‘I’m not sure
Floris has champagne.  Will ale suffice?’  Phantasm asked with a
smile.


‘Yes
brother.  I’ll be there in a minute.’


‘Oh, nice ring
by the way.  Black diamonds and white gold suit you.’


Mistral
blinked.  Diamonds?  Gold?


Phantasm
nodded to Fabian then left, walking side by side with his brother across the
square.  Mistral watched them go then switched her gaze back to
Fabian.  He was looking at her intently, his expression almost hesitant.


‘I apologise
for not telling you about the title.  Forgive me if I am wrong, but I
feared it would frighten you.’


She shrugged
lightly, ‘At least I outrank Golden now.’ 


‘You always
did that.’ 


He lifted her
hand to brush his lips against her skin in the softest caress.  The
wedding band caught her eye when he lowered her hand.  It felt strange,
much larger and heavier than it really should do.   


‘It was my
mother’s,’ he said, watching her expression carefully.


Her eyes
widened.  Another piece of his past.  But what did it mean? 


‘But now it’s
yours.  Forever.’


That’s what it
meant.  She basked in the happiness that single word evoked and smiled at
the ring on her finger. 


‘It’s
beautiful.’ 


‘Not compared
to you it isn’t.’


Mistral felt
his gaze on her, lingering on every inch of exposed skin before finally
reaching her eyes to give her a look that made her heart skip a beat.


‘Please tell
me that you have mastered the Sight in the last week.’ 


‘Yes, I have.’
 Mistral replied promptly, gazing at him with absolute sincerity. 


Fabian’s gaze
darkened, drawing her into their scorching depths.  The promises that lay
there seared her mind, but she welcomed the heat.  This was what she
wanted.  He abruptly closed his eyes, breaking the spell.


‘You’re
getting better.  I nearly believed you.’


She watched
the fierce light fade from his eyes and knew her gloomy prediction was about to
come true.  They were going to spend their wedding night playing cards.


He smiled at
her expression, ‘I should like to buy my wife a drink and attempt to resurrect
her smile.’


‘When all else
fails there’s always alcohol.’  Mistral sighed and let him draw her
through the bustling crowd of guests towards the tavern.  


They passed an
unsmiling Leo Sphinx talking to a warrior Mistral didn’t know.  Leo
muttered a few polite words to Fabian then caught her eye as she walked past
and nodded to her.  She let Fabian pull her on, suddenly uncomfortably
aware of the fact that the ring she was wearing had belonged to Leo’s mother.


The Cloak and
Dagger was heaving with people.  The air thick with smoke, talk and
raucous laughter.  Mistral followed Fabian through the crowd towards the
bar, gazing around at the familiar surroundings until her eye fell on a row of
tables stretching across the back wall, all laden with food being enjoyed by
several laughing warriors.


‘Is that what
we hunted for last week?’  she asked with a gasp, recognising one huge
mound of meat as a whole roasted bear. 


Fabian turned
and leaned his back against the bar.  Smiling, he pulled her into his
arms.


‘Yes.  I
thought you might enjoy the chance to hunt the food for your own wedding.’ 


‘It was fun,’
she admitted, then added more sharply.  ‘Was that why Gleacher was so
oddly nice to me?’


Fabian smiled
a touch smugly.


‘And the
Contract he offered me today – the one that was so blatantly not something I’d
ever take unless I wanted to die of boredom – was that all a set-up too?’


‘All a ruse to
get you into the twins’ clutches.  It was their idea actually.’ 
Fabian paused and looked her over slowly.  ‘But I have to admit to being
very pleased with the results.’ 


Mistral felt
the slow burn of desire spread through her and cursed herself for not managing
to tame her wretched gift in time for her own wedding.  


Across the
other side of the room her brothers had gathered and were looking at her with a
mixture of amazement and open admiration. 


‘If I’d known
Mistral was hiding a body like that I’d have asked her out myself!’
 Xerxes exclaimed. 


Phantasm
smiled, ‘She’d have eaten you alive.’  


‘I know. 
But I think I might have quite enjoyed it.’  Xerxes leered while Mistral
curved herself around Fabian, kissing him in a manner most unbefitting of her
new title. 


‘I must admit
I’m starting to see why Saul has been so lovesick over her.’  Cain
murmured.  


‘Well I do
hope for his sake that’s he’s over her now.’  Phantom warned.  ‘Because
her Mage is definitely the jealous type.’


‘He’s trying.’
 Cain glanced over at Saul, talking half-heartedly with the blonde girl
from the saddlery.


‘Talking of
trying, Master Sphinx was not impressed with the dress.’  Phantom
grumbled.  ‘He collared me in the square after the ceremony and lectured
me on respectability and modesty.’  


‘Huh, that’s a
bit rich coming from him.’  Brutus snorted.  ‘Has he forgotten
spending most of last year testing Golden’s respectability and modesty?’


‘I think
Master Sphinx is concerned Mage De Winter will be overcome by passion and deny
our dear Training Captain his pet Seer.’  Phantasm said quietly. 


‘I can see why
he would!  No wonder you two were so happy to treat her injuries last
year.’  Xerxes dropped a wink in the twins’ direction.  ‘Bet seeing
her with her shirt off wasn’t too much of a hardship.’


‘We’ve never
seen Mistral in that way, shirt on or off.’  Phantom snapped icily then
his gaze fell on Mistral and his expression thawed.  ‘Although I must
confess she looks quite good today.’


Phantasm
sighed, ‘Yes.  But when she opens her mouth she’ll still be Mistral.’
 


They all
laughed and raised their tankards to toast their sister, the bride Lady De
Winter.


‘So who is it
tonight brother?’  Brutus asked, gazing around the bar with a practised
eye.  


‘No-one.’ 
Xerxes sniffed, affecting disdain.  ‘I’m sworn off women.’


Cain smirked,
‘Until your back has healed.’ 


Xerxes ignored
him and looked around the room, ‘On second thoughts,’ he said in a suddenly
eager voice.  ‘I might have a crack at that red-head from the
bakery.  Apparently she’s been after me for months, but I’ve been
otherwise engaged.’


Brutus watched
his brother slipping through the crowd towards a girl with flaming red hair and
sighed, ‘He never learns.  The idiot.’


Cain’s hand
suddenly gripped Brutus’ arm, ‘Hush brother!  Hear that?’ 


A discordant
tolling rang out, persistent and repetitive, jarring with the sounds of
celebrations. 


‘The warning
bell!’


In the silence
that abruptly fell Leo Sphinx entered the packed tavern.  He paused in the
sunlit doorway, his face cast into shadow.  A second later he was joined
by Gleacher Shacklock, grim-faced and silent.  


Leo’s cold
eyes raked the room, seeming to weigh the soul of every warrior there. 
The atmosphere tightened, adding tension to the silence.  When Leo finally
spoke Mistral released the breath she didn’t realise she’d been holding. 


‘We have
received word that a Rochforte army have set sail for the Isle.’ 


A murmur of
unrest ran through the room.  Fabian gripped Mistral’s hand tightly.


‘Whilst Mage
Grapple is absent from our shores the duty of care resides with his
Council.  They have sent an urgent request for assistance in defending the
Isle from attack.’


Mistral turned
to whisper Fabian, ‘I don’t understand.  Surely the warlocks could
annihilate the Rochfortes!  Why do they need warriors?’ 


Fabian glanced
down at her, his face set in hard lines, ‘The warlocks are loyal to Mage
Grapple.  He is not here so they will do nothing.’


‘This is not a
Contract!  It is a mission.  We leave within the hour!’  Leo
swept from the tavern leaving a stunned silence behind him.


‘A
mission?’  Cain muttered to Saul.  ‘That translates as “unpaid” to
me.’


Saul smiled,
‘Defending the Isle is an honour.  That is payment enough brother.’  


Cain gave him
a sideways look, ‘You try and buy a drink with honour brother.  Floris
doesn’t consider it legal tender.’


‘This could
only happen at Mistral’s wedding.’  Phantom complained to his twin.


Phantasm
nodded and sighed wearily.  Together they joined the warriors streaming
out of the tavern.  In the blink of an eye the mood had changed from
celebration to purpose.  Warriors spoke in quick low voices while they
strode across the square, heading to the stables or to lodgings to collect
belongings.


Fabian looked
at Mistral, his expression oddly resigned, ‘I don’t suppose you would consider
respecting my wishes to remain here?’


‘When I caused
this mess?  Not a chance in hell!’


‘You didn’t
cause this Mistral.  I suspect this has long been in the planning. 
It will be a violent fight, there is much at stake.  I want you to stay
here.’


‘I have to
go!  It was my knife in Antoine’s neck!  I’m responsible for all
this!’


‘No you are
not.  It would have been someone else’s knife if yours hadn’t been
available.’  


Mistral looked
around impatiently at the rapidly emptying tavern, ‘Look Fabian, there’s
absolutely no way I’m staying behind to twiddle my thumbs while you go off and
risk your life.  I’m coming with you and that’s final!’


Fabian regarded
her stubborn expression for a moment then smiled sadly, ‘This is not how I
envisaged our wedding celebrations.’ 


‘No, but this
is me we’re talking about.’  Mistral replied grimly.


‘You are
correct, of course.  What was I expecting?’  Fabian was suddenly business-like,
pulling her towards the door.  ‘We need to prepare.’


‘I’ll go see
to the horses,’ she said automatically.


‘I think you
need to get changed first.’ 


Mistral gazed
down at her pale gold gown, ‘Oh, yes.’


‘I’ll walk you
to the dorms.  I can collect my weapons from Leo’s room while you get
changed.’


They hurried
up the path towards the Main Building with Mistral struggling to keep up with
Fabian’s long strides, hampered by the long skirt of her dress.


‘Er,
Fabian?’  she began in a hesitant voice.


He turned to
look at her without breaking stride.


‘I – I can’t
get out of this dress on my own.’


Fabian
abruptly halted and stared at her, ‘Well you must have got into it.’ 


‘Yes, but it
laces up the back, you see, so I could get in – but not out,’ she mumbled, too
embarrassed to meet his eyes.


There was a
short silence.


‘I’ll fetch
Eudora.’


‘You will
not!’


Fabian drew in
a deep breath and released it slowly.  


‘For crying
out loud Fabian!  I just walked past the entire village wearing this!’
 she waved a hand angrily at herself.  ‘Then married you in front of
them all!  The least you can do is help me to get out of the damned
thing!’  


Fabian
continued to stare at her then gave a short laugh, ‘I suppose you are actually
my wife now.’


Mistral blinked,
it was the first time she had been referred to as his wife.  It sounded
somehow alien and completely unconnected to the way she felt about him. 


He began
walking swiftly again, breaking into a run up the steps into the Entrance
Hall.  Mistral tried to run after him and stumbled over her dress.
 Swearing under her breath, she picked herself up and suddenly felt
Fabian’s hands around her, swinging her up into his arms.


‘Is this the
traditional way to be moved around when you’re a bride?’  she enquired
humourlessly while he ran up the steps carrying her as easily as though she
were weightless. 


‘Only over the
threshold of the marital home and I sincerely hope that you are not going to be
living in your dorm room for much longer.’  Fabian muttered.


Mistral sighed
and laid her head against his shoulder, ‘I did try Fabian.  I spent the
last two weeks staring at Serenity’s aura for eight hours a day.’  


‘I know.’
 Fabian said more gently.  ‘Leo told me.’


‘Did you ask
Leo to keep me out of training until our wedding?’ she suddenly asked.


‘Yes.’
 Fabian looked at her, not a trace of guilt in his eyes.  ‘I didn’t
want you to be married in the Infirmary.’


Mistral smiled
and laid her head back against his shoulder, breathing in the heady scent of
his skin.  He opened the door to her room and Prospero immediately bounded
past them to leap onto the bed and stretched out with a sigh. 


Fabian set her
down then walked over to the door.  He closed it slowly then remained
there with his back turned.  In the silence that fell Mistral felt her
heart suddenly accelerate.  They were alone together for the first time in
their married life.  She was abruptly aware of the privacy afforded by the
small room and the closeness of her bed.  The atmosphere in the room
suddenly tightened, crackling with unseen energy.  She watched him take a
deep breath before slowly turning to face her, his black gaze meeting hers with
breath-taking force. 


‘Um, it’s the
gold ribbons.  Here –’


Not trusting
herself to look at him, Mistral turned her back and listened to him walk
towards her.  Every step was measured and slow.  He paused then she
felt him tug at the ribbons.  Loosening the bow first he slowly began to
unlace the bodice.  He was standing so close that she could feel the heat
of his body and hear every breath he took.  A shiver ran through her when
his fingers grazed the bare skin of her shoulders, trailing down to
deliberately trace the exposed line of her spine.  All thoughts of the
impending battle, of Sight of absolutely anything outside of that moment were
completely obliterated from her mind as Fabian’s hands slid over the bare skin
of her back.  With a sharp intake of break she spun around. 
Now.  It had to be now.  


A fist
hammered loudly on the door.  Leo’s voice shouted Fabian’s name and he was
gone, leaving her blinking dazedly at the closing door.











The Battle of Holdridge





A soft knock
snapped Mistral out of her daze.


‘Mistral? 
Do you need a hand getting out of your dress?’  Phantasm’s voice called
through the door. 


 ‘Um,
no.  I’ll be out in a minute!’ she called back quickly.


There was a
brief silence then Phantasm’s muffled voice called through the door again, this
time with a slight edge to it.


‘Are you
alone?’


‘Well,
Prospero is with me,’ she replied, casting a rueful glance at her dog sprawled
across the bed.


The door
opened suddenly and Phantasm’s blonde head poked around the door, his eyes
raking the room suspiciously.


‘Phantasm!’ 
she cried, grabbing at the top of her dress.


‘Just
checking.’  he looked the room around again.  ‘Mage De Winter looked
like he was going to eat you earlier.’


Mistral
glowered at him but didn’t reply.  She was rapidly becoming sick of people
insisting on keeping her and Fabian apart for the sake of some gift she seemed
completely unable to master.


He looked at
her accusingly, ‘So how did you undo your dress then?’


Mistral
glowered at him, ‘None of your business!’


‘He was here
wasn’t he?’


‘We are
married damn it!’


‘So where is
he now?  I can’t believe he had the will power to stop.’


Mistral’s
temper snapped, ‘What are you?  My father?  Yes he was here and yes
he undid my dress and he would damned well still be here if it wasn’t for that
interfering, over-ambitious tyrant –’


‘That’s no way
to talk about your new brother in law.’  Phantasm chided softly.  He
stepped into the room and began to move around, quickly gathering up items and
throwing them into her saddlebag.


‘Oh! 
Please, no!  I’m related to him now!’  Mistral wailed, sinking onto
the bed and collapsing against Prospero.  ‘I’ll never be free of him!’


‘Come on, I’ve
packed for you, now all you need to do is get dressed.’


Mistral looked
at Phantasm, her expression abruptly miserable, ‘I’m never going to have a life
with him am I?  It’s always going to be like this … interrupted moments
and endless longing.’


Phantasm
placed her saddlebag carefully by the door and propped her swords up against it
before turning to face her.


‘I know this
is hard for you and all I can say is if Sight was that easy to master then the
Isle would be overrun with Seers all happily selling their services to the
highest bidder.  But nothing that is worth having is easy to obtain
Mistral, you know that.’


Mistral stared
at him.  She knew he was talking about more than her achieving
Sight.  He was talking about her and Fabian.


 ‘Brother?’


‘Yes?’ 
he asked, his emerald green eyes meeting hers.


‘Er, can you
sort my hair out?  Only I’m not sure it’s an entirely appropriate
hairstyle to wear into battle.’


‘Of course.’
 Phantasm walked over to sit beside her and began to pull pins from her
hair, letting it fall loosely around her shoulders.


‘Phantasm?’


‘Yes Mistral?’



‘Thank
you.  It was the happiest day ... well, couple of hours, of my life.’


‘You are
welcome.’


Phantasm left
her to change into her familiar black trousers and shirt.  Adding a jerkin
for extra protection and then her armour, Mistral finally tightened her knife
belt around her waist then whistled Prospero and opened the door.  It was
time to go.  


Striding down
the corridor towards the stairs, Mistral heard a voice behind her.


‘So how’s it
feel to be tied down Mistral?’  Xerxes called, emerging from one of the
rooms.


Images of gold
satin ribbons instantly filled Mistral’s mind.


‘Frustrating.’


Ignoring
Xerxes’ burst of laughter she ran lightly down the stairs to the Entrance Hall,
joining the flow of warriors hurrying down the path towards the stables. 
She arrived to find Fabian, dressed in black again, waiting for her in the
stableyard holding Cirrus and Spirit; both horses looking fearsome in full
battle armour. 


She reached
out to take her reins and paused with one foot in the stirrup, speaking in a
voice only he could hear, ‘I want you to know Fabian, that one fateful day
someone isn’t going to interrupt us.’


‘I willingly
accept my fate.’  Fabian smiled and leaned across to kiss her. 


She accepted
his kiss then threw him a look and dug her heels into Cirrus’ sides. 
Together they joined the stream of horses being ridden out into the village
square to await Leo’s arrival.  The horses picked up on the tension
emanating from their riders and milled nervously in the square, filling the
silence with stamping hooves and champing bits.  


‘There’s
something I don’t understand.’  Mistral hissed while she fought to control
Cirrus.  ‘How has Leo received word of the Rochforte’s intentions if Mage
Grapple isn’t back yet?’


‘The Divinus
hears Eximius’ thoughts.’


Mistral looked
shocked, ‘Does Mage Grapple know he’s being spied on by the Divinus?’  


Fabian laughed
quietly, ‘Of course he does Mistral!  Eximius knows that the Divinus will
listen to his thoughts whether he permits it or not.  It is easier for him
to willingly accept the intrusion and in return he simply asks the Divinus to
inform the Council of any important events when he is away from the Isle –
situations exactly like this one to be precise.’


Mistral fell
silent while she absorbed this startling piece of news.  She was impressed
by the power of the Divinus’ ability to be able to hear the thoughts of anyone
he chose despite the fact that they could be hundreds of miles away.  With
a sudden burst of dismay she wondered if that would be expected of her when –
if – she ever achieved Sight.  Mistral grimaced.  She didn’t
particularly fancy being some kind of remote receptor for Mage Grapple’s
thoughts.  He didn’t look like he had many amusing ones.


‘Warriors! 
We ride overnight to the port of Holdridge!  We should arrive by
dawn.  Expect to enter battle immediately.’


Leo addressed
the teeming Square from the back of a huge bay warhorse.  Sunlight glinted
off the shining chestplate of his armour as his horse wheeled excitedly. 
Checking it easily with one gloved hand he raised his sword with the other, his
icy blue gaze sweeping the mass of silent warriors.


‘We will be
fighting for the Isle!  For the right to live without persecution! 
For freedom!’  


The warriors
roared their response.  With his sword still raised high, Leo dug his
heels into his horse’s side and galloped from the square.


Mistral rolled
her eyes and muttered to herself under her breath, ‘Drama queen.’


Fabian held
Spirit back tightly as horses surged past them, galloping after Leo up the path
to the North Gate.


‘You know, of
course, that he is now your brother-in-law.’ 


Mistral nodded
wearily, ‘Well, you know what they say.  You can’t choose your family.’


Fabian smiled,
‘I think I just chose my latest member.’


Mistral and
Fabian let the other warriors gallop on ahead then rode out the Valley
together.  Leo was setting a hard pace, leading the Ri across the meadows
at a gallop to head for the trail that would lead to the cliffside path
skirting around the west of The Velvet Forests and take them on towards the
Port of Holdridge.  The mood of the Ri army was one of urgency.  For
them to enter a battle against an army of Mages already in position would be
tantamount to suicide.  To stand the smallest chance of winning, or even
survival, they must reach the Port before the Rochfortes docked.  


Mistral had
never fought against sorcerers before and couldn’t help but be apprehensive
about how powerful the Craft was as a weapon.  Would their armour offer
enough protection to fight?  Mage Grapple’s spell had knocked her flat and
she had been wearing her armour then.  She turned to voice her fears to
Fabian and saw with displeasure that Leo had left his place at the front to
fall back and ride with them. 


‘There is much
we need to discuss.’


 ‘I can
go ride with my brothers.’  Mistral offered and quickly pulled Cirrus
back.


‘No.’
 Fabian halted her escape with a  frown.  ‘I think I would
prefer you to stay near to me.  There is nothing you cannot hear.’


Mistral caught
Leo giving Fabian a look that clearly said he felt differently.  In any
event he didn’t argue and pulled his horse closer to Spirit. 


‘The timing of
this is highly suspect.’  Leo began quietly.


‘I
agree.  Eximius could barely have reached France before the Rochforte army
set sail.’


‘It is far
more likely that the whole business was pre-arranged.’  Leo muttered
darkly.  ‘Antoine was sent like a lamb to the slaughter to give the rest
of the Rochfortes a reason to attack the Isle when they knew Eximius would be
absent.’  


Fabian
scowled, ‘There’s only one person I know with enough money and influence to do
that.’ 


‘Putreo?’


‘Who else?’


‘Did he know
you were taking Mistral to the Rochforte meeting?’  Leo asked sharply.


Fabian shook
his head, his face abruptly suffusing with hatred, ‘I think framing Mistral for
Antoine’s murder was just a bonus to him.’


‘I
agree.  It seems to me that it was all planned anyway.  Even if Antoine’s
murderer had remained anonymous protocol would still have forced Eximius to
accompany Antoine’s body back to the Rochfortes, leaving the Isle leaderless
and vulnerable to attack.’


Mistral stole
a glance at Fabian to see his face set in hard lines of loathing.  His
hatred of Count Putreo was so deeply ingrained that it was almost a part of his
nature.  Mistral couldn’t help but feel something of that hatred too,
given her recent experience.


‘Will Putreo
be at Holdridge?’  she suddenly asked, still keeping her gaze fixed firmly
on the horse in front. 


Fabian and Leo
both turned to stare at her.  She felt two pairs of eyes boring into the
side of her head; one jet-black the other ice-blue.  She turned to meet
them with what she hoped was a look of indifference.


‘As a Council
official he will be obliged to defend the Isle.’  Leo snapped, irritated
by her interruption. 


‘Defend the
Isle?’  Fabian’s lip curled with anger.  ‘Putreo would fail to fight
his way out of a silk purse!  No doubt his new bodyguard will be there to
do his dirty work for him again.’


Mistral
nodded, hiding her smile of grim satisfaction.  So, she would have a
chance to get even with Columbine.


‘We will be
fighting on the same side as the Council, Mistral.’  Fabian reminded her
sharply.  ‘This is not the time for revenge.’


‘Of course
not.’  Mistral said quickly, imagining exactly the opposite.


‘Excuse me
please Mistral.  I must speak with Mage De Winter and Master Sphinx.’


Mistral was
jolted out of her blood-soaked reverie by the curt tones of Gleacher
Shacklock.  She obligingly pulled Cirrus away to allow Gleacher to ride
alongside Fabian, instantly engaging him and Leo in a long discussion about
tactics for the battle.


Mistral
listened for a few minutes but quickly became bored and returned to her
daydream of putting an arrow in Columbine.  She suddenly heard her name
being mentioned then the twins’ and quickly switched her attention back to
their murmured conversation.  It didn’t take her long to realise that Leo
wanted her and the twins placed at the back of the battle formation, no doubt
to protect his investment.  Mistral listened, clenching the reins
angrily.  Leo had already interfered too much in her wedding day for her
liking.  She would be damned if he was going to prevent her from fighting
... and the chance to get Columbine – 


‘Nice
expression for a new bride to be wearing.’ 


Mistral jumped
and turned to see Phantom riding on her left.


‘What’s upset
you?’  Phantasm murmured, riding up on her right to add.  ‘Well,
apart from having your wedding hijacked by a marauding horde of Rochfortes.’


‘Leo wants to
put us three at the back, tucked away nice and safe where we won’t have a
chance of doing anything with our swords other than hold them and look pretty!’


Phantom gave a
low laugh, ‘I sometimes wonder whether Master Sphinx knows you at all.’


‘I know. 
Does he actually imagine I’ll obey an order just because he’s deigned to issue
it?’  Mistral muttered and glowered at their Training Captain, now talking
seriously with Fabian and Gleacher about how best to deploy their elven-blooded
archers.  ‘D’you think he’s just pompous or terminally deluded?’ 


‘I couldn’t
possibly answer that.’


‘Let’s go with
both then.’  Mistral scowled and looked across the sea of armour-clad
riders.  ‘Where are the others?’ 


‘Behind us.’
 Phantasm tilted his head to indicate where he meant.  ‘Xerxes is
running taking bets on who will kill the most Rochfortes.’


‘Tell him five
for me, and I want a bonus if I get Columbine into the bargain.’ 


Phantom shot
her a reproving look, ‘I know it’s personal between you two, but this fight is
not the time to be settling scores!  We’re meant to be on the same side.’


‘You think
that matters to Columbine?’  Mistral hissed scathingly.  


Phantom pursed
his lips, ‘Much as I hate saying this, you’re probably right on this one
occasion.  We’ll just have to keep an eye out for her.’


‘That might be
difficult since Leo’s positioned us about a mile away from the battle!’
 Mistral muttered sourly. 


They rode in
silence for a few minutes.  Mistral’s mood was not improved by the twins
obviously trying to listen in on Gleacher’s conversation with Leo and
Fabian.  


‘I tell you
what!’ she eventually snapped when Phantom bumped into her for the third
time.  ‘Why don’t you just take my place?  You’ll be able to hear
better!’  abruptly reining Cirrus back, she let them ride on without
her.  


‘Ah, the
blushing bride, how lovely of you to join us!’


‘Xerxes. 
Make my quota a five and I want a bonus if I get Columbine too.’  Mistral
snapped.  ‘Oh, and make Prospero a two.  I’m sure he won’t want to be
left out.’ she added, glancing down at her huge dog pounding along beside
them.  


‘Straight to
the point as usual.’  Xerxes laughed and quickly scribbled her name down
on the tatty piece of parchment balanced on the pommel of his saddle.  


‘Now, this is
just my type of wedding celebration.’  Cain remarked cheerfully, passing
her a battered silver hip flask.  He caught her hesitant look and
winked.  ‘Don’t worry, this one is just good honest alcohol, no manticore
poison!’


‘I could have
done with some of that this morning.’  Mistral muttered and took a long
swallow from the flask.  


‘You got there
in the end.’  Cain gave her a smile less like his usual teasing one then
his grin returned.  ‘Seriously though, this is a going to be great! 
A chance to legitimately batter some pompous, over-bearing Mages –’


‘Careful
brother!’  Brutus warned Cain with a laugh.  ‘Mistral just married
one of those pompous over-bearing Mages we love so much!’  


Mistral didn’t
react.  She knew how deeply Ri warriors resented the Mage population’s
assumed right rule simply because they were bequeathed with the Craft. 
Warriors sweated and bled to gain their abilities whilst sorcerers were simply
born with their gift already established.  It was the kind of natural
injustice that made most warriors want to batter the nearest pompous
over-bearing Mage into the ground.


‘Mage De
Winter doesn’t count!’  Cain waved a hand airily.  ‘He’s more warrior
than Mage.  I’d be happy to fight alongside him any day.’


Mistral hid a
smile of gratitude.  It meant a lot that her brothers had accepted Fabian
so easily.  She couldn’t imagine how difficult it would be if they hadn’t,
which made her immediately think of Saul.  She glanced up quickly to see
him riding silently between Cain and Brutus, his face
expressionless.     


‘How many
Rochfortes are we going to be facing?’  Xerxes asked, holding his
parchment up and running finger down the totals column.  ‘Only, I hope
there’s quite a few or we’re going to have to kill some of them twice to fulfil
this quota!’


‘You know what
they say; what’s better than one dead Rochforte?’  Brutus began with a
grin. 


‘Two dead
Rochfortes!’ they chorused loudly. 


Mistral found
herself laughing along with them.  Their boundless enthusiasm never failed
to lift her mood. 


‘Saul?’ 
Xerxes called.  ‘What’s the tally?’


‘Gleacher
reckons the tribe stands at about fifty, but they will have tried to swell the
ranks with a few paid hands.  So we can assume that we’re going to be
facing about eighty.’  Saul responded in a flat voice.


Mistral stole
a quick glance at him.  It was the first time he’d spoken in her presence
all day, although she could hardly expect him to be leaping up and down and
congratulating her on getting married.  


‘And how many
are we?’  Xerxes asked with a frown, gazing at the army of warriors around
them.


‘Forty three.’
 Saul replied promptly.  ‘Although Grendel really counts as two.’


‘Good, good –’
Xerxes mumbled, returning his attention to his parchment.  


‘Don’t forget
the Council will be fighting too.’  Brutus reminded him.


‘Damn!  I
nearly forgot about them!  Can that lot actually fight or will they just
stand there and chuck spells at each other?’  


‘Some of them
can fight.’  Saul replied.  ‘Mage Grapple is famed for being a
fiercesome warrior, but most of them think that wielding an actual physical
weapon is below them.’


Xerxes snorted
disdainfully, ‘So it’ll be down to the Ri to save their Isle for them
then.’   


‘It’s our Isle
too brother.’  Brutus said quietly.  ‘It’s like his Leoship
said.  We’re fighting for our freedom, not the Council.’


Mistral threw
him a scathing look but couldn’t argue with the truth in his words. 
Despite the fact that she despised Leo’s fondness for making overly dramatic
speeches, he had got that one exactly right.


‘What about
the warlocks?’  Xerxes looked up, concern wrinkling his brow.


‘Won’t act
without Mage Grapple apparently.’  Mistral responded, pleased to be the
one with some knowledge for once.  ‘So you can stop worrying about them
messing with your quotas.’


‘Ah,
excellent!’  Xerxes’ face broke into a beaming grin.  ‘This is going
to be one damned good fight!’


Brutus
suddenly grinned at Mistral, ‘I wish you got married as often as my brother
did.  Your wedding is turning out to be a lot of fun!’  


Mistral turned
to Xerxes, ‘Wait.  You’ve been married?’


Xerxes
shrugged, ‘Once or twice.  Although I’m not sure how legally binding they
were.  There was this girl I met on a mercenary Contract in the East that
wouldn’t engage in any type of fun activity unless I married her, but all we
did was say a few words over a painted stick in front of a priest wearing a
carved wooden mask … anyway, I left the next day and I’ve never been back so
that one doesn’t count.’


Mistral stared
at him, her face a mixture of utter disbelief and amusement, ‘Once or
twice?  You’ve been married more than once?’


‘You know how
it is.’  Xerxes grinned, the shameless oaf she knew and unfortunately
liked.  ‘Needs must when the girl needs a little encouragement.’  he
paused and frowned.  ‘But I’m fairly sure the second time didn’t count.’


‘And why is
that, dare I ask?’


‘Well, when I
got to the wedding the bride’s mother and I realised that we knew each other a
bit better than we should.  It got a bit heated after that –’


‘Xerxes!’


‘Don’t worry
Mistral.’  Xerxes held up a placating hand.  ‘I was alright.  I
left quickly and avoided causing any unnecessary bloodshed.’


‘I wasn’t
worried about you!’  Mistral shook her head, laughing despite her
disapproval.  ‘You’re a disgrace Xerxes!  I wish I’d never treated
your back!  You deserve to suffer for what you’re doing to the female
population!’


‘Hey!  I
leave them happy!’


The resulting
burst of laughter made Leo turn and give them a glacial look.


‘Talking of
which, his Leoship the Ever Unhappy is glaring at us.’  Cain
muttered.  ‘Oops!  Too late!  Get ready for the windswept
treatment!  Here he comes –’


Wiping the
grin from her face, Mistral ducked her head down and concentrated on fiddling
with the coarse black strands of Cirrus’ mane. 


‘I expect my
warriors to behave with more dignity than this!’  Leo hissed.  ‘You
are all behaving as though this is some glorified training session, not a fight
for the future of the Isle!  I cannot stress how important the outcome of
this battle will be!  If the Rochfortes defeat the Council they will seize
control of the Isle, and that includes the Ri!’


Xerxes
shrugged, his expression a study of defiant insolence, ‘If they somehow manage
to defeat us their rule will be short-lived.  Once Mage Grapple gets back
he’ll command the warlock army to squash them like gnats.’ 


Leo’s voice
dropped several degrees to something beyond glacial, ‘I marvel at the boundless
limits of your ignorance Xerxes.  Allow me to enlighten you and then
perhaps you may begin to understand the magnitude of our situation.  


‘Warlocks are
loyal to the Head of the Mage Council alone, not the Council or even the
Isle.  Am I clear on that?’


‘Crystal.’ 
Xerxes muttered sullenly.


‘Good. 
Then let me tell you what will happen if the Rochfortes defeat us
tomorrow.  They will assume control and force the Mage Council to swear in
the conquering Rochforte as the new Head of the Isle.  By the time Mage
Grapple returns to our shores it will be to face his own warlock army, not lead
them!’


‘Er, it does
sound pretty bad when you look at it like that.’  Xerxes mumbled.  


‘Bad? 
No.  It’s dire!’  


There was a
brief silence then Mistral looked up, ‘Master Sphinx?’  


‘What?’ 
Leo snapped, still glaring at Xerxes.  


‘How much of
this fight will involve the Craft?’


Leo favoured
her with a calculating look, ‘That is a question on which our whole battle
strategy hinges.  You all have troll or gorgon skin armour I presume?’


They all
nodded wordlessly.


‘Then you are as
prepared as you can be.’


He kicked his
heavy warhorse on, resuming his position beside Fabian.


‘Oh great, and
what did Captain Enigmatic mean by that?’  Xerxes demanded with a
disgusted look.


‘Don’t know.’
 Cain said shortly.  ‘But I know someone who does –’


He promptly
reached into his saddlebag and grabbed a chunk of bread then threw it at
Phantom, striking him squarely on the back of the head.


Phantom spun
round with an angry glare and Cain instantly beckoned him to join them.


‘Was that
really necessary?’  Phantom hissed as he pulled his horse back to ride
alongside him.


‘Yes.’
 Cain said unapologetically.  ‘You were raised at the Council weren’t
you?’


Phantom looked
suddenly apprehensive, ‘In part.’


‘Did you get
to learn about how the Craft works then?’


‘Bits.’
 Phantom muttered evasively.


‘Well we need
to know those bits right now, or more specifically how the Craft will be used
tomorrow so get on with it!’  Cain hissed impatiently. 


‘Oh, hang on –
give me a piece of bread –’


The piece of
bread bounced off Phantasm’s shoulder.  He spun around to give his brother
a furious look.


‘Get back
here!’  Phantom mouthed silently.


‘No!’ 
Phantasm mouthed back, his eyes sliding left to indicate that he was still
eavesdropping on the battle plans.


Phantom held
another chunk of bread up, threatening to throw it, ‘Don’t make me!’


Giving his
brother a filthy look, Phantasm held his horse back, ‘That was just getting
interesting!’   


‘Was it? 
What were they saying?’  Phantom asked eagerly. 


‘Never mind
that!’  Cain snapped.  ‘We need to know how the Craft is going to be
used tomorrow!  I’ve got a lot of money riding on my bet – my deposit on
that shop in the village actually, and if anything is going to upset my chances
I need to know about it.’


‘A bet written
down on paper cannot be changed.’  Xerxes intoned heavily.


‘I don’t want
to change it Xerxes, I want to prepare!’  Cain hissed and patted his
saddlebag significantly.


‘Ah yes, shoot
the damn lot of them from a long way off with poisoned arrows then go home, a
good day’s work done.’  Xerxes nodded happily.


‘What
specifically do you need to know?’  Phantasm asked.


‘Only
everything!’


‘Fine.’
 Phantasm sighed heavily.  ‘I’ll start with the basics.  So, you
know that the Craft is more powerful in some sorcerers than others.  Well
the Council is made up of only powerful sorcerers.  It’s through their
bloodlines that they originally gained their positions at the Council.’


‘Good to see
nepotism is alive and thriving.’  Cain grunted.    


‘Nepotism,
corruption and bribery.’  Phantasm continued.  ‘Sorcerers look after
their own.  It’s quite literally in their blood.  Any related by
blood can cast jointly and create a more powerful spell.  I’m not sure how
many of the Council are related, my brother is the expert on sorcering genealogy
–’


‘Not as many
as you might think.’  Phantom interrupted.  ‘Most families were
decimated by the wars back in the Isle’s early days.  There’s a few
cousins, the most notable being Green and Rosenberg, and there’s the Castledine
brothers –’


‘However,’
Phantasm cut in quickly, ‘all of the Rochfortes are related, which means they
will be able to cast on mass.’


Brutus gave a
low whistle, ‘Powerful.’


‘Very.’  


‘Can the
Council equal that?’  Xerxes asked doubtfully.


Phantasm
pulled a face, ‘Without Mage Grapple and the warlocks they’re going to
struggle.’


Mistral
frowned, ‘How much protection will our armour offer?  Only, I had mine on
when Mage Grapple cast and it was still like being thrown against a rock face!’


‘Mage Grapple
is probably the most powerful Mage the sorcering world has ever known.  No
other spell cast would have that effect Mistral, your armour will allow you to
continue fighting –’


‘Mage
Grapple’s family tree is complicated but basically he’s the end product of the
meetings of some of the most famous sorcering bloodlines in history.’
 Phantom jumped in again, keen to show-off his knowledge.  ‘You can
trace him right back to Thaddeus Noble –’


Phantasm gave
him a weary look and continued in a firm voice, ‘The Craft is not simply
something that can be aimed and fired like a crossbow.  It is a force
within each sorcerer that will do anything to protect its vessel from
destruction –’


‘So how good
is their aim with it then?’  Xerxes interrupted impatiently. 


‘Well, put it
like this.  It would take great skill to direct a spell onto an individual
in the melee of battle.  I would say that the Rochfortes are much more
likely to cast in a cloud.’


‘What does
that mean?’


‘Quite simply
what it says Xerxes.  They cast jointly over their enemy’s army rather
than target individuals.  It has the benefit of making multiple strikes
but seriously dilutes the spell’s strength.’


‘Aha, quantity
not quality.’


‘Crudely put,
yes.  The larger the area the spell has to cover, the weaker it becomes.’


‘Enough for
our armour to protect us?’  


‘Yes.’


Xerxes
smirked, ‘I’m liking the sound of this battle more and more!’


‘Wait!’ 
Cain said sharply.  ‘The Craft works both ways doesn’t it?  I mean,
it can attack and defend can’t it?’


Phantasm
nodded, ‘Yes.  The Rochfortes will cast protective spells over
themselves.’


‘Will that
stop our arrows getting through?’  Xerxes asked with a worried look. 


‘No. 
It’s like for like.  Protective spells are only barriers against other
spells.’


A slow grin
spread across Xerxes’ face, ‘Ah, now you’re talking.  So while the pompous
over-bearing Mages face-off and lob invisible fireworks at each other we can
charge in and use some good honest steel!’


They all
laughed and Mistral joined them, feeling a sudden rush at the thought
battle.  It was a completely different sensation to taking a Contract, the
cold sense of purpose at being paid to get a job done was replaced by a burning
desire to fight and defend what was rightfully theirs – by any means
necessary.  It felt personal, as though the invading tribe of Rochfortes
were trying to steal her freedom.  She glanced over at her brothers and
could see by the gleam in their eyes that they felt the same.  


‘Ha!  The
Rochfortes think they’re going to be facing a bunch of over-privileged fat
Councillors and instead they’re going to meet us!  This is going to be
good!’  Xerxes roared and promptly launched into a verse of his favourite
goblin-stuffing song.


Mistral
laughed and kicked Cirrus on.  She had heard the crude song enough times
and had no desire to hear it again.  Leaving the twins behind she pushed
Cirrus up to ride beside Gleacher Shacklock and caught Fabian’s eye.  She
wished Gleacher and Leo would have their battle strategy meeting elsewhere so
that she and Fabian could at least have a conversation.  It was their
wedding night after all.


Mistral’s wish
for some time alone with her Mage went unfulfilled as Leo pushed on late into
the night, finally calling a halt for an hour at midnight to eat and allow the
horses to rest.  Mistral swung herself out of the saddle and stretched
gratefully, glad of the chance to walk around and ease her stiff legs.


‘We’re making
good time.’  Fabian commented while he passed her some cold meat. 
‘If we can maintain this pace we should reach Holdridge before dawn.’


‘I wish Leo
would ride elsewhere.’  Mistral grumbled, tearing a piece of meat off and
chewing it bad-temperedly.  ‘He’s so inconsiderate!  This is meant to
be our wedding night and he’s ranting on endlessly about battle strategies.’


Fabian
frowned, ‘I don’t think you understand how important this battle is
Mistral.  If the Rochfortes succeed in their attempt to take power the Ri
will be wiped from the face of the Isle.  Rochfortes are notoriously
intolerant of half-breeds.  They consider them abominations, nothing more
than vermin to be drowned in a bucket at birth.’


‘I’d like to
see them try!’  Mistral snarled, angrily tossing her food to Prospero. 


‘Oh, they’re
going to try.’  Fabian said quietly.  ‘But I think they’re going to
get more than they bargained for.’


Mistral looked
up, ‘You mean the Ri?’  


Fabian reached
out and stroked a single finger down her cheek, letting it rest on the curve of
her lips, ‘I would fight to the last breath in my body to defend what is mine,
and that is more powerful than any spell.’


Mistral held
his gaze, ‘Please tell me you’re not intending to take them on
single-handedly.’


‘No.’ Fabian
smiled.  ‘I will fight with the Ri and know that they feel about the Isle
as I do about you.  Here, they can exist without persecution, command
respect for the skills they strove to learn, be paid for the services they
provide.  The Rochfortes threaten their very existence, and there is no
stronger cause to fight for than the right to survive.’


Mistral gazed
back wordlessly.  The fierce light she saw in his eyes echoed perfectly
her own desire to destroy the faceless tribe threatening her right to a life
with Fabian, and even the right to exist.  Wasn’t she exactly what they
detested?  A half-breed?  There and then, with her eyes locked on
Fabian’s, Mistral vowed to die fighting rather than bow to Rochforte
oppression.  There was no fear in that realisation, only a savage sense of
determination.  


‘This was
their plan all along wasn’t it?  To steal control of the Isle.  The
meeting was a sham.  The tribe never wanted to abide by Mage Grapple’s
rules and live here peaceably.  I almost feel sorry for Antoine.  He
was used.’


Fabian nodded,
‘I believe so too.  And I also think that Putreo had more than a helping
hand in the scheme.’  he narrowed his eyes.  ‘I wonder what he was
promised for his assistance.’


‘Mage
Grapple’s position?’  Mistral suggested.  


‘Possibly, but
if he believed them, then he is even more of a fool than I ever imagined. 
He betrayed the Rochfortes by staying on the Isle when they left and doesn’t
even have the courage to be known by his family name.  I suspect the
Rochfortes have deceived him with empty promises.  Putreo was always a
shallow creature, easily turned by the prospect of some glittering reward.’ 


Leo’s voice
rang out across the cool night air, summoning the warriors to hear the battle
plan.


Mistral
sighed, ‘Do I need to hear this, or can you tell me everything?  Only this
is our wedding night and I would like to spend some of it with you.’


Fabian smiled,
‘I think I can summarise.’


An hour later
the warriors were riding on towards Holdridge, pushing their horses
relentlessly through the night.  As Fabian had predicted they reached the
high cliffs above Holdridge in the starless black that proceeded the first dawn
light. Halting in a long line the warriors stared silently down at the small
port beneath them.  The quayside was eerily deserted, the sea empty. 


‘Saul!’ 
Leo called in a low voice.


Instantly Saul
dismounted and strode to the edge of the cliffs.  His yarthkin blood had
blessed him with eyesight far sharper than any of the other warriors
possessed.  He gazed intently out at the sea stretching before them in a
blank sheet of darkness.  


 


‘There.’
 he murmured softly, raising a hand to point at some invisible object in
the black sea.  ‘Four sailing ships are about to enter the harbour.’


Mistral stared
at where Saul indicated but saw nothing but the restless motion of the sea,
broken in brief illuminations by the occasional white flash of a breaking wave.


‘Damn he’s got
sharp eyes!’  she muttered to Fabian.  ‘I can’t see a thing!’


‘You are too
impatient, look Mistral, look at the sea –’


Mistral stared
again, fighting the urge to blink from the strain then let out a sudden gasp
when the white head of a breaking wave smashed against the dark hull of a
sailing ship.


‘I see them!’


Fabian
frowned, judging the distance, ‘Too far for our archers.’ 


Leo began
issuing orders in a low voice and the cliffside was suddenly alive with silent warriors
moving quickly to obey his instructions.  Xerxes and Brutus dismounted and
handed their horses over to the warrior charged with tethering them. 
Drawing their bows the two brothers joined the other elven-blooded warriors in
a long line at the edge of the cliff.


‘Archers
ready!’


Leo nodded and
turned to Cain, ‘Now.’


Cain reached
into this saddlebag and drew out several black bottles of poison and began
passing them to the archers with murmured instructions on how to handle the
potent mix.  Mistral waited impatiently for her instructions, knowing that
she would have to obey his ridiculous order to stay at the back until the
battle began and she could join in unnoticed.  


Sure enough,
when Leo rode past her and the twins on his way back from briefing the archers
he looked at them and barked out a brisk order.


‘Mistral. 
You and the Gemini will take holding positions at the back of the
archers.  Stay mounted.’ 


‘See you
soon.’  Mistral muttered meaningfully to Fabian and rode off.


Fabian watched
her go, his face drawn tight.  When she was finally taken from his sight
by darkness he turned and rode after Leo.  Mistral knew the moment he
turned away.  She couldn’t see him, but she could feel him.  She knew
he wanted her to stay where Leo had ordered, but he also knew her well enough
to realise that was never going to happen.  In her mind Mistral imagined
him riding away, the bright gold of his palomino slowly being swallowed by
darkness.  Sighing deeply she whistled for Prospero, her substitute for
Fabian.


‘How long have
we got to sit here like ornaments?’  she demanded when the twins rode up
alongside.


‘Until Master
Sphinx is suitably distracted by fighting for his life.’  Phantasm replied
lightly.


‘Let that be
soon.’  Mistral growled.  ‘He might be related to me now but he’s
seriously trying my patience.’


‘Oh, he’s not
your only new relation.  Do you realise that you are now related to Mage
Grapple?’  Phantom said casually.


‘What are you
going on about now?’  Mistral muttered, reaching into her saddlebag to extract
a roll of leather strappings. 


‘He’s Master
Sphinx’s father.  That makes him some kind of relation to you by
marriage.’


Mistral
unravelled the leather strappings with an irritated snap, ‘Oh for crying out
loud Phantom, you really need to get a life!’


‘If it’s
alright by you, I’d like to defend the one I’m currently enjoying.’


Mistral looked
up, ‘Yes brother it is.  That’s just what we’re here to do.’


‘Shh! 
The Council are here!’  


Phantasm’s
hissed whisper cut across their conversation.  They instantly looked up to
where the High Moors met the cliffs.  


‘How
many?’  Mistral asked, straining to see through the faint light.


‘Looks to be
about twenty –’


‘Nice odds.’
 Mistral muttered after quickly calculating that they were going to be
severely outnumbered by the Rochfortes. 


‘I’m more
interested in our chance of survival than Xerxes’ damned odds!’


‘Try this for
odds then brother.  We’ll win or die trying.  Either way we won’t
have to suffer a Rochforte rule.  Where’s your problem?’  


‘Sometimes I
seriously wonder whether you were actually born with an ounce of
self-preservation in your body Mistral!  Don’t you want a life with your
Mage?’


‘More than you
know.  And that is precisely why I would rather die today than accept
their rule.  They wouldn’t let a half-breed like me even be in the same
room as a pure-blooded Mage like Fabian.’


Phantom leaned
over, ‘Talking of which, how come he’s left you alone?  I would’ve thought
he would be here protecting you.’


‘I am.’ 


Mistral turned
to see Fabian riding quietly towards her.


‘What’s
happening?’ she asked in an urgent whisper.


‘Leo is
meeting with the Council’s Captain of the Guard to agree a strategy. 
Gleacher has control of the archers and will begin our assault immediately.’


Mistral
continued binding the leather strapping over her hands and wrists, ‘You know
I’m not staying up here don’t you?’ 


Fabian watched
the wedding ring he had placed on her finger only hours before vanish beneath
the leather battle strappings and nodded tensely.


‘I know.’


‘Archers! 
Give me light!’  


Gleacher’s
voice rang out across the cliff top.  The archers immediately drew their
bows and released a shower of flaming arrows, flooding the port with sudden
fiery light.  Mistral hissed at what was revealed.  Lit by a burning
arc of arrows a mass of dark figures could be seen pouring out from the ships
now docked in the harbour, far more than Saul had predicted.  Urgent
shouts went up at the sudden burst of light overhead and rapid battle
formations were made.  Rochforte archers knelt swiftly and drew, aiming
for cliff top. 


‘This is no
hastily organised act of retaliation!’ exclaimed Phantasm.  ‘Look at
them!’


Phantom stared
with narrowed eyes down at the figures swarming onto the quayside, ‘I agree
brother.  That looks more like a carefully planned military operation.’


The Ri’s
flaming arrows extinguished themselves with a soft hiss in the water but they
had served their purpose.  Both sides now had their targets.


‘Reload! 
Tipped!’  


Gleacher’s
iron voice rang out.  The archers immediately reached for the bottles of
poison that Cain had distributed and dipped their arrows.  They drew their
bows and waited for Gleacher’s signal.


‘Fire!’  


The air was
filled again with the whine of arrows and the Ri archers were rewarded with
cries as the hail of poisoned arrow struck home.  


‘Cover!’


Gleacher’s
shouted command was instantly obeyed.  The Ri archers swiftly knelt and
raised their shields, the whine of incoming arrows swiftly followed by the
metallic clangs of arrow heads striking burnished steel.


‘Reload!’


While Gleacher
continued to shout battle orders to his archers Fabian abruptly grabbed Cirrus’
bridle and hauled him further back, away from the chance of a stray arrow
finding its mark in Mistral.


‘We will wait
here.’


Mistral
gritted her teeth and stared down at the black quayside below them, feeling
ready to explode with the tension of waiting.  


‘What are we
waiting for?’


‘Leo.’ 


Mistral made
an impatient noise and grabbed her crossbow, ‘I think I’ll make myself useful
while I’m waiting.’ 


She had not
swung her leg from the saddle before Fabian grabbed her, yanking her back.


‘You will wait
here!’  


Mistral jerked
round, her eyes blazing, but the cold, uncompromising look on his face
instantly made her sink back into the saddle without further argument. 
Fabian looked like the assassin he had once been and nothing scared her more
than turning him into that person again.


The twins had
dismounted and joined the archers.  Mistral clenched her fists and watched
jealously while they drew their longbows and fired.  Fire and cover. 
Cover and fire.  The cycle went on in a drone of arrows being fired and
arrows striking metal.  Mistral watched, feeling useless and
frustrated.  For the first time in her life she was actually pleased to
hear the familiar cold tones of Leo’s voice.  He had ridden back to issue
battle orders to the Ri warriors massed at the head of the path leading down to
the quay.


‘We will
engage with the Rochfortes directly on the quayside.  The Council will
remain on the cliffs to cast protective spells over us for the duration of the
battle.  Their spells will only afford protection against the Craft, not
their swords.  Standard mounted formation.  Swords ready.  We go
under the cover of the next arrow fire.  On my word –’


Leo paused and
waited for Gleacher’s next shouted order to fire.  When Gleacher’s iron
shout rang out, Leo’s cold voice followed a split second after.


‘Warriors! 
With me!’


With no sound
other than the thunder of galloping hooves and the whistle of arrows flying
through the air, the Ri warriors spurred their horses down the hill and onto
the quayside.  


Cirrus and
Spirit wheeled excitedly, sensing battle.  Fabian drew his sword and
turned to fix Mistral with his intense black stare. 


‘Stay by
me!’  


‘I will always
be by your side.’  Mistral promised fiercely. 


He held her
gaze for a heartbeat then abruptly turned Spirit and urged her after the other
warriors.  Mistral quickly drew one of her own swords and dug her heels
into Cirrus, galloping down the hill to the dark quayside.  With a mighty
roar the Ri warriors slammed into the massed ranks of Rochforte soldiers and
the battle began.  


There was no
time to think, only to react.  Fabian was immediately attacked by a
Rochforte soldier mounted on a heavily armoured horse.  Spirit reared in
panic as a second soldier smashed his horse into her and slashed wildly at
Fabian, forcing him pull Spirit back and defend against both attackers at
once.  With a shout of fury Mistral pushed Cirrus forwards, barging one of
the horses away from Fabian.  Snarling into the barely visible face of the
rider, Mistral swung her sword around and began to fight, urging Cirrus on with
every blow; giving her enemy no respite until she saw the white shine of fear in
his eyes and knew she had her first mark.


The soldier
fell to be instantly replaced by another.  Before she could raise her
sword to strike, Fabian had forced Spirit in front of her, drawing the
soldier’s blows.  Mistral barely had time to pull Cirrus out of his way
before another soldier rode at her, the impact making Cirrus stumble.  Off
balance, Mistral found herself fighting off a frenzy of sword strikes while
Cirrus recovered.  The soldier deftly parried her clumsy strikes and
caught her outstretched arm with his own blade, slicing into the unprotected
skin.  Laughing at her shout of pain, he drew his arm up to strike again.
 Mistral kicked Cirrus hard, ramming him into the other horse and knocking
it sideways.  Switching her sword to her uninjured left hand, Mistral
arced it through the air towards the panicking soldier.


‘Mine!’  


A laughing
shout rang out above the clamour of battle and the soldier abruptly crumpled,
clasping a hand to his throat.  Mistral spun round to see Cain grinning at
her.  


‘Get your own
damned quota and stop stealing mine!’  Mistral yelled.  Cain just
laughed and pushed his light grey mare up alongside her, a throwing knife
poised ready in one hand and a sword gripped in the other.  


Cain’s mocking
laughter was drowned out by the sound of a horse squealing in pain followed by
a deep growl.  Mistral’s eyes immediately raked the churning sea of horses
around her.  She couldn’t see Prospero but his guttural snarls were
close.  Her dog and her Mage were fighting by her side, both protecting
her.  


Her Mage.


Fabian.


Mistral looked
for him, seeing him almost immediately.  He was separated from her by
Cain, both fighting with Rochforte soldiers.  Time slowed, the din of
battle faded to a distant murmur.  There was nothing but Fabian.  The
dawn light revealing the face she loved, set in the merciless expression of an
assassin.  Because of her.  All because of her.  Mistral felt a
pain sharper than any sword cut and yanked Cirrus around, pushing past Cain to
fight alongside her husband.  


The cloying
stench of battle filled her nostrils; blood and sweat mingled with the burning
reek of ozone.  Coloured lights flared in the sky where the two sides’
spells collided, bathing the fighting armies in an eerie glow.  The Ri
warriors ignored the explosions overhead and fought on, shielded by their
armour and by the protective spells cast by the Council. 


Dawn broke
across the eastern horizon, shedding pale grey light over the raging living and
the silent fallen.  Mistral saw their still forms while she fought and
hoped none were her brothers, but she had no time to spare for the dead.  


Arrows and
spells flew overhead, shouted oaths and the screams of the injured mingled with
the ringing clash of steel.  In the confusion Mistral thought she heard Prospero’s
deep bark but couldn’t see his familiar grey and white body anywhere. 
Other oddly disjointed noises reached her ears, the crackle of spells being
cast, Grendel’s roar, the thud of his battle axe and the clang of iron-shod
hooves striking cobbles; but it all meant nothing to her.  She was
oblivious to everything except the Rochforte soldier before her and the
constant presence of Fabian by her side. 


The soldier
Mistral was fighting leered obscenely when the growing light revealed her to be
a woman.  She bared her teeth and raised her sword to strike when a
startling explosion of white light flooded her vision.  She slashed
blindly at the soldier, her sword glancing uselessly against his metal
armour.  The soldier laughed and struck at her chestplate, driving the air
from her lungs with the force of his blow.  Winded, Mistral had no
strength to raise her sword.  She opened her mouth, trying to suck in air
to feed her leaden arms when hot liquid suddenly gushed across her face,
blinding her, filling her mouth with the coppery taste of blood.  Dragging
a hand across her face Mistral opened her stinging eyes to see the soldier’s
headless body sliding from the saddle.  At his side was Fabian, merciless
with fury, his blooded sword still raised.


For a split-second
Mistral met his black gaze then lifted her sword once more and turned to meet
the soldier that instantly appeared to replace his fallen comrade. 
Twisting in the saddle, she swung her sword, delivering a heavy blow that
struck him across his exposed forearm.  His eyes widened and his mouth
opened in a scream of pain.  Pulling his horse sharply backwards, he
abruptly turned and forced it back towards the open hold of one of the ships.


Mistral
shouted and gave chase but Fabian was before her again, blocking her path.


‘No Mistral!’


Her reply was
an incoherent snarl, her eyes wild, the pupils dilated with battle-fever.


‘Look
Mistral.  See?’


Mistral tore
her furious gaze away from Fabian to see the blood-soaked quay beyond
him.  She bared her teeth again, this time in a savage grin.  The Ri
warriors had nearly reached the four docked ships.  Fights were continuing
in sporadic bursts around the quay, but more Rochforte soldiers were fleeing
than fighting.  The Ri were winning.   


‘Regroup!’


Leo’s bellowed
order carried above the diminished noise of battle.  The Ri immediately
withdrew, galloping back across the quay towards the cliff top path.
 Sliding her sword back into its holster, Mistral turned to Fabian. 
No shouted order from Leo would make her leave his side.  She would go
when he said and not a moment before.  


‘The
Rochfortes are outnumbered now.  It is nearly finished.’  Fabian’s
eyes moved quickly over the chaos of retreating soldiers.  ‘We must go
before they reorganise.  We’re too close to their archers.’


Throwing a
last fierce glare in the direction of the retreating soldiers Mistral pulled
Cirrus around to face the cliffs again.  A sudden movement made her
instinctively reach for her sword.  She spun around see Fabian urging
Spirit directly in front of her, his face oddly calm.  Mistral heard the
noise then, the high-pitched whine of death.  Arrow fire.  


Fabian’s body
jerked sharply, the force of the arrow’s impact nearly throwing him from
Spirit’s back. 


‘No!’


Mistral’s
scream was a feral shriek, agonised and raw.  She fired wildly at the
archers then grabbed Spirit’s reins and hauled the horse after her. 
Pushing Cirrus into a flat-out gallop she fled across the body-strewn quayside,
expecting with every stride to feel the thud of an arrow.  She could hear
arrows overhead and knew the Ri were returning fire.  Under their cover
she reached the winding cliffside path and safety.  She pulled Cirrus back
and looked at Fabian, dreading what she would see.  


He was riding
one handed, his left arm hanging uselessly by his side.  The long shaft of
an arrow protruded clearly from just below his left collarbone.  His face
was a mask of pain, but more worryingly, he looked as though he were fighting
to remain conscious.  


‘No, no,
no!’  Mistral moaned and pushed on again, galloping up the path to the
cliff top, yelling for the twins at the top of her voice. 


‘Mistral!’ 
Phantasm was suddenly beside her, his pale face streaked with blood.


‘Cain!  I
need – Fabian’s been shot!  I –I think it’s poisoned!  He keeps
sliding under!’


Phantasm
vanished and Phantom swiftly appeared beside her, riding one-handed while he
tried to staunch a wound on his neck.


Mistral stared
at him, ‘What happened to you?’


‘Arrow nicked
me.  S’not too bad, but I can’t stop it bleeding.’


Mistral’s gaze
snapped back to Fabian, torn between her desire not to take her eyes off him
for one moment and her brother’s obvious need.  Fabian was slumped in the
saddle, his head was bowed onto his chest but he appeared to be hanging on to
consciousness.  Mistral reached hastily into her saddlebag and fumbled for
her medical kit.  Opening it with shaking hands she tugged out roll of
linen gauze and a bottle of ointment.  


‘Here.’ she
reached over to press the ointment-soaked gauze to Phantom’s bleeding
neck.  ‘Hold that on.  It’ll sting like – oh thank you!’  she
gasped suddenly when Phantasm returned with Cain.  ‘Help him brother!’


Cain pulled
his horse up alongside Fabian’s and leaned over to examine the wound.  He
didn’t touch it or even try to remove the arrow and delivered his verdict after
mere seconds.  


‘That’s
poisoned.  We need to treat it quickly!’


‘Where?’ 
Mistral demanded, staring around wildly.  She was dimly aware of Leo
shouting orders to organise the warriors for a second wave of attack, but only
Fabian mattered now. 


‘Not here.’
 Cain frowned.  ‘This will be a battlefield soon.  The Council
are going to come down and finish up.’


‘Take all the
glory you mean.’  Phantom muttered, examining the blood-soaking gauze in
his hand and pressing it against his neck again. 


‘Where
then?’  Mistral’s voice cracked, high with growing hysteria.


‘We’ll
ride.  Get back to a safe position and treat him there.  We need
fresh water to boil up though.  Where’s the nearest stream?’


Phantasm shook
his head, ‘Miles away.’  


‘If we ride
hard we can make it to our house by sunset!’  Mistral hissed, her eyes
darting frantically between Fabian and Cain.  ‘Will that be soon enough?’


‘He’s a
Mage.  He should make it that far.’ 


‘Let’s
go!’  


Mistral kicked
Cirrus on, pulling Spirit with her and forcing the tired horses into a heavy
gallop back along the cliffside path.  The roar of the Ri riding back into
battle faded to be replaced by the monotonous thud of hooves and the sobbing
breathing of horses.  Mistral was suddenly aware of a second, lighter set
of feet running beside her and glanced down with a burst of relief to see
Prospero running alongside, his thick coat splattered with blood.  


Fabian began to
drift in and out of consciousness and had to be supported on either side by
Mistral and Cain.  At Cain’s insistence they stopped frequently to force
water into his mouth and check the wound.  During the brief stops Mistral
was next to useless, staring frozenly at the long shaft protruding from
Fabian’s shoulder, eventually causing Cain to snap at her.


‘Get it
together Mistral!  I’ve seen you pull an arrow out of yourself without
even flinching!’


She shook her
head fearfully, still staring at the arrow, ‘I don’t care about me.  But I
– I care about him.’ 


‘If you care
about him then toughen up!  This is going to get a lot worse before it
gets better, believe me.’


The twins rode
alongside her, uncomplaining of their own injuries but Mistral hardly registered
their presence.  She was aware only of Fabian’s weakening state and the
pressing need to keep pushing the horses on.  Barely a word was spoken as
they rode.  The bright spring day took on a nightmarish quality. 
Time either rushed by in a haze of adrenalin or seemed to stand completely
still.  Fear numbed all of her senses leaving only a gnawing desperation
to get Fabian home … get Fabian home… the words revolved ceaselessly in her
head, as though the simple act of carrying his unconscious body through the
door of their home would somehow heal him.


Night had
fallen by the time they pulled their exhausted horses to a staggering halt in
the paved courtyard of the mountain house. 


‘We’ll take
the horses.’  


Phantom spoke
but Mistral barely heard him.  She threw herself from Cirrus and ran to
help Cain lift Fabian from Spirit’s back, carrying him between them into the
house and up to the bedroom.


Mistral was
almost sobbing by the time she and Cain laid Fabian across their bed. 
Denied sleep for two nights and exhausted by the battle, her mind had gone
beyond the limits of reason.  She was wretched with fear, trembling and
disorientated.  


‘Get that
arrow out.’  Cain instructed her sharply while he unfastened his
saddlebag.  ‘But make sure you don’t break it.  We don’t want to be
digging around for the arrow head.’


Mistral
reached out with a shaking hand to touch the shaft of the arrow and saw a
tremor of pain run across Fabian’s face.


‘No! 
It’ll hurt him!’


‘It’s already
hurting him!  Just get it out!  I need to mix an antidote while you
do it!’


Mistral
gritted her teeth and tightened a hand around the arrow.  Fabian’s
pain-filled eyes flickered open and stared unseeingly into hers.


‘I can’t do
it!’  she cried hysterically, watching Fabian’s eyes slowly close once
more. 


‘Well I will
then!  Move!’  


Cain shoved
her out of the way.  Wrapping a clean linen cloth around the shaft of the
arrow he began to pull.  Fabian’s eyes abruptly flew wide open.  Cain
tugged sharply at the arrow, wrenching it out with one clean pull.  Fabian
cried out then his eyes rolled back, his face slack.  


Mistral stared
in horror at his waxen face, ‘You’ve killed him!’


‘No I haven’t
Mistral!’  Cain snapped.  ‘He’s blacked out.  Now if you can’t
calm down you’re of no use to me.  Get it together or get
downstairs!’  


Mistral stared
with wild eyes at Cain for a moment then forced in a deep breath.  


‘Tell me what
to do.’


‘Take his
shirt off and clean the wound.’  Cain ordered sharply.  ‘I’m going to
start mixing antidotes.  We’ll start with something simple … bloodwort –’


While Cain
moved away from Fabian’s side and knelt to rummage through his saddlebag
Mistral stared frozenly at the still body on the bed.


‘Mistral, get
on with it!’  Cain hissed over his shoulder, his hands full of coloured
bottles. 


Taking a
shuddering breath, Mistral reached out and began to unbutton Fabian’s
blood-soaked shirt.  She gently teased the fabric back, wincing at what it
revealed.  The wound was deep.  Dark gore seeped from the glistening
hole.  Purplish staining at the edges told her instantly that Cain was
right.  A strong poison had been on the arrowhead. 


Forcing
herself to focus on the wound and not Fabian’s unmoving face, Mistral began to
work.  She cleaned the wound methodically, drying it carefully while she
listened to the soothing clink of Cain’s glass bottles.  


‘Right, let’s
try this for a start.’


Cain moved
quietly over to the bed and passed Mistral a small bottle filled with a ruby
coloured liquid.


‘I’ll lift
him.  You need to get as much of this into him as possible.’


Cain was a lot
smaller than Fabian and struggled to hold his unconscious body while Mistral
prised his mouth open.  Somehow they managed and Mistral poured the
contents of the bottle into his mouth.  When the last drop had been
drained she looked at Cain.  


‘That’s all of
it.’ 


‘Good.’
 Cain grunted and slowly lowered Fabian back against the bed.


‘How do we
know if it’s worked or not?’  Mistral asked, her eyes lingering on
Fabian’s deathly pale face.


‘When he
either wakes up … or dies.’ 


Mistral eyes
jerked up to meet Cain’s.


‘In the
meantime we need to do all we can.  We should stitch the wound to stop any
infection getting in –’ Cain noted her stricken expression and frowned. 
‘Mistral?  Can you stitch it or do you need me to?’ 


Mistral stared
at Cain, the task he was charging her with seeming insurmountable.  She
could do that for Fabian couldn’t she?  Help heal the man she loved? 
She found her voice at last, a quiet whisper that seemed to come from someone
else but said the words she wanted.  


‘I’ll do it.’


By the time
she had finished stitching the wound in Fabian’s shoulder the twins had
returned from the stables and prepared a meal.  She could smell a stew
cooking and hear them talking quietly in the room downstairs.


‘Mistral? 
Cain?’  Phantom’s voice called softly.  ‘There’s some food here if
you want to eat.’


‘One of us
should stay with him.’  Cain said quietly.  


‘I’ll
stay.  I couldn’t eat anyway.’  Mistral muttered, not taking her eyes
from Fabian’s face. 


Cain picked up
his saddlebag and walked downstairs, leaving her alone with Fabian.  Time
seemed to slow again as Mistral sat and stared numbly at his unmoving
body.  She noticed everything but nothing meant anything to her.  It
was as though she were on the outside of a window looking in.  She could
hear Cain and the twins talking in low voices downstairs.  Prospero
twitched in his sleep at her feet and growled softly.  Outside one of the
horses neighed and further away she could hear the sound of bird song. 
Mistral realised dimly that the small window in the bedroom was filled with
grey light.  A new day had dawned.  


Fabian
suddenly gave a long rattling gasp.  Mistral’s eyes snapped back to him, a
gasp of terror leaving her as he began to convulse violently. 


‘Cain! 
Something’s happening!’


Prospero leapt
to his feet and growled at the sound of urgency.  Cain and the twins burst
into the room, Phantasm immediately pulled her away as Cain bent over Fabian
and felt his brow. 


‘He’s running
a fever.  My antidote hasn’t worked.  Damn it!’  Cain swore and
shook his head.  ‘He really needs Theriac to survive this.’


‘Which bottle
is that in?’  Mistral demanded urgently and yanked herself free of
Phantasm to run downstairs for Cain’s saddlebag.


‘I haven’t got
any.’  


‘We’ll make
some!  What do you need?’  Mistral cried, staring at him with
panicked eyes.


‘We can’t.’
 Cain said flatly.  ‘It has over seventy ingredients and takes at
least a day to prepare.  We don’t have the ingredients or the time.’


‘Wait!’ 
Phantom cried suddenly.  ‘Theriac!  I know that stuff!  I read
about it in Master Nox’s tower room!  I bet he has a bottle on that
table!’  


‘Oh! 
You’re right!  He does have a bottle!  I remember nearly knocking it
over and he practically had a heart-attack!  It’s the dark green one with
flat sides!  If we leave now we could be back within three hours! 
We’ll get fresh horses from the Equus for the journey back –’


Phantasm and
his brother were already running down the stairs before he had finished speaking,
his voice abruptly cut off by the slamming of the front door.


The silence
that followed was broken by the sound of Fabian’s laboured breathing as his
body fought the poison that was killing him.  Mistral stared blankly at
Cain while he worked to try and lower Fabian’s fever, the unspeakable fear
clawing at the edge of her mind rendering her completely useless. 


‘Mistral … Mistral!’


She blinked
and switched her frozen stare to meet his. 


‘Get me more
cold water and clean cloths!  We need to get this fever down or he won’t
survive long enough for the Theriac to arrive!’


Mistral nodded
and forced herself to move and obey his requests, bringing a constant supply of
fresh water and cloths up from the kitchen and hovering anxiously beside Cain
to watch him apply them to Fabian’s skin.  The light filtering in through
the window grew stronger as the morning wore by, the bright rays throwing into
sharp relief the sunken face on the pillow.  


‘I’ve done all
I can.’  Cain said softly and sat back, rubbing a hand over his exhausted
face.  ‘We should eat, keep our strength up.’


‘I
couldn’t.’  Mistral whispered, barely noticing when Cain left to go
downstairs. 


Mistral stared
unblinkingly at her Mage, rigid with tension, waiting for the sound of hooves
in the courtyard to tell her that the twins were back.  


‘Cain!’  


Mistral’s gasp
of joy brought Cain running to her side.


‘Look!’ 
she hissed excitedly, staring with wild hope at Fabian, watching his shivering
gradually slowing and then stopping altogether.   


‘That’s good
isn’t it?’  she whispered elatedly to Cain, her eyes not leaving Fabian’s
pale face.


Cain didn’t
reply and Mistral turned to stare at him, the hope fading from her eyes at the
flatness of his expression. 


‘Cain?’ 


Cain sighed,
‘I’m sorry Mistral, but it’s not good.  His body has given up fighting the
poison.  It’s just a matter of time now.’ 


Denial escaped
her lips in a desperate hiss.  She sank onto the bed, watching the man she
loved dying.  Before her very eyes the life seemed to seep from his body
until his chest was barely moving with each shallow breath. 


‘But ... he
can’t die!’ she turned to stare beseechingly at Cain. 


Cain looked at
her steadily, ‘He can and one day he will.  He may be a Mage but he
chooses to be a warrior.  We all die like this one day.’


Mistral shook
her head, frantic with agony, ‘No!’


Cain’s voice
was calm, ‘Yes Mistral.  We each know our fate.  We’ve known it since
the first day of training.’


Mistral gazed
at Fabian, her eyes moving over the face she loved, so still, like he was
already dead, ‘No.  I can’t live without him.’


‘You can and
you will.’


‘How?’ 
Mistral demanded in an agonised whisper.


‘Because he
would want you to.’


Mistral stared
blankly at her dying Mage while Cain’s words rolled around in her head ... Because
he would want you to … Like stones falling into water, the events of the
last few weeks dropped into place, making sense in her numb mind. 
Fabian’s sudden inexplicable desire for her to be married to him.  To have
the De Winter name and inherit the estate if he were to die. 


To die. 


Abruptly,
Malachi’s words of the Craft doing anything to protect its vessel sprang into
her mind.


‘The
Craft!’  she gasped.  ‘It’s meant to protect the person it exists
within!  Why isn’t it healing him?’


Cain sighed,
‘I think it’s probably the only thing keeping him alive right now.  Any of
us would have died within minutes of being shot with that poison.  But it
can’t heal him Mistral.  Theriac is our only hope now.’


Mistral stared
at Fabian, desperately willing the mysterious force that existed inside him to
keep him alive for just a little while longer.  The Craft.  That
inexplicable power that lay within him.  Had it somehow known its vessel’s
time was drawing to a close?  By the nature of Bonding, hers and Fabian’s
souls were inextricably linked.  Did the Craft then see her as an
extension of Fabian?  Like some satellite vessel that also needed to be
protected?  Had it prompted Fabian to ensure her continued existence
without him by the only way he could?  By giving her his name before he
died?


Panic clawed
at her, threatening to overwhelm her.  She leapt from the bed and stared
wildly at Cain.


‘I – I need
some air –’ 


‘Go. 
I’ll stay with him.’  Cain murmured, not taking his eyes from Fabian’s waxen
face.


Mistral
stumbled down the stairs, her mind wheeling frantically.  Fabian dying now
seemed inevitable.  She began to hyperventilate as she faced the
unthinkable prospect of a life without him.  


Cain was
wrong.  There was no way she could live without him.  The very
thought of the half-existence she’d led the year before proved that.  She
knew without a shadow of doubt that her stubborn nature was too strong to let
her simply give up and die the way Elnora had.  She would force herself to
take endless Contracts until she accepted the final, fateful one that would be
her last.  Like Cain had said, we all die like this one day. 


Mistral could
see her future stretching out before her, bleak and desolate to the day she
welcomed her warrior’s fate.  Leo’s words to them on their first day had
made it clear to them all what their fates were.


Leo … 


As Mistral
thought his name she knew with absolute certainty that her ambitious Training
Captain would never let her die, not if she had the Sight.  Even if she
was too wracked with grief to master her gift he would keep her imprisoned in
the Valley in the hope that she might recover one day and become of use to him
once more.  


Weak with
despair, Mistral leaned her hands against the kitchen table and stared blindly
at Cain’s worn leather saddlebag.  Her hands suddenly tightened on the
edge of the table, so hard that splinters dug into her skin but she wasn’t
aware of the pain, only the idea forming in her mind. 


Cain’s potion
kit.  


Her solution
was sitting there on the table, right before her eyes.  She wouldn’t have
to go on without Fabian.  She wouldn’t become a slave to Leo’s
ambition.  She could escape the emptiness of a life without Fabian.  


And be with
Fabian. 


Blinking back
the tears that threatened, Mistral suddenly knew what she had to do.  With
a trembling hand she slowly reached out and lifted the flap.  Moving
slowly, she slid her hand into the bag and felt around carefully for the
distinctively square shaped bottle that held Cain’s own potent brand of
poison.  Her answer.  Her escape.  


‘What are you
doing?’  


Cain’s soft
voice made her jump.  She spun round to see him standing near, regarding
her with suspicious eyes.


‘I – I was
looking for the bloodwort.  I thought we could try that again until the
twins got back,’ she lied quickly, keeping her gaze locked on his.


‘Liar.’
 Cain stepped past her and reaching into the bag.  ‘You were looking
for this weren’t you?’  he pulled out a black bottle of poison and held it
up, eyeing her accusingly.


Her gaze flickered
over the bottle in Cain’s hand then she suddenly lunged for it.


‘I never had
you down as weak Mistral!’  Cain hissed furiously, snatching the bottle
away.


‘Give it to
me!’  she screamed, clawing desperately for the bottle in Cain’s fist.


‘Don’t be
stupid!’  Cain shoved her to the floor, anger making him rough.  


Mistral’s
voice broke with tears of desperation, ‘I need it!’  


The door
banged open and the twins burst into the room, wide-eyed and breathless.


‘Here!’ 
Phantom strode over to Cain brandishing a large glass flask.  ‘Theriac!’


Cain took it
from him wordlessly.  Giving Mistral a furious look he turned away and ran
up the stairs.


Phantasm
watched Cain vanish up the stairs with a frown then walked over to gaze down at
Mistral, stricken-faced and sprawled on the floor.  He held his hand out
to pull her upright, ‘Just what has been going on here?’  he demanded in a
low voice.


‘I – I
–’  


‘What have you
done?’


‘Nothing!’ 



Fresh tears fell
from her eyes when she realised that Cain had taken the bottle of poison with
him.


‘Crying won’t
help.’  Phantasm said sharply.  ‘You’re stronger than this
Mistral!  He’s not dead yet!’


‘But he will
be soon!’


‘Have I missed
something?  Or does Theriac not cure all known poisons?’


Mistral wiped
her eyes on her shirt sleeve, ‘I think it’s too late!  He knew he was
going to die!  That’s why he wanted us to be married.  He wanted to
give me his name and make sure I would be provided for if he wasn’t around –’


‘That’s
ridiculous.  Not even Seers knows when ‘they are going to die.’


A heavy
silence fell between them while Phantasm continued to regard her through
narrowed eyes. 


‘No, that’s
not it,’ he said slowly.  ‘Something else has happened … tell me what!’


‘I’ll tell you
shall I?’  Cain said, walking up quietly behind them and placing the black
bottle of poison down on the table.  ‘She was after this.’


Phantasm
looked over at the bottle, his eyes widening in recognition. 


‘I’ve done all
I can.’ 


Cain picked up
the bottle and stored it away in his saddlebag.  Phantasm watched
Mistral’s eyes follow the bottle and he let out a low hiss of anger.


‘I can’t
believe you would even think that!’


Mistral looked
up, meeting his furious glare with defiance, ‘What?  Die instead of live a
miserable life without Fabian and be Leo’s pet?  Can’t you brother? 
Because I can!  And I will kill myself rather than accept that future!’


‘I won’t let
you give up that easily!  It will hurt if Mage De Winter dies, but
you will cope!  We will help you –’


‘Hurt? 
You’ve got no idea!  And just how do you think you could even begin to
help?  By forcing me to eat like you did last time and make me go on like
a living corpse?  No thanks!  I was in hell then and I’m damned well
not living a lifetime like that!  I’ve seen all I’ll ever be without
Fabian.  I won’t, I can’t be like that again.’


‘You haven’t Seen
anything yet Mistral!  You’re life isn’t over, it hasn’t even begun yet!’


The sound of
the door closing made them turn.  Cain had left.


Mistral stared
blankly at the closed door then turned back to Phantasm.  


‘I want you to
give Cirrus and Spirit back to the Equus … and Prospero too.  I know he’ll
be looked after in the Valley.’


Phantasm
grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her roughly, ‘Shut up Mistral!  I
will not listen to your last will and testament and I will not let you kill
yourself!’


‘And, this
house … I think that Cain should have it.’  Mistral continued in a flat
voice, gazing unseeingly past him out of the balcony doors.  ‘He can sell
it if he wants and buy that shop of his.  It’ll be my way of making it up
to him –’


‘I think that
you are being slightly premature in giving away our home.’


Mistral spun
around with a cry to see Fabian walking slowly down the stairs, his chest and
shoulder swathed in fresh bandages.


‘Fabian!’


Mistral
wrenched herself from Phantasm’s grasp and ran across the room, halting at the
bottom of the stairs.  She gazed at him wordlessly, disbelief and joy
mingling in her expression.  He smiled faintly and lifted a hand to touch
her face. 


‘If you no
longer require our presence, I think we should go.’  Phantasm said
stiffly.  


Mistral turned
to him, tears sliding down her face, ‘Wait brother – ’  


Phantasm
turned to his twin, ‘it’s time we left.’


Phantom moved
quietly over from the kitchen table, giving Mistral an angry look before he
followed his brother from the house.  The door banged shut behind them and
Mistral immediately turned back to gaze uncertainly at Fabian.


‘Are you
real?  Or am I dreaming?’  


Silently,
Fabian reached out and took her hand and pressed it against his warm
body.  She curled her fingers against his skin, feeling the warm pulse of
life beneath her touch.  Stepping into a dream, she moved closer, feeling
his arms wrap around her, careful in their hold.  She closed her eyes and
laid her head against his chest.  The bandages were rough beneath her
cheek, the flesh beyond warmed by the heart she could hear beating.  She
opened her eyes and gazed up at him.


‘You’re
alive.’  


‘Very much
so.  Now are you going to tell me what that was all about?’  


Guilt flooded
through the wonder on her face, ‘Do I have to?’ 


‘Yes, because
I already heard some of it and unless I was still delirious it sounded like you
were about to kill yourself.’


Unable to hold
his gaze, Mistral stared down at the floor.


‘Mistral? 
Please tell me that is not what you were going to do.’ 


‘I – I thought
you were going to die –’ 


‘Well that’s
immaterial since I’m obviously still alive.  Although I don’t feel in the
best of health right now.’


‘Oh
Fabian!  I’m so sorry!  Come and sit down, the fire is lit … I’ll get
you something to eat!’


Mistral
immediately began moving around the small kitchen, mechanically ladling out a
bowl of stew and filling a jug with water while her emotions rocketed from wild
elation to sheer panic as she alternated between the two realities of Fabian
alive and Fabian dead.  Hurrying over to where Fabian had settled himself
on the sofa, Mistral placed the food and jug of water on the low table in front
of him and perched on the arm of the sofa to watch him eat, satiating her gaze
on his living, breathing self.  He looked pale but his eyes were clear...
a sudden thought sprang into her mind.


‘How do you
feel?’ 


Fabian
shrugged and winced faintly at the movement, ‘Well, apart from having a sore
shoulder,’ he smiled ruefully down at the bandages wrapped around him. 
‘Not too bad, considering.’


Mistral nodded
and quickly dropped her gaze before he could read her expression.  As she
suspected, he was weaker than he would be normally, both physically and in his
resolve.  Mistral felt the beginnings of a plan to change their future
stirring in her mind. 


‘Wine?’ 
she asked leaping to her feet and walking towards the dresser.


‘No, thank
you.’  Fabian murmured, watching her thoughtfully while he took a drink of
water.


 ‘Well,
would you like me to fill you a bath then?’  she asked, moving to stand
closer to him again.


Fabian
regarded her attentively over the top of his cup then sighed and placed the cup
down, ‘No, what I would like is for you to sit down and tell me what happened
this afternoon.’


Mistral
gritted her teeth.  This was not part of her plan.  She took a deep
breath but could already feel her temper fraying. 


‘Where would
you like me to begin?’ she snapped.  ‘Perhaps with the part where Cain
thought you were going to die?  Or maybe the part where Cain told me you
definitely were going to die?’


Fabian reached
out suddenly and pulled her onto his lap.  She resisted for the briefest
part of a split-second then curled up against him with a defeated sigh.  


‘Mistral. 
I am not dead.  There is no point in speculating on what may have
happened.  I can understand your distress, but what I can’t understand is
why you felt the need to try and kill yourself.  I thought we had agreed
that you would use your new name to live if I were no longer able to take care
of you.’


There was a
whole world of argument Mistral could make to that statement but she went with
the one that leapt to her lips, petulant, irrational and so typically her. 


‘Don’t make me
sound like a kept woman Fabian!’ 


‘You know I
didn’t mean financially.’


‘And I don’t
like being made to sound like the type of female that lurches from disaster to disaster,
always in need of a knight in shining armour to save her either!’


Fabian sighed,
‘I don’t have any shining armour.’


Mistral
exhaled slowly to stop herself from really losing her temper.  She inhaled
again and drew in a deep lungful of his scent.  Warm, alive and right next
to her.  


Smiling
slightly, Mistral put her plan into action.  


Tilting her
head, she began gently kissing the edge of his jaw, reaching up to brush her
fingers across the unbandaged part of his chest, feeling him move and respond
to her touch, holding her more tightly.  Her pulse accelerated at the
sound of his breathing quickening.  She sat up slightly, kissing him
hungrily while she started to unbutton her shirt.


Fabian
immediately grabbed her hands and pulled them away, ‘What are you doing?’


She glared at
him, ‘Starting our life.  Right here and now.  This had been hell for
you and for me.  I know I couldn’t live without you Fabian, and I’m not
waiting till the Sight magically manifests itself in me before we can be
together.’


Fabian’s eyes
darkened with anger, ‘Today should have shown you the exact opposite
Mistral!  If the Divinus had not been able to hear Eximius’ thoughts the
Isle would have been unprotected and fallen effortlessly into the hands of
Rochfortes.  The Divinus cannot live for ever!  You need to master
your gift before his time draws to a close.’


‘Oh please
don’t give me a Leo-style “The Isle Needs You” speech!  Because, quite
frankly, I’m not up for being some kind of selfless martyr to the Isle! 
All I really want is you!’


‘You have a
rare gift.’  Fabian said more gently and began to do up the buttons on her
shirt.  ‘It has more far reaching consequences for every living being on
this Isle than I think you comprehend.  However, on a personal note I
don’t want to have to live without you either.  You were nearly killed in
that battle – again,’ he paused to give a sigh, ‘and it’s happening too
frequently for my liking.  The sooner you can take less dangerous work the
better as far as I’m concerned.’


‘I’m not going
to thank you for taking that arrow for me.’  Mistral snapped
stubbornly.  ‘You weren’t wearing armour!  I was!  I would have
been fine!’


Fabian did up
the last button on her shirt and met her angry gaze calmly, ‘No Mistral, you
would have died.  That arrow would have pierced your armour and then
you.  I know the only thing that kept me alive until Cain found the right
antidote was the Craft.’


‘You know
about that?’  Mistral stared at him, her stubbornness swiftly replaced by
surprise.


‘Of course I
do.  Why do you think I’ve had such little care for my life in the
past?  I hated the fact that I had some unwanted force trying to protect
me all the time.’


Mistral fought
back a grimace of irony: that was just how she felt about his overprotective
behaviour towards her.


‘Yes, I see
the irony there.  You can stop trying to hide it.’  


He smiled and
Mistral grinned, joy leaping in her heart as she gazed at her Mage,
alive.  Alive and hers.  Well, almost.   


‘Please can we
give up Sight now Fabian,’ she suddenly begged.  ‘I’ve really had
enough.  We’ve waited half a year now and nothing has changed with my
wretched gift!’  Seeing his face instantly set into the familiar stubborn
expression Mistral immediately changed tactics.  ‘And we are married now,
it is sort of expected of us,’ she tried hopefully. 


Fabian smiled
and stroked her cheek, ‘Yes, we are married.  Although our wedding night
will be memorable for all the wrong reasons.’


‘Oh I don’t
know.’  Mistral gave him a look from beneath her eyelashes.  ‘I got
to take your shirt off.  It wasn’t so bad.’


‘If only I had
been conscious for that part.’  Fabian murmured, running his fingers
lightly through her hair.  ‘Sadly, all I can remember is Cain pulling the
damned arrow out.  And believe me, I would rather remember your hands than
his.’


‘He saved your
life.’  Mistral said then sighed.  She had a lot a making up to do
with her brother.  And the twins. 


‘Yes.  I
think I can finally forgive him for giving you that manticore potion.  He
does seem to know his way around a brewing kit after all.’


Mistral smiled
sadly and laid her head against his uninjured shoulder.  She had no idea
how to put things right between her and her brothers.  She hoped that by
the time she returned to the Valley they would have forgiven her, or at the
least tried to understand how she felt.


‘Now.’
 Fabian looked at her intently.  ‘Tell me everything that has
happened since we left the battlefield.  Has there been any news of the
outcome?’


Mistral
blinked.  She had forgotten all about the fight for the control of the
Isle.  


‘We left as
Leo was organising a second wave.  The Council were about to enter the
battle with them, but you know the Ri had already pretty much won it in the
first round.’


Fabian grunted,
‘Standard glory-seeking Council tactics.  Allow others to do the work then
sweep down in the dying throes to claim victory.  I am sure it went down
well with the Ri.’


‘Nothing the
Council does goes down well with the Ri.  But I think they’d rather have
this one than the Rochfortes.’


‘So it’s a
case of better the pompous over-bearing Mages they know is it?’  


Mistral
laughed, ‘Does nothing escape your hearing?’  


‘Rarely.’
 Fabian said so quietly that Mistral glanced up to see his eyes were
closed and he was nearly asleep.


Giving a deep
sigh she rested her head against him and allowed her exhausted mind to drift
towards sleep.  The unknown outcome of the battle, returning to the
Valley, gaining Sight – it could all wait.  Nothing was more important than
this one moment of peace with her Mage.











Face the Music





Mistral slept
dreamlessly and woke to the blissful realisation that she was curled up against
Fabian in their small house.  Blinking and yawning, she tilted her head up
to see that he was still asleep.  The deathly pallor of the previous day
had left his skin.  He looked remarkably well considering that he had
nearly died only a few short hours ago.  


Sliding
carefully from the sofa, Mistral padded softly over to the kitchen and fed the
last of the stew to Prospero before she began to prepare breakfast. 
Lifting a heavy frying pan out of one of the cupboards as quietly as she could,
Mistral broke some eggs and left them to cook while she sliced some ham.  


The sound of
the latch being raised on the front door made her instantly reach for her
dagger.  She spun around with it held ready and was astounded to meet the
ice-blue gaze of Leo entering the room.


‘Is that how
you welcome all of your guests?’  he enquired coldly. 


Closing the
door behind him he strode across to the fire and sat, uninvited, in one of the
armchairs.


‘Hello Leo.’ 


Mistral heard
Fabian’s voice quietly greet his brother while she silently returned to
preparing breakfast.


‘Fabian.’
 Leo returned the greeting curtly.  ‘You survived I see.’


‘Evidently. 
What news do you bring?’


‘The
Rochfortes were repelled.  The Council have claimed a unanimous victory.’


‘How gallant
of them.’ 


‘Eximius has
yet to return and in the meantime Putreo is making a case for holding a round
of elections for a new Council Head.  He claims that Eximius should not
have left the Isle undefended in such dangerous times.’


Fabian gave a
mirthless laugh, ‘Dangerous times that he helped to orchestrate!’


‘Maybe so,
however, these are dangerous times and I would prefer it if Mistral returned to
the protection of the Valley until events have been settled.’


A short
silence fell.  Mistral moved over to the dresser and collected two plates,
hesitating for just a moment before collecting a third.  She supposed it would
be rude not to feed her brother-in-law as well.  


Fabian spoke
again, his voice was dangerously quiet, ‘I do not think I like you ordering my
wife where to be.’   


‘She is an
apprentice to the Ri first Fabian, do not forget that!’


‘She is
also in the room.’  Mistral slammed two plates of meat and eggs on the
table between the two stony-faced brothers.  ‘Breakfast!’  she
announced unnecessarily and marched off back to the kitchen to eat by herself.


The plates of food
sat untouched between them while Fabian and Leo continued to glare at each
other.


‘Tell me you
have not forgotten your promise.’ 


Fabian’s eyes
flashed with fury, ‘I forget nothing Leo!  It is you that is forgetting
your place!  You dare to come into our home and remind me of how to
behave?’


‘No, I remind
you of your promise of how to behave!’  Leo snapped back. 


Mistral rolled
her eyes and banged her plate down noisily in the sink.  She felt like a
prize catch being fought over by two terriers.  


‘I’m going to
see to the horses,’ she announced in the frosty silence that had fallen and
stalked out of the house with Prospero following closely at her heels. 


She took her
time checking over Cirrus and Spirit, running her hands over their legs to feel
for the tell-tale heat of an injury.  Apart from a few superficial cuts
and the fact that both the horses were tired, they were relatively unscathed by
the battle and long ride.  


‘I think it’s
time we made our exit.’ 


Quickly
saddling Cirrus she realised that she would be leaving without her saddlebag
and weapons.  She deliberated going back to retrieve them but the thought
of seeing Leo’s face in the private sanctuary of her home was more than she
could bear.  Consoling herself with the dagger she always kept tucked in
the back of her belt she mounted up and whistled Prospero.  With her dog
trotting by her side she pushed Cirrus into a weary trot and left the
courtyard, letting her anger mask the sadness she always felt whenever she left
her home behind her and headed back to the Valley.


Cirrus was
sore, forcing Mistral to travel at a slower pace than usual and it took until
mid-morning to reach the meadows bordering the Valley.  She kicked Cirrus
into a stiff canter and entered through the North Gate.  The guard on duty
nodded impassively.  Glad not to hear the warning bell toll at her arrival
Mistral rode down to the village square and reined to a halt, feeling suddenly
apprehensive.  She glanced over at the Training Arena where the first
years were drilling and was relieved not to see the blonde heads of the twins
amongst them.  She had hoped to avoid any of her brothers before at least
managing to have a shower and, for once, it looked like she was in luck.  


After quickly
stabling Cirrus, Mistral ran up the path to the dorms, sprinting up the stairs
to grab some clean clothes from her room she left Prospero sprawled across her
bed and ran straight to the bathroom to throw herself into a cold shower. 
The ice-cold needles of water blasted her skin and cleared her mind of any
lingering irritation at Leo and Fabian.  Now that she had calmed down she
sorely regretted leaving without her saddlebag and weapons but was comforted by
having a valid excuse to ride back and pick them up.  Smiling at the
prospect of seeing Fabian again, she dried herself vigorously and dragged on
her clean clothes.  She glanced quickly at her reflection in the mirror
and did a rapid double-take.  Discounting the bruising and cuts on her
face, she stared instead at her hair.  Phantasm had cut quite a lot
off.  She shrugged and turned away, at least now it wouldn’t get in the
way of her swords.  A flash of metal caught her eye.  She looked down
at the cause.  The wedding ring on her finger.  White gold and black
diamonds.  It had probably cost more money than she had ever seen. 
The more she looked at it the heavier it seemed to become until it felt as
though she would barely be able to drag her hand from the side of the
sink.  It was a strange concept to her, almost like a mark of ownership. 



Mistral felt
suddenly weary of being a possession, owned by Fabian, by Leo, by her
destiny.  She stared at her reflection again and longed for freedom,
wondering idly how far she would manage to get before the invisible bond
between her and Fabian drew tight and snapped her back to his side again. 



Not far. 
She was already suffering pangs of remorse over letting her temper get the
better of her and riding off.  Still, she reasoned, it had been either
that or sit there and listen to Leo and Fabian squabble over her like some
jealously guarded toy.


Lifting her
chin, she fixed her reflection with a determined look.  She was not a
possession.  She met her reflection’s proud stare and grimaced.  No,
she was not a possession but she was in the uncomfortable position of having
upset at least three of her brothers.  Mistral blew out her cheeks and
drummed her fingers against the cold stone sink.  This one probably wasn’t
going to go away on its own.  Swearing under her breath she came to the
grim realisation that she had some serious explaining to do and, perish the
thought, maybe even some apologising as well.  Mistral gave her glum-faced
reflection a hard look.  It was time to face the music. 


First, the
twins.  It was a Tuesday and they were not in the Training Arena which
left only two other possibilities.  She decided to try the least painful
one first.


The polished
wooden door was answered on her third knock.  The flushed face of Mycroft
Casterton spoke clearly of a being roused from a nap so the twins were definitely
not there then, unless Mycroft had made the mistake of allowing Phantom to talk
about sorcering bloodlines in which case she could only sympathise with the
portly master.


‘My apologies
Master Casterton, I was looking for the twins.  They’re not with you I
presume?’ she enquired politely.


‘No, they are
not!  And I am rather busy at the moment!’  Mycroft blustered. 
Clearly annoyed at being woken he shut the door smartly in her face.


‘Huh. 
Busy doing nothing.’  Mistral turned from his door and ran back down the
stairs.  She strode along the corridor to the next flight and ran up
them.  A black wooden door loomed ominously in front of her as she rounded
the last bend in the stairs.  


Here goes
my pride.  


Mistral rapped
grimly on the door.  It was promptly opened by the sharp featured Malachi
Nox.  He did not speak but raised an eyebrow in an expression of cold
surprise.


‘Master Nox, I
was looking for the twins –’


‘Not here,’ he
said crisply and shut the door in her face.


Mistral
exhaled angrily and glared at the wood an inch from her face while she toyed
with the idea of kicking it in a childish tantrum.  Managing to limit her
temper to muttering a few well-chosen words about Malachi Nox she turned and
walked back down the stairs, suddenly puzzled as to where else the twins could
be.  The Infirmary, maybe?  Phantom did have a cut that might have
needing stitching, but that was over a day ago.  Even taking into account
his delicate constitution Mistral doubted that it would have warranted an
overnight stay.  However, this was Phantom and she was getting
desperate.  What else could she do but try?  


Mistral was
rewarded with a lecture from Serenity on leaving the Infirmary before she had
been discharged after her episode with the cyclops.  Mistral pretended to
listen and made the correct noises of apology while she wondered where on earth
the twins had got to.


Disheartened,
Mistral found herself walking down to The Cloak and Dagger.  It was nearly
lunchtime, maybe the twins were in there.  She pushed opened the door and
quickly started to back out again.  All of her brothers were gathered
playing cards.  Grendel was occupying one whole side of a table and had a
huge double-handled tankard in front of him.  Mistral could see that he
had several deep cuts to his face and arms he not bothered to have
treated.  Brutus and Xerxes were unscathed, their long hair tied back to
reveal looks of intense concentration while they studied their cards. 
Saul had his arm in a sling and several cuts and grazes to his face and Cain …
Cain was staring straight at her with an expression bordering on
contempt.  


‘Still alive
then?’  


Mistral took a
faltering step back into the tavern, ‘Er, about that –’ 


‘Weren’t you content
with being the centre of attention at your wedding Mistral?  Did you fancy
starring in a funeral as well?’


‘Cain. 
Please can we talk about this?’  Mistral pleaded quietly.  


Cain looked at
her coldly.  She could feel his disgust reflected in the faces of her
brothers.  She didn’t dare look at any of them, least of all Saul. 
He must really hate her now, or at the very least think her utterly weak. 
He had managed to cope with her rejecting him and had even attended her
wedding, whilst at the first sign of a life without her Mage she had been
looking to end it all.


‘I’m not
asking you to forgive me, but can you please try to understand?’ 


‘Oh don’t look
at me like that!’  Cain snapped.  ‘I’m not your Mage!  He might
forgive you your temper tantrums and drama queen routines easily but I
won’t!  You’re not the person I thought you were Mistral.’


Mistral felt
her anger flare in response to his harsh words, ‘Come on Cain!  You told
me he was going to die!  What the hell do I have to live for without him?’


‘Us!’ 
Xerxes burst furiously.  ‘Or now you’re married doesn’t the brotherhood of
the Ri mean anything to you, sister?’


‘Don’t you
dare pull that one on me Xerxes!  You could never understand how I feel!’


‘Oh?  And
why is that?’  


‘Because you
could never love anyone but yourself!’  


Xerxes shook
his head angrily, ‘Do you think you have the sole rights to being in
love?  That no-one else has ever felt the way you do?  When Cain told
us what you were going to do I couldn’t believe it.  I know you’re hot-headed,
but not stupid!  But you know what Mistral?  I’ve seen another side
to you now.  You’re not only stupid but selfish too.’


‘And you are
no brother of mine!’  Mistral snarled and stormed from the tavern.


Leaving the
door to slam behind her she strode across the square, breathing heavily, not
really noticing where her feet were taking her as she seethed with anger at
Xerxes’ words.  Before she realised it she was in the stables reaching for
Cirrus’ bridle and saddle.


‘I don’t think
so!’


Mistral spun
round to meet the baleful stare of the Equus.


‘I need to go
out on my horse!’  Mistral snapped.


‘That horse is
going nowhere.  He’s been ridden into the ground and needs rest.’ 
Clovis growled then eyed her furious face.  ‘Hmph.  If you really
need to get out you can take one of the herd – only don’t ride it like you do
your horse and I want it back in one piece!’ he yelled after her but she was
already running over to the paddock.  


Throwing her
saddle over the first horse that didn’t shy away from her Mistral tightened the
girth and looked it over disinterestedly.  It was a bright chestnut
gelding, slightly built and not a horse she would normally have looked at twice
but she needed to get out of the Valley and he was her only option. 
Easily persuading the horse to dip his head and submit to having the bridle
slipped over his head, Mistral quickly adjusted the straps and threw herself
into the saddle.  Pulling the horse around she kicked it into a gallop up
the path towards the North Gate.  


She left the
Valley and burst out into the meadows, digging her heels into the horse and
asking for more, needing the oblivion of reckless speed to erase the anger and
hurt of Xerxes’ words.  The gelding was quick and responded easily to her
touch but he was not the powerfully built, wilful creature that Cirrus was and
offered her no challenge.  Mistral quickly found there was little thrill
in mastering a horse that would readily submit to her every whim and headed him
towards the treeline in the hope of finding suitable prey to hunt. 


She rode
deeper into the forests, oblivious to the beauty of the spring buds and the
sunlight filtering through the branches.  She neither cared nor noticed
the direction she was taking, her mind too full of angry words she wished she’d
said to Xerxes.  Selfish?  Her?  Hadn’t she treated his back
when Cain had refused?  Hadn’t she, a woman, been unoffended by his
mistreatment of the village girls?  He had been married at least twice and
freely admitted that it meant nothing to him.  He no more understood how
she felt about Fabian than he did the concept of monogamy!


Mistral wished
that she’d met with the twins before running into the others and found herself
directing her anger at them instead.  If they hadn’t been so damned
elusive she would’ve been able to explain herself to them.  They would
have taken her side, eventually – and then she wouldn’t have been so completely
outnumbered by her brothers.


Brothers!


She spat
angrily on the ground.  


They were no
brothers of hers.


A heavy
rustling on her right made her rein the horse in tightly.  She held her
breath, eyes wide and ears straining as she slowly reached round to grab her
dagger from the back of her belt.  Hopefully it would be something that
would put up a bit of a fight.  A sabre-tusked boar maybe …


The rustling
increased and something heavy moved through the undergrowth towards her. 
Mistral tensed expectantly, ready to leap from the horse and throw herself at
whatever appeared but was totally unprepared for what came into view.  Her
mouth dropped open in amazement as Count Putreo Darke rode through the thick
shrubs and reined to a halt.  Dusting leaf debris from his robes he gazed
disdainfully at her and called out to someone behind him.


‘Is that
her?’  he enquired in a bored sounding voice.  ‘These dirty
half-breed warriors all look the same to me.’


A drawling
voice Mistral had sincerely hoped never to hear again spoke after letting out
an irritating high-pitched peal of laughter.


‘Looking
delightfully dishevelled and scowling?  Oh yes.  That’s her.’ 
Golden urged a fine grey mare through the undergrowth and halted beside her
husband, her eyes gleaming maliciously. 


Putreo
abruptly turned in the saddle and called loudly, ‘Columbine.  If you could
please.’


Shocked into a
statue-like state by the bizarre arrival of a councillor and his wife in the
middle of the forests, the sound of Columbine’s name was an abrupt wake-up call
to Mistral.  She snarled, locking gazes with Columbine’s malevolent black
stare then felt a sudden stabbing sensation in her arm.  With a gasp of
pain Mistral stared down to see a small crossbow bolt sticking out of her
forearm.


‘What the –?’
she managed to exclaim before a wave of blackness crashed over her and she fell
heavily to the ground, already unconscious. 


 


The twins
strolled into The Cloak and Dagger to find the others playing cards in virtual
silence.  They continued on to the bar and leaned against it casually
while they waited to be served.  


‘Cheerful
looking today aren’t they?’  Phantom remarked to his brother.


‘Very. 
Did you hear Prospero whining in Mistral’s room when we went past?’


‘Was that what
it was?  I never like to listen too closely at her door these days.’


 ‘Bad
habit brother.’  Phantasm chided in a low voice.  ‘But it does mean
that she’s back in the Valley, I wonder if they have faces like that because
they’ve seen her.’


‘Let’s find
out.’  Phantom whispered eagerly. 


‘Let’s. 
Xerxes?’  Phantasm called across the bar. 


‘What is it
Phantasm?  Only I’m busy losing my last Contract to that cheating hob you
see before me.’


‘I am sorry to
hear that, but have you seen Mistral today?’  


‘Don’t mention
her to me.’  Xerxes growled, his eyes flashing dangerously. 


‘I’ll take
that as a yes then.  Where is she now?’


‘Don’t know,
don’t care.’  Xerxes stated flatly. 


‘Well maybe
you should Xerxes, because I am also looking for her.’


They all
turned to see Leo Sphinx stood in the doorway.


‘Sorry Master
Sphinx but I really can’t help you.  She was here, then she went.’ 


‘Where?’ 
Leo demanded coldly.


Xerxes shrugged,
‘No idea.’


‘You could try
the stables.’  Saul suggested quietly.  ‘She might have wanted to go
out for a ride.  She was a bit angry.’


‘And why,
exactly, would she be angry?’  


 Xerxes
kept his eyes fixed on his hand of cards, ‘Not my problem.’  


‘It is
now!  Answer me Xerxes or face my wrath!’  


Xerxes lifted
his gaze to meet Leo’s furious glare, his muttered admittance reluctant, ‘We
argued.’ 


‘About?’ 



‘Events that
really have no bearing on her training.’ 


‘That is for
me to decide!’


‘It’s not for me
to say.’  Xerxes scowled.  ‘Mage De Winter will tell you.’


Leo glared at
Xerxes in furious silence before abruptly turning on his heel and storming from
the tavern, slamming the door loudly behind him.


‘That’s twice
that’s happened today.  At this rate Floris is going to need a new
door.’  Cain remarked mildly.


‘Nice to see
that even when she’s not around Mistral can still give Leo palpitations.’
 Brutus said with a smile. 


‘She can steer
clear of the Valley as long as I’m in it.’  Xerxes growled.


The twins
retrieved their drinks from Floris and walked over to join them.


‘I assume you
had words about yesterday?’  Phantasm asked Xerxes in a casual voice.


‘Just a few.’
 Xerxes shook his head disgustedly, keeping his gaze fixed on his
cards.  


‘Where have you
been anyway?’  Cain asked with a frown.  ‘I had to report to His
Holiness the Leo on my own because I couldn’t find you, which you owe me for by
the way since I had to lie as to why Mistral hadn’t come back with us. 
I’m a very good liar, but our esteemed Captain seems to have some built in lie
detector, plus he’s very touchy about her and Mage De Winter isn’t he?  He
questioned me for ages!’


‘So sorry.’
 Phantasm apologised lightly.  ‘But we really did have to see the
Divinus.’


They all
looked at the twins with undisguised surprise.  


‘What
about?’  Brutus asked curiously.  


‘Mistral.’ 



Xerxes snorted
and returned his attention to the card game.  There was a brief silence
while they continued to play until Saul suddenly looked up, his face carefully
expressionless. 


‘What did he
say?’  


‘Thank you
Saul, for showing the concern due to a sister who has just threatened to take
her own life.’


Cain and
Xerxes shared scornful looks and shook their heads.


‘She’s just
playing up, as usual.’  Xerxes muttered.  


‘Oh, and
that’s so like Mistral isn’t it?  To want to die by her own hand, not by
trying to kill something twice her size?’


Xerxes looked
slightly uncomfortable, ‘Well, she has just got married.  And we all know
about the ban on her love life, it’s bound to be having some effect on her.’


‘Love life,
yes, interesting you should mention that.  Did you know that the Mage De
Winter and Mistral are actually Bonded?’  Phantasm asked lightly.


There was a
long pause while they all stared at him incredulously.


‘Bonded?’ 
Cain echoed disbelievingly.  ‘As in souls joining eternally?  Cannot
be separated on pain of death, and all that other mad sounding stuff?’


Phantasm
nodded calmly.


Brutus blew
his cheeks out, ‘Well it certainly explains why she behaves like she does around
him!’  


‘And why he
lets her get away with such outrageous behaviour.’  Xerxes agreed with a
frown.


‘And why she
nearly died last year from pining for him.’  Saul said quietly, not
lifting his eyes from his cards. 


‘Oh, I’d forgotten
she went a bit strange last year!’


‘Was that
because of him?  I thought she’d just picked up a foreign illness on that
Desert Lands Contract.’


‘Why didn’t
she say?’  Cain demanded.


‘Why should
she have to?’  Phantasm retorted.  


‘Because we’re
her brothers!’  


‘Are you
really?’  Phantasm asked softly, his green gaze boring into Cain’s angry
glare.  ‘You were a bit quick to judge her yesterday.’


‘And you
weren’t?’


‘I admit I was
angry, but I soon realised that she wouldn’t normally behave in that way. 
Mistral will always fight for what she wants.’


‘I can’t tell
you how many bets I’ve won on that girl’s temper.’  Xerxes said with a
fond smile.


‘Thank you for
that constructive comment Xerxes, I’ll be sure to pass your gratitude on. 
But what I was trying to say is that Mistral will always fight and yesterday,
well –’


‘She wanted to
die.’  Cain finished quietly.  ‘You’re right, I was so angry with her
I didn’t realise that it was completely unlike her.  If she’d ranted and
torn the house apart or even grabbed her poisoned Mage and shaken him to death
for daring to die on her it would have been more like her than to try and steal
poison from my bag.’


The door
banged open to reveal the dark, lean figure of Fabian in the doorway.  


‘Tell me what
you said to Mistral.’ 


‘Mage De
Winter!  We may have, er, upset her a little.’  Cain began
quickly.  ‘A slight misunderstanding about the true nature of her – well,
that is to say, your situation led to a few harsh words and –’


‘I am grateful
to you for saving my life Cain.  However, my patience is fairly thin so
please get to the point.’ 


‘Sorry. 
We fell out – about yesterday – and she stormed off.  We really have no
idea where she went.’


Fabian crossed
the tavern in four long strides and towered over the warriors, his pale face
rigid with barely controlled rage. 


‘Tell me what
was said!’  


A heavy
silence fell. 


‘I may have
called her stupid … and selfish.’  Xerxes finally muttered. 


‘And how did
she respond?’


‘Er, she said
I was no brother of hers and ... and then she left.’


‘She normally
takes Cirrus out when she’s that angry.’  Saul ventured, not quite meeting
Fabian’s eyes.


‘Thank you, I
never realised.’  Fabian responded in a cold voice.  ‘However Cirrus
is in his stall.  I have all of her weapons and her dog was shut in her
room.’


‘So she’s
still in the Valley.  She’ll come back when she’s got over her sulk.’
 Xerxes gave a shrug.  ‘I really can’t see what all the fuss is
about.’


The twins
shrank back slightly as Fabian seemed to swell with rage and even Xerxes
realised he had overstepped the mark when he glanced up to meet Fabian’s flat
black stare.


‘I only meant
that she can’t have gone far!’  he amended quickly. 


‘Oh, but she
has.  Unarmed and without her dog.  Clovis tells me that she took one
of the Ri herd and left two hours ago!’


Brutus gave a
relieved shake of his head, ‘That’s not long for Mistral.  She’ll have
gone hunting.’  


‘With no
weapons?’


‘Very
Mistral.’  Brutus nodded.  ‘Especially if she was angry.’


Fabian drew in
a deep breath and let it out slowly, ‘I have no idea why she is so loyal to you
all when you obviously have no care for her life at all.’


‘I –’ Cain
began but Fabian cut him off with a curt gesture.


‘Are you aware
Antoine Rochforte was killed with Mistral’s throwing knife?’


They shared
perplexed looks and nodded uncertainly.  


‘And with this
knowledge did you pause to consider the possibility of the cousins seeking
revenge for the loss of the head of their tribe?’


Xerxes
frowned, ‘But the Rochfortes were repelled at Holdridge.’  


‘Maybe so, but
neither Christophe nor Etienne Rochforte were amongst the slain or the
captured.  The Council have secured all four sailing ships and still not
located them.  We can only assume that they, and however many soldiers
they took with them, are now loose on the Isle.’


A heavy
silence fell, full of shared grimaces.  Only Mistral could go hunting with
no weapons, no dog and not on her usual fiery, powerful horse when a group of
Rochfortes bent of avenging their dead comrade were after her blood.


‘Oh dear.’
 Phantom sighed quietly. 


 











Torture





Mistral woke
with a groan.  Her head was pounding and her throat felt like she had
drunk a cup of sand.  She tried to open her eyes but the room span
sickeningly.  Retching, she rolled onto her side to realise that her hands
were tied behind her back and her ankles were bound together.


After a few
moments she became aware of the coldness of the stone floor beneath her. 
She opened her eyes a fraction but couldn’t see anything in the pitch black. 
She drew in another breath and tasted damp and mould on her tongue.  She
was in a cellar.  She frowned and tried to recall how she had ended up
there and groaned as another wave of nausea washed over her.  Breathing
slowly through her mouth, Mistral waited until it passed then used her elbows
to push herself into a sitting position.  Closing her eyes against another
attack of vertigo, she leaned back against the wall behind her and forced her
drugged mind to work.


She could
remember being furious with Xerxes and borrowing a Ri horse … then riding out
of the Valley … the forests, she could remember riding through the forests and
then … then there was nothing, only a big blank haze.  


The creak of a
door opening made her look up.  In the faint light of a single candle
Mistral saw the robed figure of Count Putreo Darke entering the cellar.


‘Ah,
finally.  I was beginning to worry that my bodyguard had overdone the
mix.  She does rather want to kill you and I feared that she might have
given in to temptation.’


Mistral stared
at him.  Putreo!  The image of him and Golden in the forests came
flooding back to her followed by the ugly features of the one person that
refused to leave her be. 


‘Columbine!’ 



‘Yes.  A
rather unattractive creature I will admit, but most effective.  And one
who seems to know you well.  She swore you would be easy to find.  I
was rather hoping we would have to kill De Winter to get to you, but instead
you obligingly delivered yourself to us.  It was,’ he paused and sighed
theatrically, ‘almost too easy.’


Mistral felt
her racing heart falter.  She was unarmed, bound hand and foot and didn’t
even know where she was.  She watched warily while Putreo closed the door
and turned to scrutinise her closely. 


‘If only I had
known how valuable you were going to be when De Winter brought you to the
Council I could have been saved all this ... trouble.’  Putreo cast a
disdainful glance around the damp cellar.  ‘However,’ he looked at her
again, ‘it seems you have suddenly become a most strategic creature to own.’


Mistral said
nothing but gave him a look of undisguised loathing.  


‘Oh yes. 
I can see that you have spirit.’  Putreo murmured, watching her face
carefully.  ‘But that can be broken, and then we will use your Sight to help
the Rochfortes take their rightful place as the ruling power on the Isle.’


Mistral stared
at him in astonishment, ‘You’re insane!  I can’t!  I don’t have the
Sight!  And even if I did, I would never do that!’ 


Putreo sighed
softly, ‘Oh but you will, however, you probably won’t be able to realise it by
the time you do.  Minds can stand to be torn apart in ways the body
cannot.  We will simply have to destroy your will then free your gift,
gouge it from your mind, if you will.  Consider it an involuntary
liberation.’


Mistral forced
a dry swallow and stared at him while he casually brushed a speck of dirt from
his long robes. 


‘Of course,
the cousins wanted you dead until I informed them of your rather unusual
abilities.  They have since come to realise that you would be of more use
to them still breathing.’


Putreo tilted
his head on one side and regarded her dispassionately, ‘Etienne has some rather
archaic ideas about how to persuade you to release your gift, but I do not
think that you are the type to be afraid of physical violence.  No,’ he
mused more softly, his eye falling on her left hand.  ‘I think something
subtle will be effective.  Something closer to the heart.’


Mistral
realised with a burst of horror that Putreo had seen her wedding ring. 
She bit down hard on the inside of her lips to stop herself from begging him
not to hurt Fabian.  


‘Ah, I was
right.’  Putreo gave a satisfied smile.  ‘I can see that hurting De
Winter rather than you would be more effective.’  


Mistral jerked
her gaze up to meet his lazy look and snarled, ‘I’d like to see you try!’ 



‘Oh, and you
will,’ he murmured coldly.  ‘Over and over again.’


Mistral
screamed at him, incandescent with helpless rage as she struggled against the
ropes binding her wrists.  Laughing softly, Putreo turned and walked from
the cellar, closing the door quietly behind him and leaving her shouting
uselessly in the dark.


Breathing hard
Mistral began to force her wrists to move, trying to loosen the ropes biting
into her wrists, twisting furiously them until she felt blood running over her
hands, but the ropes remained tightly knotted.  She had no idea how long
she was left alone in the dark cellar.  She cursed and struggled futilely
against her bonds, shouting abuse at the closed door and demanding to be
released. 


‘I will kill
you!’  she finally screamed at the closed door.


A tinkling
peal of laughter rang out from the other side.  Mistral froze, listening
to the protesting rasp of the door being unbolted. 


‘Oh no, you
won’t, Mistral.  However, I rather think you will want to soon.’
 Golden smiled and swayed into the room carrying a candle before
her.  


She closed the
door behind her and turned to look at Mistral, the dim glow of the candle
throwing light over the sculptured planes of her perfect face.


‘Missed
me?’  she enquired, arching a perfect eyebrow.


Baring her
teeth in a vicious snarl Mistral began to struggle against her ropes again,
feeling the sharp sting of the wounds rubbing against the harsh rope and the
trickle of fresh blood.  


Golden suddenly
strode forwards and crouched down in front of Mistral, so close that she could
see the carefully applied make-up around her blue eyes and smell the heavy
scent of her perfume.


‘Do you know
how many nights I had to lie in his bed listening to him talk about how your
gift would change everything?’  


Golden’s
perfect face contorted into a mask of bitter rage as she glared into Mistral’s
eyes and continued to speak in a harsh whisper.  


‘I detested
you!  Leo indulged your foul moods and trouble-making while you continued
to shun your gift!  Wanting so much to be a warrior while all the time you
had at your fingertips a gift that would guarantee you power and wealth! 
Look at you!  You can’t even be bothered to use it now to save your own
life!  You’re pathetic!’ 


Golden spat on
the floor and swept away, pacing agitatedly around the cellar.


‘I even used
to wonder why he didn’t take you for his own!  Oh, I know I’m more
beautiful than you.’ she paused and stared contemptuously down at
Mistral.  ‘But with Leo it was always about the power … and when he
found out about you and that tormented Mage you adore so much he went
crazy!  Shouting and ranting about De Winter meddling in his plans for the
future, how he could ruin everything with his passion!


‘When Leo explained
to me that you two couldn’t be together or your gift would vanish in a puff of
smoke along with your precious innocence, how I laughed!  You were to be
denied the one thing that gave me more power than you!  But it obsessed
him.  He became paranoid that you were too headstrong.’


Golden paused
and stared at Mistral, her eyes glittering with hatred, ‘I was lowered to
becoming jealous of you!  You!  With that lovesick yarthkin lingering
in the shadows and a tortured Mage burning with unfulfilled desire! 
Because of you I made that one mistake that Leo’s damnable pride wouldn’t allow
him to forgive … despite my best efforts.’


Golden
suddenly threw back her head and laughed; a discordant peal of notes that set
Mistral’s teeth on edge.


‘But look at me
now!’ she tilted her chin haughtily.  ‘A Countess!  I suppose
I should really thank you for driving me to make that stupid mistake.
 Well, let me show you how grateful I can be –’


Mistral stared
at her silently and suddenly wondered if Golden was slightly insane. 


‘There’s
someone I think you’d like to see.’


Golden’s soft
voice was followed by the door opening.  Mistral’s heart lurched as the
familiar tall figure loped towards her with a welcoming smile and open arms.


‘No!’  


Mistral’s
scream of horror reverberated off the stone walls of the cellar as Golden
stepped forward and plunged Mistral’s dagger straight into Fabian’s neck. 
He fell to his knees, his velvet eyes fixed on hers with a look of such
beseeching agony that Mistral cried out again.


‘Please! 
No!’ she sobbed desperately and crawled awkwardly towards his fallen body,
staring into his eyes to see the light fade from them, leaving them flat and
lifeless.


‘I will kill
you!’  Mistral screamed into Golden’s laughing face while she knelt over
Fabian’s dead body.


‘Yes, I think
you really would, so I suppose I should remove any temptation.’  Golden
said quietly and quickly bent to pull Mistral’s dagger from Fabian’s
neck.  Instantly the figure on the floor shimmered and faded, leaving
nothing behind but the tell-tale scent of ozone in the air. 


Mistral gasped
in relief.  It had just been an illusion.  But her relief quickly
turned to dread.  She stared in horrified silence at Golden, knowing how
they were going to try and break her will.


Time did not exist
in the dimly lit cellar while Mistral watched an endless procession of Fabians
enter the room to die by Golden’s hand in a variety of heart-wrenching
ways.  Even though she knew that each one was only an image conjured to
fool her she could not help but react.  Her heart leapt for joy every time
the door opened to reveal him standing there, only to be overwhelmed with
sickening fear at the knowledge of what was about to happen.


She shouted
useless warnings to each of the Fabians until her throat was ragged and her
voice hoarse.  She cursed and swore at Golden and made solemn promises to
end her life to which Golden simply laughed and killed the man she loved before
her eyes.


‘I’m bored of
this.  Your Mage is too easy to kill.  I think it’s time I tried
something different.’  Golden declared and turned to the door.  ‘Come
in.’ she smiled seductively at Fabian when he entered through the door, her
eyes on Mistral to watch her reaction.  ‘My love.’


Mistral
screamed in fury when Golden kissed Fabian then began to sob when he returned
her embrace.  Golden threw Mistral a wink and began to unbutton Fabian’s
shirt, revealing the skin that Mistral was forbidden to touch. 


‘No scar,
there’s no scar, no scar, no scar –’ 


Mistral
repeated the refrain under her breath when Golden dropped Fabian’s shirt to the
floor and ran her hands across the bare torso of her Mage.  Screwing her
eyes up tightly to shut out the image before she repeated the words to herself,
forcing her mind to reject the fallacy and embrace the truth.  It was an
illusion, no more.  The fresh scar of the arrow wound that Mistral had
stitched on Fabian’s shoulder was absent from the figure before her.


‘Well it’s no
fun if you’re not going to watch.’  Golden sighed.  ‘I suppose I
shall just have to kill this one as well then shall I?’


After that
Mistral refused to open her eyes so Golden began to order the Fabians to talk
to her, telling her that they no longer loved her and were leaving her here to
die, cold and alone in a cellar.


Mistral tried
to block out the false words his velvet voice whispered in her ear but her
hands were tied and she couldn’t cover her ears.  Tears streamed silently
down her face as she was forced to listen to his rejection and betrayal of her
love over and over again.  She tried to focus on other sounds in the
cellar, the scratching of mice in the dark corners and Golden’s ringing
laughter, but his voice cut though them all, carving their cruel words deep
into her soul. 


 


‘She is
conscious now,’ the Divinus sighed softly.


Leo and Fabian
spun to face the fragile figure sat on the throne-like wooden chair in the
centre of the room.  


‘Where is
she?’  Fabian demanded in a hard voice. 


‘Fabian!’ 
Leo warned sharply.


‘She is in
blackness –’


‘What is she
thinking?’  Fabian demanded urgently, his hands balled into tense fists by
his side.


‘She is
confused … the floor is cold and hard … damp … she thinks she is in a cellar –’


‘A cellar!’


‘I will order
a search of all of the homes in the Valley and the villages nearby
immediately!’


Leo strode
from the room leaving Fabian alone with the Divinus.


‘What is she
thinking now!’  Fabian cried and stared desperately into the blind gaze of
the Divinus.


‘She is
waiting … there is nothing  … she cannot remember how she came to be there
–’


‘Tell me about
the room!’  Fabian shouted in frustration.


‘She is in
blackness.’


‘I know
that!  But there must be something!’ he cried and spun to stare out of the
dusty window, staring unseeingly out at the view across the Valley.


A long silence
fell before the Divinus spoke again.  


‘Someone is
there … it is the Count Putreo Darke.’


Fabian let out
a roar of rage and banged his fists down against the stone window ledge then
spun around to face the Divinus. 


‘What is he
saying?’  


‘She is to be
a tool for the Rochfortes to gain power … the Count sees himself in Eximius’
position with her as his Seer … the Council will be made up of the Rochforte
tribe … a single ruling tribe.’


‘I don’t care
what he wants!  Where has he got her?’  


‘I cannot See
… he is being very careful not to think of their location –’


‘Damn
him!  I will kill him for this!’  Fabian wrenched his hands through
his hair, his expression wild.


‘The
half-nymph is there … and filled with hatred … she is amused, she has been
imbued with control over a spell the Count has cast … she plans a torture –’


‘What! 
How?’  Fabian’s face contorted to something beyond agony. 


‘Visions of
you … dead … in a lustful embrace with another … betrayal … rejection … they
plan to break her mind and make her incapable of denying her gift any longer.’


The Divinus
finished speaking and Fabian stared at him in silence.  All his
frustration and helpless rage abruptly drained away to be replaced by horror at
the realisation that he was powerless to prevent them from hurting her. 


‘The Rochforte
cousins!  What are they thinking?’  Fabian cried suddenly, hope
flaring in his eyes. 


The papery
skin of the Divinus’ face creased into a deep frown.  Fabian watched with
barely controlled frustration when the Divinus nodded slowly, as though
listening to someone speaking closely in his ear.


‘The Count has
coached them well … they think only of their plans and not the location … they
are filled with vengeful thoughts … much greed and ambition … Etienne desires
the half-nymph –’


Fabian snorted
with disgust and began to pace the room in long, angry strides, ‘I don’t care
about that!’ he snapped savagely. 


‘I can only
tell you what I hear,’ the Divinus sighed softly. 


Fabian spun on
his heel and stared at the shrunken figure before him.


‘I apologise,’
he said tersely.  ‘I am not ungrateful – please continue.’


The door
opened and Leo entered quietly, ‘A search has begun.  Saul took her dog
and found tracks in the forest, we should follow them.’


Fabian
immediately began to stride towards the door.


‘Wait.’
 Leo called quietly and turned to the Divinus.  ‘May I respectfully
ask for you to travel with us Divinus?  We will need your Sight.’


The Divinus
remained motionless on his chair, his milky gaze fixed on Leo’s unmoving face,
‘Your soul,’ he murmured softly.  ‘It’s very recesses are filled with
unresolved anger and pain.  You must reconcile those issues before you can
ever hope to assume this role.’


Leo remained
silent. 


‘I See …
everything,’ the Divinus sighed.  


A heavy
silence spread over the room while the Divinus sat motionless on his
throne.  Fabian gritted his teeth in frustration.  He should be gone,
not standing here waiting for some unspoken conversation between Leo and the
Divinus to reach its conclusion. 


‘Yes, I
See.  Your intentions are pure,’ the Divinus finally murmured with a
satisfied sigh.  ‘I will travel.’


Fabian let out
the breath he had been holding and wrenched the tower room door open, running
down the stairs and along the corridor to the next flight, oblivious to
everything except the need to find Mistral.  He was quickly at the
stableyard without noticing the journey or the audience that awaited his
arrival.


‘Mage De
Winter!’  Xerxes called loudly. 


Fabian strode
silently past Mistral’s brothers, all mounted and waiting at the stableyard
entrance.  


‘We wish to
ride with you.’  Xerxes persisted. 


Fabian glared
at them, the reason Mistral had ridden from the Valley enraged and utterly
unprotected.


‘No.’ 


He lead Spirit
from her stall, already tacked and ready for travel.  Without looking at
the others he whistled for Prospero and swung himself into the saddle. 


‘Mage De
Winter.’ 


Cain’s voice
dragged Fabian’s gaze to meet his.  


‘Please let us
ride with you.  We didn’t understand –’


‘Perhaps you
didn’t need to understand!  Was being your sister not enough?  I
neither need nor want your help and Mistral has no need of you for
brothers!’  


‘We’ve let her
down.  She’s our sister.  Let us make it right.’  


Fabian glared
at Cain then turned to Saul, snapping coldly, ‘I need to see the tracks.’ 


Saul nodded
and Fabian immediately kicked Spirit into a gallop, clattering out of the
stableyard and across the village square.  After a moment’s hesitation
Saul urged his horse after him.


‘What do we do
now?’  Xerxes demanded in exasperation.


‘You ride with
us warrior.  The Divinus has need of protection.’  A voice
snapped.  


They turned to
see their Training Captain striding into the stableyard with the ghostly figure
of the Divinus drifting silently beside him.


‘Yes Captain.’
 Xerxes replied quickly and dismounted to assist Leo in preparing a horse
for the Divinus. 


They rode
swiftly out of the Valley, galloping towards The Velvet Forests where Saul had
found the tracks of three horses riding in from the north.  The fragile
looking Divinus rode astride a solid cob, controlling the animal with barely a
touch on the reins, his sightless eyes gazing straight ahead of him. 


They quickly
caught up with Fabian and Saul at the edge of the forests.  Saul had
dismounted and was pointing out the tracks he had found.  


‘Here.’
 Saul muttered.  ‘Two sets of hoof prints join a third and then a
fourth is led, not ridden – you can see they bear no weight –’


‘She was
abducted less than an hour from the Valley.’  Leo hissed.  ‘How did
this happen!’ 


‘Because we let
it.’  Fabian said harshly.  ‘Every single one of us.  You and I,
we were too concerned with our own pride to even notice when she left. 
And her brothers are far from blameless.’ 


Saul frowned
at the tracks on the ground, ‘The trail leads north.’  


Prospero was
sniffing one set interestedly.  He whined and sat down, fixing Fabian with
his pale stare.  Fabian regarded the dog for a moment then nodded.


‘Then we
follow them.  Find her Prospero.’


Prospero bayed
loudly and plunged into the forests, heading north. 


They rode
hard, galloping wherever they could through the dense trees, all the time
listening to the Divinus’ high, sighing voice reciting the thoughts and
emotions in Mistral’s mind.  Fabian’s face became a burning mask as the
thoughts the Divinus Saw became increasingly more agonised.


‘Golden is a
bitch!’  Cain muttered under his breath to Xerxes.  


‘I agree, and
one I am glad I never had the pleasure of!’


They both
glanced at Leo.  


‘What was he
thinking?’  Cain said, shaking his head in disbelief. 


‘I don’t think
he was using his mind brother.’ 


They rode for
long periods in complete silence, pushing their horses relentlessly through the
night.  Continually heading north without any real conviction other than
Prospero’s sense of smell that it was the right direction until the Divinus
suddenly stiffened.  His blind eyes widened while he listened to something
only he could hear.


‘The Rochforte
cousin … he is bored … he is tired of waiting and is restless … he has begun to
explore his surroundings.’


‘What does he
see?’  Fabian demanded urgently. 


 ‘A
portrait … faded to almost nothing, but Etienne is intrigued … he is staring at
the eyes … they are black and he is amused by the likeness … it is your father
Mage … he sees you in your father’s portrait –’


Fabian drew in
a sharp breath, ‘They are in my house at the Council!’ 


‘Less than a
day from here if we ride hard!’  Leo shouted and urged his horse into a
flat-out gallop.   


‘I just hope
we’re not too late.’  Phantom said to his brother.


‘Mistral is strong.’
 Phantasm replied confidently, but his expression was tense.  They
had all listened in silent horror to the emotions Mistral had been forced to
endure by Golden’s merciless torture.  


The High Moors
lay before them in an undulating sweep of brown and green, veiled by a damp
early morning mist that hung in the air, soaking their hair and cloaks as they
galloped.  The horses were nearly spent and the ground heavy, but the
warriors gave fierce encouragement with heels and hands, urging them on.


‘If she breaks
… what then?’  Xerxes muttered to Phantasm.


‘The
Rochfortes will move on the Council using Mistral as a talisman, a symbol of
their power.  The Council are weak without Mage Grapple.  They’ll
capitulate easily in face of a full-blooded Rochforte aided by a Seer.  A
rush election will be held and the warlock army will switch allegiance before
Mage Grapple sets foot back on his Isle.’ 


‘And the
Ri?’  


‘A shameful
collection of half-breeds to be cleansed from the face of the Isle by the new
regime.’ 


Xerxes
scowled, ‘Not good.’


‘No.’ Phantasm
agreed shortly.


‘I just hope
Mistral finds the mettle to keep it together.’


‘I think
lesser people would have broken by now.’


 


Golden had
gone again on one of her unexplained long absences leaving Mistral alone in darkness. 
She curled up on the cold stone floor, too exhausted to sleep and too
dehydrated to cry.  Her mind felt raw, her body weak, wracked by being
forced to reveal every hidden doubt, jealous thought and darkest fear by the
endless images of Fabian dying, dead … betraying her.  


The door
opened again and Mistral barely flinched when Fabian strode into the cellar,
this time wearing an expression of desperate anxiety. 


‘Ah, hello
again Fabian.  But which one are you?’  Mistral asked with a weary
smile.  ‘Are you the one that dies horribly before my eyes or the one that
tells me he doesn’t love me?  Oh, are you that one who wants Golden and
insists on showing me how much –’


‘No, I am the
one that is taking you out of here,’ he said flatly, striding across the cellar
to slash the ropes from her wrists and ankles before gathering her into his
arms.


‘This is a new
one.  Very clever.  Lull me into a false sense of hope.’
 Mistral murmured.  ‘I’ll give you this Golden, you’re getting
better.  This one actually has Fabian’s scent –’


He swept her
up a flight of dark stairs and through a series of rooms.  Peeling
wallpaper and torn furnishings passed by Mistral in a blur as Fabian carried
her through the house he had grown up in.  Suddenly there was fresh air
and Mistral inhaled deeply, the cool night air smelling so good after the musty
airless cellar.


‘Is this this
how it works?  Give me something nice and make me grateful?’  she
murmured against Fabian’s neck.  ‘You know what, I quite like this
one.  He’s warmer than the others and doesn’t smell of ozone.  It’s
just a shame I know he’s been with you.’


‘Who are you
talking to Mistral?’  Fabian asked in a troubled voice.


‘Golden of
course.  She’s telling you what to do and say isn’t she?  I know … I
know you’re not really here, but it’s getting harder to tell now.  Oh
Fabian!  I think they might be getting to me!’  Mistral was suddenly
hysterical, struggling wildly against his grip with tears pouring down her
face.


Fabian held
her firmly and looked down into her eyes, ‘It is me.  You’re safe now.’ 


‘No!’


He reassured
her over and over but she continued to stare fearfully at him, shaking her head
frantically and crying.  Fabian’s reassurances grew increasingly desperate
at her continued distress, forcing him to finally beg in a voice hoarse with
emotion. 


‘What can I do
to convince you?’ 


Mistral stared
at him with wide-eyes, the vaguest glimmer of hope in them more painful for him
to see than the despair of before.


‘Tell me ...
tell me the one thing I know you will never say to me.’ 


He frowned at
her then his face cleared and he smiled so beautifully that she knew it was
him, even before he opened his mouth and spoke the words she knew he would
never say.


‘I have given
up on you gaining Sight.’


She stared at
him, tears trickling slowly down her cheeks, ‘Fabian?’


Wordlessly, he
bent his head and kissed her.  


Mistral was
dimly aware of being carried along an avenue of tall houses and of turning into
the entrance of one of them.  She fell asleep in Fabian’s arms while he carried
her up the steps and through the front door.  Waking briefly with a burst
panic at the sound of murmured conversations going on around her, Mistral
instinctively tightened her grip on him while she stared around in confusion at
her strange surroundings.


‘Don’t leave
me!’ 


‘I won’t, I
swear.’  Fabian reassured her softly.  ‘I’ll be right here.’


Mistral closed
her eyes slowly, letting sleep drag her exhausted mind into oblivion.


‘She’s not
going to let go of you is she?’  Phantom said quietly.  


Fabian didn’t
reply but lowered himself slowly down onto a velvet sofa and settled Mistral
across his lap.


‘How long do
you think she’ll sleep?’  Phantasm asked, frowning at her sleeping
form.  ‘We could do with some information.’ 


‘Physical
injuries heal quickly Sheldon, others take time.  You know that from being
bullied at that awful Council School!  Now come away and let the poor girl
sleep!’


‘Yes mother.’
 the twins intoned and obediently left the room.  


‘Now, what can
I have prepared for you Mage De Winter?’  


‘Thank you,
nothing.  I will eat with Mistral when she awakes.’


Taking this as
her cue to leave, Melsina De’ath nodded and ghosted silently from the room
after her sons.


Mistral woke
with bright sunlight shining into her face.  She groaned and opened her
eyes a fraction, blinking at the intensity of the light.


‘Ow!’ she
mumbled, dragging her hands from around Fabian to rub her eyes.  ‘Why is
it so bright?  Has Serenity put another damned window in this room or something?’


‘You’re not in
the Infirmary, for once, Mistral.  This is the De’ath household.’


‘Oh, I get it,
I’m dreaming.’  Mistral murmured sleepily and slumped back against him
with her eyes tightly closed.  ‘But that’s at the Council.  Why would
I dream about something so boring?’


Fabian kissed
the top of her head, ‘You are not dreaming Mistral.  We are at the
Council.’


‘Oh?’ 
Mistral murmured, sounding unconvinced.  ‘And what are we doing there?’ 


Fabian sighed,
‘Tell me what you remember,’ he entreated her quietly.


Mistral
groaned, ‘I hate it when you ask me that!  It always means something bad
has happened to me –’ 


There was a
moment’s silence while the events of the previous day crawled into Mistral’s
sleepy mind.  Suddenly she tucked her legs up and curled into a ball,
tight against him.  


‘Oh! 
Oh!  So that wasn’t a nightmare?  All those images of you ... all the
things they did –’


‘Weren’t
real.’  Fabian stated quietly, wrapping his arms protectively around her. 


Mistral stayed
tightly curled in his arms, ‘I know.  And I knew it then.  But even
though I kept telling myself that I just couldn’t help reacting, feeling the
pain each time I saw you die –’


‘Hush. 
Let it go.  It was never real, it was just a spell.  This, here and
now.  This is real.’ he tilted her chin and kissed her.


A polite cough
made them break apart and the cool voice of Phantasm drifted across the room.


‘We thought we
heard voices.  We’ve been instructed to find out if you’re both awake and
ready for breakfast.’


Mistral opened
her eyes cautiously.  Light was pouring in from two long windows directly
in front of her.  She blinked and lifted a hand to shield against the
glare, gazing around in frank amazement at her surroundings.  The entire
room was white.  The curtains, the thick carpet, the silk wallpaper, even
the velvet sofa she and Fabian were lying on were precisely the same shade of
brilliant white, except that the sofa now had more than a few black smudges on
it where Mistral’s boots had grazed the velvet. 


‘Damn it,’ she
muttered, quickly shifting her boots off the sofa.  


‘Don’t
worry.  It’ll give mother an excuse to have another one made.’
 Phantasm said drily.


‘Mother?’ 
Mistral repeated with a confused look.


‘Yes
Mistral.  Melsina De’ath is our mother.  This is the house we grew up
in.’


‘Oh!’ 
Mistral looked around with fresh curiosity at the plush white room.  It
was beautiful, but terribly impractical.  She raised an eyebrow at a row
of regimentally arranged bone china figures on the mantelpiece and could
instantly see where the twins learned their obsessively tidy behaviour from. 


‘She’s made
breakfast.’  Phantom began then stopped and gave a short laugh.  ‘But
what am I saying?  Allow me to amend that.  Mother has ordered
breakfast to be prepared for you.  It’s being served in the main dining
room.’


‘Main dining
room?  Er, no offense, but I’m not really dressed for anything that formal
sounding!’  Mistral said quickly.


‘Wesley? 
Sheldon?’  


The twins
flinched at the sound of their mother’s voice.  


 ‘Wesley! 
Sheldon !  Don’t you dare ignore me when I’m calling you!’  


‘I feel like
I’m six years old again.’  Phantom muttered through clenched teeth.


‘Let me deal
with this.’  Fabian rose to his feet and strode through to the next room.


The twins
watched him leave with identical expressions of trepidation.


‘Brave man.’ 


Phantasm
glided over to Mistral and reclined elegantly on the sofa beside her, ‘How are
you feeling?’ 


His angel’s face was composed into a sincere mask of concern but
Mistral wasn’t buying it, ‘Oh come off it Sheldon!  You don’t give a stuff
how I’m feeling!  You just want to know what happened.’


Phantasm gave
her a pained look, ‘First of all, not so much of the Sheldon, and secondly, I
care about you.  Is that so hard to get into that thick lump of stone on top
of your neck?’


‘Whatever.’
 Mistral muttered and gazed broodingly around the perfect room.  ‘I’d
rather forget all about the last however long I was in that hell-hole … which
was where by the way?’


‘That
hell-hole was the cellar of the De Winter family home.’  Phantasm replied
crisply.  ‘And we last saw you five days ago, but you weren’t in there
that long.  It would have taken them at least a couple of days to get you
there, and you’ve been asleep here since yesterday … so I calculate that you
may have spent one or maybe two days in the pleasure of Golden’s company.’


‘Don’t mention
that bitch to me!  Damn it!  What’s keeping Fabian?’  Mistral
leapt up and began to pace agitatedly, leaving more dirty prints on the white
carpet. 


‘I’m here.’
 Fabian strode back into the room bearing a tray laden with food. 
‘Your mother is a most generous hostess.’  he commented to the twins and
set the tray down on the sofa. 


The twins
shared a look of disbelief.  


‘How did you
charm our mother into allowing you to bring food into this room?’  


Mistral threw
Fabian a sharp look.  The emotions that had ravaged her were still too
close to the surface.  Charm?  A hundred images filled her
mind, each lit by the harsh glare of jealous fear. 


Fabian met her
look and smiled with sad understanding, ‘I simply explained to her that Mistral
has been through enough ordeals for the moment and that we would be leaving
straight away.  Melsina was utterly horrified that I would leave her house
without having received the appropriate hospitality, hence the compromise.’


‘A tray.’
 Phantom stated flatly.  ‘I didn’t realise she knew how to lay one.’


‘Your cook did
it.’  


Fabian sat
down and immediately pulled Mistral down next to him.  Protective,
possessive, reassuring.  Whatever his reasons, she was glad of the result
and leaned against him, letting his closeness soothe her raw emotions.  


‘However,’
Fabian continued, glancing apologetically at her, ‘Melsina was insistent that
she assist you in cleaning up before we leave.’


‘Oh! 
Right.’  Mistral rubbed quickly at the smudges of dirt on the white velvet
sofa.  ‘I guess I owe her a clean sofa.  D’you think I should scrub
it?’


‘No
Mistral.  Mother wants to clean you up, not the sofa.’  Phantom said
heavily. 


‘What?’
 Mistral sank against Fabian’s side.  ‘Haven’t I just had enough
torture?’


‘Apparently
not.’


‘What is it
with your family and wanting to dress me like some hideous life-sized
doll?  Can’t we please just go home?’  she begged, switching her
imploring gaze to Fabian.


He smiled and
touched her cheek gently, ‘We will leave for home today, I promise.  But
first you must eat then gracefully accept Melsina’s hospitality and finally we
must attend a brief meeting with Eximius.’


‘He’s
back?’  


‘Yes, that’s why
Golden and Putreo were forced to leave so abruptly and, thankfully, without
you.  They fled before we reached the city – unfortunately.’  Fabian
added in a darker tone.


Mistral
frowned, ‘They fled?  But if you weren’t in the city to tell him, how did
Mage Grapple know where Putreo was?’  


‘Warlocks.’ 


‘I don’t get
it, how would they know where to find me?’


‘Not you
Mistral.  Putreo.  Warlocks are strange creatures.  They can
identify a Mage purely by the scent of their Craft.  It’s unique to every
Mage.  Putreo, Golden and the cousins literally had to run for their lives
and leave you behind.’


‘What about
Columbine?’  


‘She was not
with Putreo when they fled and has not been sighted yet, although Eximius has
ordered a search for her.  But enough talk of yesterday, please eat
something.  We have a long day ahead of us.’


‘And please
hurry up.’  Phantasm whipped out a linen napkin and laid it over her
lap.  ‘Mother doesn’t like to be kept waiting.’


‘Especially
not when she’s got a new pet-project like you to be getting on with.’
 Phantom added with a worried glance towards the door.  


Mistral stared
at him, noting the darting looks both twins were throwing the door, ‘That bad
huh?’  


‘You have no
idea.’


Mistral sighed
and reached for a cinnamon roll, ‘I think I’m going to need all the energy I
can get.’ 


The twins
watched disbelievingly as she took a large bite, spreading crumbs across the
sofa in the process.


‘We would so
be killed for doing that.’  Phantom muttered, reaching for one himself.


‘For less
brother, for less.’  Phantasm agreed quietly and took a slice of cold meat
between his fingers. 


‘I still don’t
get how you even knew I was in the city.’  Mistral said, wiping her hands
against her trousers and reaching out for a cup of fresh orange juice.  


‘Saul found
your tracks and Prospero followed your scent –’ Fabian began only to be
interrupted by an excited squeak from Mistral.


‘Prospero! 
Where is he?’  


‘A dog in the
house would possibly have pushed mother over the edge.’  Phantom gave her
a raised eyebrows look.  ‘I’m not sure anyone has actually sat on that
sofa before, never mind slept on it in dirty clothes.  Prospero is with
the others, in the Council hospitality house.’ 


‘Others?’ 



‘Yes
Mistral.  We’re all here.  Master Sphinx included.’


Mistral snorted
into her orange juice, ‘Guilt and investment protection.’


‘Must you
always be so cynical?’


‘Realistic
brother.’


‘Well you can
be all hard and ungrateful to us but try and say something nice to the
Divinus.  We’d never have found you if it hadn’t been for him.  He
actually travelled all the way with us, reading the thoughts of Golden, Putreo
and the two Rochfortes until he picked up something that gave their location
away.’


Mistral looked
up, her cup of juice frozen half-way to her mouth, ‘Did he hear my thoughts
too?’  


Phantom
grimaced, ‘Sorry.’ 


Mistral turned
slowly to look at Fabian, her expression agonised, ‘He spoke them out
loud?’  


Fabian nodded.


Mistral placed
the cup down on the table and stared at it, ‘So you know… you all know … what happened,
what I felt –’


Fabian took
her hand, ‘Please look at me Mistral.  I need to see you when I say this.’


Mistral
dragged her frozen gaze up to meet Fabian’s velvet eyes.


‘None of what
you saw or felt was real,’ he said slowly, his black gaze holding hers with
utter sincerity.  ‘This, here and now, how much I love you, is real. 
The fact that your brothers rode through the night to find you is real. 
You must forget yesterday like it was a dream, because that’s all it was, a
twisted figment of Putreo’s imagination moulded by his desire to conquer your
will.’


Mistral looked
away to stare blankly out of the window, her voice a strained whisper, ‘It – it
was like being in my own personal hell.  My every worst possible fear
about you brought to life over and over –’


Fabian let go
of her hands to cup her face, forcing her to meet his gaze again, ‘It was not
real.’


She gazed at
him, lost in the starless depths of his eyes, ‘Is this?’ 


‘Yes.’ 
he pulled her gently towards him and kissed her. 


‘Mistral!’ 



Melsina De’ath
entered the room and paused, striking a pose while she smiled engagingly. 
Her entrance complete, she continued to move forward with liquid grace, seeming
to flow rather than walk across a room that paled before her glowing
perfection.  Mistral broke away from Fabian’s embrace and stared at her
dumbfounded.  She was the picture of the twins, tall, slender, graceful,
green-eyed, but so beautiful that it almost hurt to look at her.  


‘Er, sorry
about the mess Mrs De’ath, I’ll clear it up.’  Mistral mumbled, brushing
ineffectively at the crumbs scattered across the sofa. 


Melsina’s
smile didn’t falter, ‘Please don’t worry.  I have servants to clean
up.  Now,’ she paused and reached out a perfectly manicured hand, ‘I need
to show you to your bathroom.’


Mistral threw
a last desperate glance at Fabian as Melsina’s hand fastened around her wrist,
hauling her from the sofa with surprising strength.  Ignoring her mute
pleas for help, Fabian smiled encouragingly while she was dragged across the
room.


‘I’ll be right
here,’ he promised.


‘Safest place
to be.’  Phantom muttered while he and his brother watched Mistral being
dragged from the room with identical expressions of sympathy etched on their
faces. 


Melsina led
Mistral through a series of fabulously decorated rooms, giving her a running
commentary on the designer and decorator for each before she paused briefly at
a huge picture window to point out the view of the courtyard, three storeys
below them.


‘Aren’t they
sweet?’  she murmured with a fond smile.  


‘Er?’ 
Mistral leaned forward to gaze down at the two bored looking lions she had
noticed when she had ridden along the Council avenue previously.  ‘Sort
of, I guess –’


‘Oh, don’t be
afraid of them!’  Melsina said quickly, turning to unleash the full force
of her beguiling green gaze.  ‘Leo and Delilah are perfectly well trained
and wouldn’t hurt a fly!’


Mistral bit
her lips to suppress the ironic laugh forcing its way out.  Leo? 



‘No, I’m sure
they are just … lovely,’ she agreed in a serious voice, privately thinking that
the poor creatures looked bored out of their minds and could do with either
being released or put out of their misery. 


The bathroom
that Melsina showed her into was a sumptuous creation of marble and gold. 
The bath alone could easily have fitted Mistral, Fabian, Spirit, and Cirrus in
it all at once.  Mistral fought down the desire to laugh at that bizarre
thought and wondered wildly if her mind had actually become unhinged by her
recent experiences.


‘Now, let’s
get you out of those awful clothes.’  Melsina approached Mistral with a
frightening expression of intent on her face.  ‘A beautiful girl like you
should never wear such rags!’


‘I think I can
manage!’  Mistral muttered, recoiling from Melsina’s touch.  Being
undressed was just the final humiliation.  


‘Oh I insist.’
 Melsina said firmly.  ‘I will never understand the Ri’s penchant for
black.  Yes it is practical, but with a whole spectrum of colour to choose
from they come up with black?  That Eudora has a lot to answer for!’


Gritting her
teeth and remembering Fabian’s instructions to accept Melsina’s hospitality
gracefully, Mistral submitted to Melsina’s administrations and wondered what
she would do if she knew exactly what Eudora had to answer for with regard to
her sons.  Phantasm still hadn’t admitted quite what he’d had to do to get
her wedding dress made in time.


Sliding
quickly into the bath, Mistral eyed Melsina warily while she gathered up her
discarded clothes and swept from the room holding them at arm’s length with undisguised
distaste.  


‘Er, I need
those!’


‘I’ll be back
with some fresh clothes for you in a moment!’  Melsina called
brightly.  ‘You enjoy your bath!’


‘New
ones?’  Mistral sat up in panic.  ‘What’s wrong with those?’  


The door
closed and Mistral sank back into the foam-filled water.  Sighing, she
gazed unhappily at the huge bathroom and thought longingly of the bath at the
mountain house.  She would much rather be there instead of the small
swimming pool she was currently submerged in.  Alone for the first time
since her ordeal at Golden’s hands, she felt raw and vulnerable.  She
needed Fabian.  She needed Prospero.  She needed the security and
familiarity of their small mountain house.


The sound of
the bathroom door opening again dragged her from wistful thoughts of
home.  She looked up to see Melsina gliding lightly into the room with a
neatly folded pile of clothing in her arms.  She set them down and walked
towards her, her green eyes glittering 


‘Now, let me
see to your hair.’


Mistral forced
herself to think happy thoughts while Melsina vigorously massaged her head and
repeatedly dunked her.  Spitting water, she reflected darkly that the
twins really didn’t have a choice in the way they’d turned out.  To call
Melsina overpowering would be to call Xerxes a mild flirt.


Xerxes.


Her brothers.


Phantom said
they’d ridden through the night to help find her.  Did that mean they’d
forgiven her?  Or did they simply feel obligated towards another Ri
warrior?


She sighed and
promptly inhaled in a mouthful of scented water as Melsina pushed her sharply
under again.  Choking, Mistral was then submitted to a confusing process
that left her feeling like a scrubbed hide being sent into the Valley tannery. 


‘You have a
very good figure.’  Melsina finished buffing her dry with a towel then
stood back to regard her critically.  ‘Hmm.  Too many scars for
something backless though.’


Mistral raised
her eyes to heaven and thanked every jagged mark on her body.  Thanks
over, she eyed the pile of clothing dubiously.  So backless wasn’t an
option, but what the hell was?


Melsina
approached the dreaded bundle with a smile, ‘I hope you don’t object, but I
went with a contemporary blend of practical with a stylish edge.’


‘Er?’ 


‘Trousers
darling, with a shirt, but tailored!  Not that awful sack-shaped thing you
were wearing, which I am happy to tell you is going to be incinerated by our
cook.’


‘But I haven’t
got any other clothes!’  Mistral yelped.


‘You have
now.’  Melsina replied soothingly.  ‘Try these on – oh, and I thought
a girl as attractive as you should have some pretty lingerie.’


‘Whaterie?’


‘Here.’
 Melsina held an unidentifiable scrap of something up to Mistral.


Mistral
reached out to take hold of it, raising it up uncertainly and holding it in
different positions while she tried to work out what it was.


‘I’ll put it
on for you shall I?’  Melsina said abruptly and wrestled Mistral into
possibly the most uncomfortable item of clothing she had ever worn, bar the
wedding dress. 


‘I can’t
breathe!’


‘They do take
some getting used to, I admit, but beauty is pain my dear.’  Melsina said
briskly and held out a crisply ironed white cotton shirt for Mistral to put on.


‘Now these –’


The soft black
trousers were similar to her Ri uniform but obviously of a far superior
quality.  They were also quite a lot tighter than Mistral was used to
wearing.


‘Er, won’t
they rip?’ she asked, peering round at how the material seemed to cling to
every curve in a most disconcerting way.


‘No darling,
they won’t.  Well, not unless someone tries to rip them from you.’
 Melsina added with a throaty laugh.


Mistral
blushed and sat down quickly to put her boots on.


‘That is where
I fail you.’  Melsina said regretfully.  ‘I am so sorry, but I have
nothing that is practical enough for you to be able to ride in.’


Mistral closed
her eyes and fought the urge to whoop for joy, ‘Oh no, these will do!  I
am sure Ph – the twins will help me choose something more suitable when we get
back to the Valley anyway.’


Melsina’s face
instantly glowed with pride, ‘My boys.  I do miss them you know.’


‘They speak
very highly of you.’  Mistral said truthfully.  They did.  Only
with more than a slight hint of fear as well. 


‘I do wish
they would meet nice girls and settle down.’  Melsina sighed and abruptly
sat down next to Mistral.


Mistral
glanced warily at her out of the corner of her eye while she tied her second
boot.  There was no way she was up to some sort of heart-to-heart with the
twins’ overpowering mother. 


‘Do they have
girlfriends?’  Melsina enquired lightly.


Mistral fought
down the memory of Eudora’s hands reaching greedily for Phantom, ‘Er, no. 
Well, not that I know of.  We don’t tend to talk about that kind of
stuff.’


‘Oh.’ 
Melsina looked disappointed.  ‘And you’ve never –?’


‘No!’ 
Mistral laughed then flinched at the suddenly flinty look in Melsina’s
eyes.  ‘We’re like brother and sister.’  she quickly added.  ‘I
– I guess that I sort of love them, but not like that.’ 


Melsina sighed
and patted her knee gently, ‘You are a good friend to them, I can see that.’


Mistral stared
down at the beautifully manicured fingernails adorned by heavy gold and diamond
rings and tried to think of something she could say that would make Melsina
realise what the twins meant to her.


‘They
organised my wedding without me knowing.  It was ... perfect.’


Melsina stared
at her with bright tears in her green eyes, ‘Really?  My boys?  They
did that?  Oh!  You have made me happy … my boys … a wedding! 
But wait!  You are married to Mage De Winter?  Why didn’t you
say!  I’ve been calling you by your first name!’


‘Please don’t
say it.’  Mistral said quickly.  ‘It’s really not who I am, or will
ever be.  I’m just me, married to him.  That’s all.’


Melsina smiled
wistfully, ‘I understand.  It was like that for me … once.’


Mistral nodded
and gazed down at her new clothes, already dreading the amused expressions on
the twins’ faces at what their mother had done to her.


‘Oh!  But
listen to me, keeping you here when Mage Grapple is waiting for you!’ 
Melsina exclaimed and stood up.  


‘Mage Grapple
is in this house?’


‘No!’ 
Melsina laughed as though that were a great joke.  ‘But he is waiting for
you.’


Mistral
followed Melsina back through the procession of finely appointed rooms, noting
a couple of really tasteless portraits of the twins that she committed to
memory in the hope of finding the right opportunity to tease them about in the
near future, and suddenly they were walking back into the dazzling white room
that she and Fabian had slept the night in.


Fabian leapt
to his feet as they entered, his eyes widening involuntarily.  Mistral
blushed when his gaze ran over her new, too tight trousers.  She glanced
over at the twins and clenched her fists, waiting for them to say something
derogatory, or just laugh.  They did neither but studied her like an
interesting specimen then nodded slowly.


‘Not bad
mother.’  Phantom said approvingly.


‘But I still
think she could carry a dark red.  White and Mistral are not really
compatible.’  Phantasm added critically.


‘There are two
dark reds and one blue in the pile here.’  Melsina handed a folded pile of
clothes to her sons.  ‘And please don’t tell me how to dress people.’


‘Sorry
mother.’  the twins chimed meekly. 


‘Are you ready
to meet Eximius?’  Fabian asked.


She nodded wordlessly,
willing him to get her out of Melsina’s presence and into some looser clothing.


‘Thank you,
Mistress De’ath , for your kind hospitality –’


While Fabian
spoke to Melsina, Mistral leaned around his back and mouthed desperate
instructions to the twins to retrieve her clothes from the cook before they
were burned on the fire.


‘No chance.’
 Phantom muttered.  ‘Mother would kill us!’


‘Beside, you
look quite good in those.’  Phantasm said with a shrug.


Mistral began
to mouth something a lot less polite when the sound of her name being mentioned
made her realise that Fabian was talking to her.


‘Oh, sorry,
just thanking the twins for … breakfast,’ she improvised quickly and fixed
Melsina with what she hoped was a grateful smile.  ‘Thank you for, er …
everything –’


‘You are
welcome my darling, and next time you are married – should there ever be one,’
she added with a quick glance at Fabian’s expressionless face.  ‘Do call
on me.  I have a knack for organising weddings!’


‘Thank you,
I’ll bear that in mind.’  Mistral murmured and followed Fabian from the
room.


‘Don’t leave
without us!’  Phantom whispered while he showed them out of the front
door.


‘You’re not
coming with us to meet Mage Grapple?’  


‘The pleasure
is to be yours and Mage De Winter’s alone.  But we’ll be waiting to hear
all about it!’  he hissed through the closing door. 


Fabian didn’t
look at her while they walked through the courtyard but took her hand in his,
leading her past the bored looking lions.  Disturbed from their sleep they
raised their heads to watch them pass then yawned disinterestedly and slumped
back into sleep.  Fabian closed the ornate wrought iron gate behind them
then turned and pulled her sharply into his arms.


‘I am filled
with inappropriate thoughts,’ he growled and bent to kiss her.


‘You are my
husband, inappropriate away.’  Mistral murmured against his lips and let
the heat of his embrace burn away all of the dark emotions that had so nearly
torn her apart in the damp De Winter cellar. 


He eventually
released her with a deep sigh, ‘I think we should get our meeting with Eximius
finished and then go home.’


Mistral stared
dazedly back at him and nodded.  He could have just told her that they
were going to begin a new life together in the north of the Isle running a
dragon grooming service for all she cared.  All she knew was that she was
in his arms again and nothing was ever going to take that away from her. 
Tucked beneath the protection of his arm Mistral gazed at the grand houses they
walked past until they reached the derelict grey mansion that had been Fabian’s
prison as a child and hers for the last two days.


Fabian glanced
at it briefly and scowled, ‘If you have no objections, I think I would like to
sell it.’


Mistral looked
at him in surprise, ‘Why would I object?  It’s your house.  You can
do what you want with it.’


‘No, actually,
it is half yours.’


‘Oh!’ 
Mistral paused.  Of course, they were married now.  ‘No, I have
absolutely no objections.  Please, er … do as you see fit?’  she
finished weakly, hoping that was an appropriate response for a wife to make.


Fabian smiled
mirthlessly, ‘I appreciate the effort, but I think I prefer you the way you
are.’


‘In that case
you can knock the damned thing to the ground for all I care!  If I ever
set foot in there again it will be a day too soon!’


This time his
laugh was genuine.  He pulled her close, kissing her hair, ‘That’s the
Mistral I married, oh, and, by the way –’


Mistral raised
an eyebrow and looked at him enquiringly.


‘I like you in
those trousers.’


Mistral met
his burning gaze and felt the heat rise in her face, ‘You should see what she
made put on underneath!  It’s killing me!’


‘I would love
to.’


Fabian
abruptly kissed her, fierce and hungry, completely different to his normal
restrained approach.  Mistral responded without hesitation, capitalising
on his brief departure from his usual rigid control.  She suddenly
realised that due to the Divinus, Fabian had lived through every agonising
moment of her mental torture and been helpless to stop it.  Her pain would
have been nothing compared to the torment he must have felt at being unable to
fulfil the one facet of his nature that was so deeply ingrained in him that he
did it without even noticing.  The need to protect her.


Fabian
eventually pushed her away with a last regretful look at her tightly
trouser-clad form.


‘One day.’ 


‘I’m going to
double my efforts to gain the Sight, I swear.’  Mistral whispered
fervently. 


‘Thank you,
but please could you talk to me about something less interesting?  We are
now outside Eximius’ residence and he is expecting an ordered meeting, not bear
witness to a newly married couple’s yearning passion.’


‘Oh please
tell me he doesn’t know about the damned ban on our love life too!’


‘Since he met
with Divinus the moment we arrived yesterday, I think you can safely assume
that he is aware of our unusual situation.’


‘Great.’
 Mistral muttered dismally while Fabian led her through the barren
courtyard towards Mage Grapple’s house.  ‘Well at least I can rely on Mage
Grapple not to make smutty innuendos.’


Fabian raised
the brass knocker on the door and let it fall with a heavy thud, ‘Unlike your
brothers I assume.’


Mistral
glanced at him, wishing she’d kept her mouth shut, ‘They may have teased me
about being eligible to wear white at our wedding … nothing too offensive,’ she
assured him quickly. 


Fabian gave a
terse nod but his silence spoke volumes.  Mistral could tell that he was
still far from impressed with her brothers.  It wasn’t just this latest
incident, more a whole string of events that seemed to result in her ending up
in some life-threatening situation every time.  She was about to launch
into a long-winded defence but was stopped by the door being opened by a
sour-faced woman dressed in a severely cut black dress.


‘Mage Grapple
is expecting you Mage De Winter, Lady De Winter.’  she nodded politely and
stepped aside to allow Fabian and Mistral to enter Mage Grapple’s house.


‘I hate being
called that!’  Mistral hissed under her breath to Fabian.


‘Why do you
think I never used the title?’ he murmured back.  


‘Can’t you
tell them not to call me it?’ she breathed while they followed what was
obviously Mage Grapple’s housekeeper across the entrance hall and down a long
corridor.


‘What would
you prefer?  Mrs De Winter?’


Mistral shot
him a black look, ‘You know what, I’m not sure I’d have said yes quite so
easily if I’d known it was going to be about being called ridiculous
names!’  


Fabian smiled,
‘Why do you think I organised the wedding so quickly?’  


‘I’d never
change my mind about you.’  Mistral whispered back quickly.  ‘Just
the damned title that you conveniently hid from me till it was too late.’


‘What can I
say?  You married a thief and an assassin.’  


‘I married the
man I love.’  Mistral corrected.  ‘The rest is just a bonus.’


They paused
outside a heavy oak door and waited while the housekeeper knocked and
entered.  Fabian suddenly turned, holding her with a look of such
irrefutable love that she felt the air escape her lungs in a single rush,
leaving her staring, breathless and senseless. 


‘I found this
outside the cellar.’  Fabian pressed something cold into her hands.


She frowned
down at the object in her hands and let out a gasp of joy, ‘My dagger!’


‘I was going
to give it to you this morning but I thought it would be best if you enjoyed
the pleasure of Melsina’s company unarmed – ’


‘Mage Grapple
will see you alone first Mage De Winter.  If you could follow me please,
Lady De Winter.’


Mistral shot
Fabian a pained look at the repeated use of her new title but he merely smiled
and walked quickly through the door into Mage Grapple’s private study.


The
housekeeper led Mistral to a small room, sparsely furnished with two functional
rather than comfortable looking chairs and a low table.


‘May I offer
you some refreshment La –’


‘No, thank
you.’  Mistral said quickly.


The
housekeeper nodded politely and left, leaving Mistral alone with her thoughts
until Fabian returned.


Walking over
to one of the chairs, Mistral poked the uncomfortable looking seat
experimentally and found it was as rock-hard as its appearance suggested. 
She sighed and began to patrol the small room, forcing her mind to focus on the
spartan decor, on the uncomfortable item of clothing Melsina had wedged her
into, on Fabian’s expression when he had looked at her just now … on anything
she could to prevent her mind drifting back to the agonising images Golden had
submitted her to.


Balling her
fists in sudden fury, she swore an undying oath to kill her.  Soon. 
Lost in a bloody daydream of revenge, Mistral barely noticed the time passing
until the door suddenly opened and Fabian walked into the room.  She noted
instantly that his expression was tense.  Perhaps their meeting hadn’t
gone well.  


‘Is he ready
for me now?’  she asked quietly.


He reached out
to take hold of both of her hands, ‘In a minute.  We need to talk first.’


Mistral was
instantly anxious, ‘What about?’


‘Eximius has
issued a contract on Putreo.’ 


‘Alive or
dead?’ 


‘Dead.’


Mistral
nodded, her face hard, ‘Good.  Who’s taken it?’


‘I have.’


Mistral’s
bloody daydream leapt to the forefront of her mind once more, ‘Even
better!  When do we leave?’    


Fabian gazed
at her with velvet eyes so soft and deep that Mistral felt like she was falling
into pools of dark water.  Treacherous.  Drowning her. 


‘Oh, no! 
No!  NO!  You promised!  You swore –’


‘Mistral.’


But Mistral
didn’t hear him, she was shouting, her eyes wide with anger and panic, ‘You
swore to me Fabian!  You swore that you wouldn’t leave me!’  


‘Mistral.’ 
Fabian gently curled his hands around her face, holding her angry glare,
forcing her to keep looking at him.  ‘I cannot let you go with me. 
It is too dangerous for you to leave the Isle right now.  You must
understand that.’


‘I won’t let
you go without me!  You swore that you wouldn’t leave me!  Do
you break all your promises so easily?’  


A shadow of
pain crossed Fabian’s face but he continued to gaze into her eyes, ‘No.  I
will never break a promise I make to you.  I will be with you
always.  We are as one Mistral, I can never be without you, nor you
without me, we are a part of each other.’


Mistral stared
at him, wretched with desperation, ‘Then don’t leave me.’


‘I will not
leave you unprotected.’ 


‘I don’t want
you here to protect me!  I want you here because I love you!  Don’t
you dare go Fabian!’  


He said
nothing but continued to hold her gaze with his own.


Abruptly
changing tactics, Mistral began to plead with him in a low voice, imploring him
with her eyes while she spoke.


‘Let another
warrior take the Contract!  The Rochfortes are hated by most of the Ri,
there’ll be no shortage of takers!’ 


Fabian shook
his head slowly, his gaze never leaving hers, ‘I need to see Putreo dead with
my own eyes.  I have to know that he can never hurt you again.’ 


‘But – but –’
Mistral cast around desperately for a new argument.  ‘But … you no longer
take assassination Contracts!’  she finally cried.  


‘The Contract
is immaterial.  I will simply be paid for something I was going to do
anyway.’ 


Mistral
breathed in deeply and closed her eyes, forcing herself to speak calmly, ‘I
spent the last two days in hell, locked in a cellar and forced to watch you die
over and over again until I didn’t think it was possible to still keep feeling
more pain.’  Mistral opened her eyes again to look up at him
beseechingly.  ‘And now you’re telling me that what I saw might come
true?  You can’t!  I won’t let you!  There’s no way I’m letting
you out of my sight!’


‘Sight is
precisely why I must go and you must stay.’  Fabian frowned.  ‘You
must master your gift.  It is imperative to the future of the Isle, and
more importantly, to our future –’ 


‘Damn the
Isle!  And damn my cursed gift to hell!  If you go without me I swear
I will stop even trying to master it!’ 


Fabian brushed
her angry tears away then kissed her rigid lips until she no longer resisted. 


‘Please don’t
go.’  she whispered, hating how weak her voice sounded. 


‘Eximius has
offered to cast a protective spell over you while I am away.’  Fabian
murmured against her hair.  ‘It will keep you safe from all other spells.’



‘I don’t want
a damned spell cast on me!’  Mistral exclaimed, struggling to pull away
from him.  ‘I want you!’


Fabian sighed
and closed his eyes, his brow furrowed with emotion, ‘Please Mistral, don’t
make this harder for me than it already is.’


‘Then take me
with you!’


Fabian drew in
a sharp breath, ‘Putreo has probably fled to the Rochforte tribe in
France.  They would be only too delighted if I saved them the effort of
kidnapping you again and simply delivered you.  In fact, I could even put
a bow on you to make you look like even more of a gift!’


Mistral glared
at him, anger flooding through her once more, ‘You can’t go!  No!  I
refuse to –’


‘To
what?  Face up to the responsibility you have been avoiding for your
entire life?’ a cold voice rang out from behind them. 


She spun
furiously to meet the grey stare of Mage Grapple.  He paused in the
doorway, eyeing her appraisingly before striding into the room.


‘I have to
say, Lady De Winter, that you actually befit your title.’


Mistral
ignored the compliment and narrowed her eyes, ‘Why did you offer Fabian the
Contract?  You knew he wouldn’t refuse!’


Mage Grapple
raised a scarred eyebrow, ‘I shall overlook that fact that you are querying me
on my judgement,’ he paused and looked at her steadily.  ‘In answer to
your ill-thought question, I offered the Contract to De Winter because, despite
my frustration at his refusal to honour the Craft in his bloodline, I have
respect for his abilities as a warrior.  He is efficient, discrete and
professional.  I also knew that he would kill Count Darke anyway so to
send two assassins would be pointless.’ 


Mistral
flinched at the use of the word assassin.  She hated to think of Fabian in
that way.  Fabian.  She looked at him now, the assassin once
more.  


‘Lady De
Winter.’


Mistral
ignored Mage Grapple and kept her gaze locked on Fabian’s, begging him with her
eyes to change his mind.


‘I want you to
accept the protection I offer.  I assure you that you will be completely
unaware of its presence.  You must return to the Valley and continue with
your training.  You are in the second year of an apprenticeship to the Ri
and so far, as I understand it, you have done little more than lurch from one
disaster to another without managing to progress at all with harnessing the
power of your gift.’


‘I hope you
are not referring to my marriage as a disaster!’  Mistral snapped before
she could restrain herself.


Mage Grapple
regarded her icily, ‘Do not try my patience!  I refer to your professional
life, not personal!’


‘Well the two
seemed to be inseparable to me!’  Mistral shouted, suddenly enraged.
 Ignoring Fabian’s warning grip on her hands she glared furiously at Mage
Grapple.  ‘Why, if my personal life is so damned personal does
everyone insist on knowing all about it?  I am sick and tired of being
forced to live apart from Fabian in order to try and master some cursed gift I
don’t even want!  All the time with the pressure of you and Leo just
waiting for me to become a Seer and obediently help you both to achieve your
damned ambitions!  I don’t care about the Sight and I certainly don’t want
it!’  


Mage Grapple
met her heated glare calmly, ‘What do you want Lady De Winter?’


Mistral
glowered at him for a second longer then drew in a deep breath, ‘I want a life
with Fabian.’


Mage Grapple
nodded, ‘Then we want the same things.’ 


‘I can assure
you we don’t!’  Mistral said with feeling. 


Mage Grapple
laughed, a sound so completely out place with his austere appearance that at first
Mistral didn’t recognise it and stared at him uncertainly, wondering if she had
actually made him so angry that he was having a seizure.


‘I agree, I
probably don’t feel the same way about De Winter as you do,’ he said
mildly.  ‘However, you want a life with your husband.  You are,
forgive me, a half-breed?’


Mistral
shrugged and avoided his gaze.  Her bloodline was an open debate that she
didn’t want to enter into at that precise moment. 


‘Then you
appreciate that the Rochfortes would remove every trace of your existence from
the Isle and have the stain your blood left on the ground scrubbed away
too.  You would never be permitted to be with a Mage.  If you so
desperately want the life you have committed yourself to you must fight for it
–’


‘Fight I can
do!’  Mistral burst.  ‘But the Sight!  It’s –  it’s – ’ she
faltered, at a loss for words to describe how it felt to spend hours and hours
forcing her mind to seek for something she didn’t even know where to start
looking for.


‘Hard to
achieve?’  Mage Grapple suggested coldly.  ‘Why does that surprise
you?  The Divinus is the only living Seer on the Isle and has been for the
last two hundred years.  Sight is an incredibly rare gift, although I
agree that the word gift implies that it is something that is given and easily
received, which, as you are aware, is far from the truth. 


‘There are
many ways to fight, Lady De Winter, not just with your fists and your swords or
with words, but with your mind too.  You must have strength,
determination, conviction and above all, the desire to attain control of the
gift that lies within you.  If the Divinus passes before we have another
Seer on the Isle we will be open to countless plots and subterfuge that will
threaten the freedom of the sanctuary I have fought so hard to preserve.’


Mistral stared
at the face before her, ravaged with scars from the countless battles he had
fought in his struggle to unify the warring tribes and bring peace to the
Isle.  But more than physical scars, Mage Grapple’s cold nature was evidence
of a deeper, less visible wound; a result of losing the woman he loved giving
birth to his child.  A child that he still believed to this day was also
dead.  Fabian’s mother had been his lover and unbeknown to him, Leo was
his son. 


Mistral felt
her anger drain away in the face of such sacrifice and commitment to what Mage
Grapple obviously believed to be a more important cause than his own
happiness.  She felt shamed and belittled by her actions; a petulant child
throwing a tantrum because she couldn’t have what she wanted.  She looked
at Mage Grapple with a chastened expression on her face. 


‘I apologise
for my outburst, Mage Grapple.  And I will do as you ask, only … please
can you not call me Lady De Winter anymore.’ 


Mage Grapple
laughed again, making his scarred face look suddenly younger and less
intense.  Mistral thought she saw a flash of Emiror and also Leo in the
brief light that flared in his eyes but then it was gone, leaving behind only
the stern, cold grey stare as he dismissed her with a curt nod.


‘He likes
you.’  Fabian remarked, watching the door close behind Mage Grapple.


‘How can you
tell?’  Mistral frowned.  To her all Mage Grapple’s facial
expressions were limited to the movements of his scars as he spoke.  


‘He laughed …
twice, in fact.  I am not sure I have ever heard Eximius laugh.’











The Babysitting Contract 





‘I have to say
that I’m impressed with how well she seems to be coping with her Mage’s
absence.’  Cain remarked while he watched Mistral pulverising one of the
first years in the Training Arena. 


Xerxes was sat
on the Arena fence beside him, idly cleaning his fingernails with his dagger,
‘Huh, you mean she hasn’t tried to kill herself yet.’  


A stilted
silence fell and Xerxes looked up, his expression defensive, ‘What?  Is it
too soon for that joke yet?’  


‘Yes brother
it is!’


‘Oh lighten up
Cain –’  


‘Lighten
up?  Tell me Xerxes, have you forgotten Mage Grapple, his Leoship and the
slightly scary Mage De Winter all giving us specific instructions not to let
her out of our sight until the Contract on Putreo is completed?’  


‘I
know.’  Xerxes sighed heavily.  ‘Babysitting Mistral is a bit like
trying to take a tiger for a walk; dangerous and neither of you really enjoy
it.’


Cain gave a
short bark of laughter, ‘I can see the similarities.’ he leaned back against
the fence, gazing across the village square to see Brutus talking to the blonde
girl from the saddlery.  ‘Oh damn your brother!  I was going to try
my luck again there this evening!’


Xerxes followed
his gaze and scowled, ‘No, you can’t have been.  She promised me a date
for tonight!’


Cain gave
Xerxes a calculating look, ‘Do you think they’ve started playing us?’


Xerxes watched
the blonde twirling a strand of hair through her fingers while she giggled at
Brutus, ‘I hope so.  Then they won’t complain so much about my apparent
lack of morals, or whatever the latest slur is on my good name.’


Cain laughed
and turned to watch Mistral throwing her opponent to the ground, ‘You know what
brother, you’re lucky Mistral isn’t a feminist or she might’ve had some of your
anatomy for jewellery by now.’ 


Xerxes
flinched, ‘Ouch!  You’re making my eyes water!’


‘Talking of
eyes watering, I’m not sure that first year is going to be able to walk after
what Mistral just did to him –’


Xerxes turned
to see the new Training Lieutenant, Nereus, hurrying over to where Mistral was
apologetically helping the apprentice to his feet.  They watched Nereus
begin to yell at her while she stood still, nodding absently and gazing into
space over his shoulder.


‘She’s got
that down to a fine art now.’  Cain commented.


Xerxes
grunted, ‘She’s had enough practise at riding out the windswept treatment over
the last couple of years.  I don’t envy her.  It used to drive me
insane having to stand there and take abuse from Caleb and Barak.  I
wanted to kill them!’


‘His Leoship
is worse.  He does that whole icy death-stare thing.  It’s really
unnerving.’


‘Oh, here she
comes.  Got time for a game of cards?’  Xerxes jumped down from the
fence and called out to Mistral.  


‘Maybe
later.  I’ve been summoned to go and see the Divinus.’  Mistral said
with a roll of her eyes.


‘We’ll walk
with you.’  Cain offered, automatically falling in step beside her.


Mistral gave
him an irritated look, ‘Don’t you think you’re taking this a bit far now? 
I’m sure I can walk up the path to the Main Building without being kidnapped by
a marauding gang of Rochfortes.’


‘You can glare
all you want Mistral but I’m far more frightened of Mage Grapple than you, and
his instructions were most specific.’


‘Well I’ll be
having a shower first, do you want to accompany me for that too?’ she snapped
then glared at Xerxes.  ‘Don’t even bother to answer that one Xerxes!’


Xerxes laughed
and began to hum his favourite goblin song.  Mistral scowled to herself
and ignored him.  Fabian had only been gone for two days and already her
brothers were suffocating her with overprotectiveness.  She knew they felt
responsible for her abduction and were desperate to make amends, but at this
rate she was going to kill one of them out of sheer frustration.


They walked
into the Entrance Hall to be greeted by the stern features of the Ri’s
Contracts Officer, Gleacher Shacklock.


‘Ah, Xerxes,
Cain … good, could you please gather the rest of your brothers and meet me in
my office immediately.’


Xerxes and
Cain watched Gleacher Shacklock’s tall figure retreat down the corridor then
shared a puzzled look.


‘What’s that
about?  We’re signed up with Scrimshaw!  We don’t take Training
Contracts anymore!’ exclaimed Xerxes, looking offended.  ‘It’s nothing
short of a deliberate insult!’


‘I smell his
Leoship behind this one.’  Cain muttered darkly.  


‘Love to help,
but I have my own problems right now.’  Mistral sighed heavily and began
to climb the stairs.  ‘See you in The Cloak later –’ she called, vanishing
around a curve in the stairs.


When she got
to her room, Mistral quickly threw her weapons on the bed and let Prospero
out.  Since Fabian had gone she had been forced to lock him away during
training sessions as he’d suddenly taken it upon himself to attack whoever she
was training with.  She hurried into her bathroom for a rapid, ice-cold
shower before dressing hastily and running up to the third floor where the
Magnate each had a tower room.  Slowing to a walk when she reached the
stairs to the Divinus’ bleak room she began to climb with a growing sense of
trepidation.  Since her return to the Valley she had thrown herself into
all aspects of training with renewed vigour, mainly to try and blot out the
clawing ache of missing Fabian, but also in a determined effort to master her
gift.  Part of her training now included an hour in the company of the
Divinus.  Today was her first session and she wasn’t too sure what to
expect.


She knocked
and listened carefully for the Divinus’ quiet order to enter.  Drawing in
a deep breath, she opened the door and stepped inside.


‘Good
afternoon Mistral.’  the Divinus greeted her in his sighing voice. 
‘Please, come closer.’


Mistral took a
couple of hesitant steps towards the frail figure on the high-backed wooden
chair and halted, uncertain of what was expected of her during the hour of his
time.  In the short silence that followed his greeting Mistral gazed at
the Divinus’ papery white skin.  It looked so brittle that she almost expected
it to crack whenever he spoke. 


‘Before he
left, Mage De Winter made a special request of me to see you for one hour a day
until his return; to assist you –’


I
know!  Like I haven’t had enough torture already …


The Divinus stirred
slightly at the unbidden thought in Mistral’s mind.  


‘Forgive me
Divinus.  I meant no disrespect.’  Mistral mumbled quickly and cursed
herself for not being more careful with her thoughts.


The Divinus
gazed unseeingly into space for a long moment before he spoke again.


‘Your apology
is genuine.  I am not offended by your impatient nature.  However it
does stand between you and your gift.  You must temper your impetuosity
before you can hope to embrace the lifelong commitment of Sight.’


Mistral forced
her mind to remain blank and not think the hundred negative retorts that
instantly began to form.


‘Yes Divinus,’
she replied meekly.


The Divinus
sighed and stared sightlessly at her, his unsettling milky-white eyes always
making Mistral feel as though he was looking straight at her.  The silence
lengthened into minutes while Mistral waited for him to speak again.


‘Er, do you
wish me to read your aura?’ she finally asked.


‘No, I wish
you to sit and listen.’


Mistral looked
around but there were no chairs or even any other pieces of furniture in the
desolate room.  Shrugging, she sat cross-legged on the floor and waited
for the Divinus to begin.


‘Your Mage …
he is travelling –’


Mistral felt
the breath freeze in her lungs.  She stared at the Divinus with wide-eyes,
‘You See Fabian?’


The Divinus
nodded once and tilted his head slightly, as though listening to someone
speaking in his ear.


‘The sun is
warm … his horse is bothered by the flies.’


Mistral
watched him in silent rapture, drinking in every word; visualising Fabian, how
Spirit would be kicking out irritably at the flies, how he would correct her
with the slightest of touches …


‘He thinks of
you … I See gold satin ribbons –’


Mistral
blushed and was careful to keep her mind blank when the Divinus smiled faintly
and shifted on his throne-like chair.


The hour
passed too quickly for Mistral, sat entranced on the floor of the barren tower
room listening to Fabian’s thoughts.  Even the simplest of things such as
Fabian suddenly realising that he was thirsty or noticing a change in the
landscape was as soothing to her as the sound of his voice.


When the
Divinus eventually sighed wearily and motioned with one pale hand for her to
stand, Mistral realised that her hour was up and she was being dismissed. 
She rose stiffly to her feet and gazed hesitantly at the Divinus, unsure of how
to put into words how much the last hour had meant to her.  


The Divinus
smiled and nodded, and for once Mistral was grateful for his ability to hear
her every unspoken thought.


‘Can I come
back tomorrow?’ she asked uncertainly.


‘Mage De
Winter requested that you see me every day until he returns.’ 


Mistral felt
her face split into a wide grin that she knew the Divinus couldn’t see, but
could also See more clearly than anyone else on the Isle.  She floated
towards the door in a state of blissful happiness, repeating in her mind every
thought the Divinus had plucked from Fabian’s head and spoken aloud for her to
hear … gold satin ribbons featured more than once in her musings.


Two storeys below
her brothers were gathered around the desk in Gleacher Shacklock’s small
office, gazing at the tall Contracts Officer with folded arms and hard
expressions.  


‘Training
Contracts?  Seriously?’  Xerxes  raised his eyebrows.  


‘These are not
Training Contracts Xerxes but a selection of Group Contracts from all three
agencies.  Master Sphinx has requested you select one and in return you
will each be paid the full Contracted amount, in cash, up front.’


The atmosphere
in the room shifted to one of disbelief.


‘Master Sphinx
said that?’  Phantom frowned.


Gleacher
nodded curtly and spread a sheaf of parchments across the desk, ‘However, there
are one or two special requirements that need to be added to any Contract you
choose.’ 


The twins shared
a knowing look and Xerxes made a growling noise. 


‘And what are
these “special requirements” exactly Master Shacklock?’  Cain enquired
carefully.


Gleacher
regarded him coldly, ‘Firstly, that the Contract you choose is taken by you all
–’


‘Yes, a group
Contract, we understood that part already.’  Xerxes snapped impatiently.


Gleacher fixed
him with a stony look, ‘The Contract must include Mistral.  It must also
be something that is both distracting and … safe,’ he finished stiffly.


Cain looked at
Gleacher, ‘Distracting and safe are not really two compatible concepts where
Mistral is concerned.’ 


‘Now if you’d
said “distracting and life-threatening” then we’d have been onto a winner.’
 Xerxes agreed.  ‘But I can’t really see anything that would be both
of the things you want to a girl who tries to stab a cyclops to death with a
short-bladed dagger just because she was a bit bored.’


Gleacher
nodded, ‘Exactly the type of situation Master Sphinx is trying avoid happening
again.  He understands that by her very nature Mistral will not stand
being confined to the Valley for long, hence the supervised Contracts. 
And please note the word supervised.  I cannot stress enough to you the
importance of Mistral’s continued safety while the situation with the Rochfortes
remains unresolved.’ 


The warriors
shared a look of surprise.  


‘He’s letting
her out?’


‘I guess it’s
either that or risk her exploding again.’


Cain smirked,
‘Make an awful mess for his Leoship to clean up –’


‘When you are
in my presence I would prefer it if you could please refer to a member of the
Magnate by their correct title and standing!’  Gleacher snapped frostily.


‘Sorry Master
Shacklock, won’t happen again.’


Brutus leaned
over and spread the parchments across the desk, ‘Right, let’s see if we can
find something that fits the quite frankly unattainable requirements of being
both “distracting” and “safe”  to old stroppy-pants herself.’


They all
laughed and leaned across the desk to select a Contract.


‘Knucker
hunt.’  Brutus dropped the parchment onto the floor with a snort of
disgust.


‘Bodyguarding.’
 Phantasm looked up thoughtfully.  ‘What do you think?’


‘Sounds
promising.’  Phantom peered over the top of the parchment in his brother’s
hand.  ‘On second thoughts forget it.  That’s a Councillor known for
his sympathies with the Rochforte tribe.’


‘Sounds
ideal!  We can get rid of another one!’  Xerxes rubbed his hands
enthusiastically.


‘Please
remember that whatever you chose is subject to final approval by Master
Sphinx.’  Gleacher interjected swiftly. 


Cain muttered
something unintelligible under his breath that sounded like ‘control-freak’ and
reached out to grab a Contract at random from the desk.


‘Missing
husband … wife wants him back … preferably dead?  Is this an assassination
Contract or a piece of wishful thinking?’  Cain exclaimed, throwing it
back down onto the table.


‘Pass me
that.’  Xerxes reached out for the Contract. 


‘Do you want
it?’  Cain asked in surprise.


‘No, I want to
go see the wife.  She’ll be lonely –’


‘Xerxes! 
Please take this more seriously!’  Gleacher reprimanded in a sharp voice. 


‘How about a
mercenary Contract?’  Saul asked quietly, looking up from the Contract in
his hand. 


‘Ha!  You
mean you want to get Mistral alone on some foreign shores and comfort her, you
sly dog!’  Xerxes grinned.  


Saul ignored
him and returned his attention to the Contract, ‘Getting her away from the Isle
might not be such a bad idea at the moment.’


‘That’s a
dispute between two warring tribes of vampires in Outer Mongolia.  I’m not
too sure it would fall into the category of “safe”.’  Phantasm murmured,
reading the Contract over Saul’s shoulder.


‘Definitely
“distracting” though.’  Phantom added.


‘Foreign
travel is also out of the question.’  Gleacher said firmly.  


‘There’s not a
lot here that’s suitable.’  Brutus complained, sifting through the pile on
the desk.


‘What’s that
one?’  Xerxes asked, reaching for a scroll sealed with red wax stamped
with the distinctive emblem of a wolf’s head.


‘It’s not a
Contract,’ said Gleacher.  ‘It’s an invite.’


‘Oh yes?’
 Xerxes said distractedly.  He had found the Contract for the missing
husband and was trying to memorise the address details.  ‘What for?’


‘The Festival
of the Arcane.’


At once the
brothers were staring at him with eager expressions on their faces.


‘You’re
joking!’


‘I would kill
to go to that!’


‘You already
have brother, you already have –’


A burst of
laughter was quickly followed by an expectant silence as Gleacher held the
invite up in his hand and slit through the wax seal with a knife.


His grey eyes
raked the details for a few minutes while the warriors waited with bated breath
for him to speak.


‘Do you
remember our full-blooded cousins going to that?’  Xerxes hissed to
Brutus, keeping his eyes fixed greedily on the invite in Gleacher’s hand.


‘Of course I
do!’  Brutus whispered back.  ‘Didn’t one of them die?’


‘That’s right!
 I so have to go!’  Xerxes breathed, his eyes shining with
reverence. 


Gleacher’s
eyes snapped up from the invite to meet their feverish stares. 


‘Are you familiar
with The Festival of the Arcane?’


‘Yes!’ 
Xerxes, Brutus, Cain, and Grendel chorused but the twins shook their heads.


Gleacher
nodded, ‘Yes, your upbringing at the Council will have left you ignorant of
this event as Mage attendance is strictly forbidden.  Well, for your
benefit I shall summarise.  The Festival of the Arcane is held once every
five years in the Vale of Belleville in the south of the Isle.  It is
hosted by the elven tribe that live in The Emerald Forests close to the Vale. 
Their chieftain, Bryden Wolfsnare, has formally invited the Ri to send a
contingent of warriors to compete.’


‘That’s us!’
 Xerxes thrust his chest out confidently.


‘What does
this Festival entail exactly?’  Phantasm asked suspiciously.


Gleacher
glanced down at the invite in his hand, ‘It’s a three day event. 
Competition categories include unarmed combat, swords, mounted target shooting
with bows and crossbows, a stamina and skills challenge and an unspecified test
at the end between the finalists –’


‘Well it certainly
fits the profile doesn’t it?’  Xerxes interrupted with a grin. 


‘And the
prize?’  Phantom asked.


‘Five
Hundred.’


‘Silver or
Gold?’  Cain demanded sharply.


‘Gold.’  



‘Now you’re
talking!’  


‘I think we’ve
just found our safe distraction for the Lady De Winter!’  Brutus declared,
grinning broadly.


‘Are we all in
agreement?’  Xerxes asked, gazing around excitedly.  


‘Yes!’  


The joint
response rang out from Cain, Saul, Brutus and Grendel with the twins’ more
quietly spoken agreement following a second later. 


‘You have
reservations?’  Gleacher asked with a slight frown.


Phantasm
shrugged, ‘Only that this is exactly the type of event that Mistral would
obviously relish and Columbine still hasn’t been found.’  


Xerxes waved a
hand airily, ‘We’ll sort that bitch out, no problem.’  


Gleacher eyed
the twins for a moment longer then nodded, ‘I will speak with Master
Sphinx.  Should he agree to your attendance, you will leave on
Monday.  The tournament begins the following weekend and you should allow
plenty of time for the journey and to rest when you arrive.’


‘Ah, now,
who’s going to tell Mistral?’  Xerxes asked with a wink.  ‘I bet
she’ll be very grateful –’


Brutus sighed
wearily, ‘Please don’t mention those trousers she was wearing again brother.’ 


‘She looked good!’


‘Yes, maybe
so, but you really didn’t need to mention it quite as often as you did.’


‘We will tell
her.’  Phantasm interrupted swiftly and held his hand out for the invite
in Gleacher’s hand.  ‘Now in fact ... come on brother.’


The moment the
door closed behind them the brothers immediately began discussing the
categories, recounting the many tales of heroic exploits at previous Festivals
they’d grown up listening to.


‘What do you
think?’  Phantom asked his brother quietly while they made their way along
the corridor towards the stairs leading up to the dorms.


Phantasm
pursed his lips thoughtfully, ‘I think it’s exactly the type of distraction
that Mistral needs whilst Mage De Winter is away.  However, I also think
that we are not going to be the only ones to realise that.’


‘You think the
Rochfortes will try something?’


‘Maybe.’
 Phantasm said broodingly.  ‘But doubtful.  It’s an Arcane event
and Mages are forbidden.  It’s Columbine I’m more concerned about. 
If the information we received at the Council was correct then Putreo, Golden
and the two Rochforte cousins fled leaving Columbine behind.’


‘And we all
know how she hates to be parted from her beloved Golden.’ 


‘And who
she’ll blame for it.’  Phantasm finished darkly. 


Phantom
nodded, ‘So, we need to keep an extra sharp lookout for the charming features
of Columbine then.’


‘I fear so.’


They had
reached Mistral’s door and Phantom leaned his ear against the wood before he
knocked.


‘You have to
stop doing that!’  Phantasm hissed.


‘I know,
sorry.  Force of habit.  Hang on ...  I think she’s crying –’


Phantasm
frowned and rapped on the door.


‘Come
in!’  Mistral called brightly.


The twins
shared a puzzled look and slowly pushed the door open, poking their blonde
heads cautiously through the gap to gaze into her room.


‘Are you
alright?’  Phantom asked, eyeing her cheerful expression dubiously.


‘Yes,’ she
grinned.  ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’


‘Only the
obvious.’  Phantasm stepped into her room and peered around
suspiciously.  ‘Your Mage hasn’t stolen back in the night and hidden in
your room has he?’


‘No!’
 Mistral laughed.  ‘But I have just spent the last hour with him.’


The twins spun
round to stare at her then Phantasm’s face cleared and he smiled.


‘Ah, but of
course.  The Divinus.’


Phantom let
out a sigh of understanding, ‘Your Mage persuaded the Divinus to read him every
day for you.’


Mistral nodded
happily.


‘Very clever.’
 Phantasm murmured, strolling over to sit down beside her.  


‘I know. 
Fabian thinks of everything.’  Mistral sighed contentedly and picked
absently at a loose thread in her old black shirt.


Phantom and
Phantasm shared a bemused look.  Phantom twirled his finger beside his
temple, signalling that Mistral was insane.  


‘We have some
good news for you.’  Phantasm moved over to sit beside her.  


Mistral looked
at him eagerly, her mind instantly filled with an image of Fabian riding into
the Valley. 


‘We are going
to compete in The Festival of the Arcane!’


‘What’s that?’


‘It’s a three
day event in the South.  Arcanes only, lots of fighting and bloodshed. 
Just your type of thing.  We’re leaving on Monday.’  


Mistral’s face
fell slightly, ‘Leaving?’  


The twins
frowned at her.  


‘We thought
you’d leap at the chance to spend three days trying to kill a variety of
opponents in a different location to the Valley!’  Phantom exclaimed. 


Mistral sighed
and gazed down at the thread she had tugged from her shirt, ‘It just means I
won’t be able to hear Fabian, doesn’t it?’


‘Ah Mistral.’
 Phantasm sighed softly.  ‘I think Mage De Winter’s plan to give you
something to stay in the Valley for has worked a little too well.’


‘Come on
Mistral!  It’s only a few days and the change of people to beat up will do
you good!  Those poor first years are starting to flinch every time you
walk past them!’


‘No they are not!’ 
Mistral snapped.  


‘Not that the
one you were training with this afternoon was doing much walking.’ 


Mistral
scowled, ‘Huh!  He really annoyed me.  Can you believe he called me
“Lady De Winter”?’


‘Such an
insult.’  Phantom murmured sympathetically. 


Mistral gazed
at the black thread in her fingers, twisting it thoughtfully, ‘I suppose it
would be fun.’  she finally conceded.  ‘Oh, alright then – but on one
condition.’


The twins eyed
her dubiously.


‘Yes?’


‘Your gift.’ 


‘What about
it?’


She gave them
a supplicating look, ‘Can you use it to tell Fabian something?’


Phantom
cringed, ‘No Mistral, I really don’t think I would be comfortable saying those
three little words to Mage De Winter –’


‘No!  Not
that!’  Mistral burst out laughing.  ‘I want you to tell him that if
he’s sees Golden while he’s out there to stick a knife in her for me.’


‘Oh, we can do
that, no problem.’  Phantom said with a sigh of relief.  ‘We’ll have
to tell him you’re going to the Festival anyway.’  


‘Well, we can
try.  I don’t want to get your hopes up Mistral, but we’ve only ever used
our gift to influence people actually in our sight.  I’m not sure how
effective we are yet over long distances.’  Phantasm warned.  


‘Well I
appreciate you trying anyway.’  Mistral leapt up with purposeful
expression on her face.  ‘Right!  Time for an hour’s practise then
down to The Cloak to rob those brothers of mine blind!’


The twins
sighed resignedly and sat obediently side by side on the bed while Mistral
stood before them and began to read their auras, trying to force her mind to
see beyond their emotions and hear their thoughts.


By the end of
the hour the twins were bored and Mistral had a headache.


‘Anything?’ 
Phantasm enquired without any real hope.


‘Nothing.’ 



‘Drink?’ 
Phantom suggested, springing lightly from the bed and heading over to the door.


‘Several.’
 Mistral sighed and followed him out into the corridor 


The following
Sunday afternoon the twins were once again in Mistral’s room.  Phantasm
was packing for her and Phantom was laid on her bed next to Prospero reading a
heavy book entitled “Sorcering Blood-lines: the Complete Guide”.  Mistral
was sat cross-legged on the floor staring intently at each of their auras in
turn with a look of intense concentration on her face.


‘Phantom!’ she
suddenly exclaimed.  ‘What are you reading?  You’re aura’s just gone
bright pink!’


‘Nothing!’
 Phantom quickly turned the page.


‘It’ll be the
Lacey family tree.’  Phantasm said without looking up from the neatly
folded shirt he was packing in Mistral’s saddlebag.  ‘We went to school
with the daughters and Phantom had a crush on one of them.’


‘Didn’t!’
 Phantom snapped, going faintly pink.


Mistral
laughed, ‘Really?  I just can’t imagine your mother thinking any girl was
good enough for either of you.’


‘That was the
problem actually.’  Phantom admitted uncomfortably.  ‘When mother
found out that I liked Eloise Lacey she actually invited her parents around for
tea and began to discuss wedding plans.  We were twelve!  It was
horrendous!’


Despite the laugh
Mistral had to stifle she felt genuine sympathy for Phantom.  She had
experienced first-hand how overpowering Melsina De’ath could be.  The
evidence was gathering dust under her bed in the form of the most torturous
piece of underwear Mistral had ever worn.  


‘Enough
chat.’  Mistral frowned heavily and concentrated on Phantom’s aura
again.  ‘I’m trying to master my damned gift here –’


‘I think
that’s part of your problem actually.’  Phantasm’s muffled voice came from
under the bed where he was fishing out the black trousers his mother had given
Mistral. 


‘What do you
mean?’  Mistral demanded, hastily checking to make sure he hadn’t also
grabbed the other embarrassing item Melsina had given her.


‘Well, you’re
going at this like it’s a training exercise, all effort and intensity.’
 Phantasm explained patiently.  ‘I think you’re trying too
hard.  You need to relax and let your mind roam.’


‘You sound
like Serenity.’  Mistral grumbled.


Phantom looked
up from his book, ‘Well its advice worth listening to then.  She really
helped us improve our gift.’ 


Mistral sighed
and gazed dejectedly down at her wedding ring, ‘I’m never going to master it am
I?’


‘Yes you are.’
 Phantasm paused in his packing to fix her with a stern look. 
‘However, I do think that deep down you have some reason for not embracing your
gift and it’s holding you back.’


Mistral tried
to hide the guilty look that instantly flickered across her face.


‘I knew
it!’  Phantom cried, sitting up suddenly and making Prospero growl. 
‘What is it?  You don’t really want to be with your Mage and holding back
on gaining Sight is the only way you know of letting him down gently!’


‘Are you
insane?’  Mistral snorted, giving him an incredulous look.  


‘No, that’s
not it.’  Phantasm tilted his head to one side and regarded her carefully.
 ‘I think you’re actually afraid of gaining Sight.’


Mistral gave
him an angry look but didn’t argue.


‘Well?’ 
Phantom demanded impatiently.  ‘Are you?’


Mistral
dropped her gaze, admitting in a small voice, ‘A bit.’


Phantom made
an exasperated noise, ‘And just which part of having a rare and powerful gift
that will ensure you money and status for the rest of your life are you
frightened of exactly?’  


Mistral looked
up miserably, ‘All of it.’ 


‘I’m not sure
I understand Mistral, is it the responsibility?’  Phantasm frowned.


‘I admit I
don’t like it when Mage Grapple and Leo pull the whole “the Isle is depending
on you” line.  It does freak me out a bit.’


‘I can
appreciate that.’  Phantasm gave her a perceptive look.  ‘But there’s
something else –’


Mistral sighed
and looked away, ‘I don’t want to look like the Divinus.’  


The twins
shared a look over her head. 


‘Why would you
think that’s how you’ll look?’  


‘Well he’s a
Seer – the only Seer – on the Isle, so I assume that’s how I’ll look!’


‘And do we
look like that since we developed our Gemini gift?’  


‘No,’ Mistral
said slowly, but still wouldn’t meet his eyes.


‘The Divinus
looks the way he does because he has lived for a long time, over two centuries
in fact.  Its age that’s withered his appearance, not his gift.’


‘Oh, right.’
 Mistral muttered, sounding unconvinced. 


‘Would it help
if you could see what he looked like before time ravaged him?’  


Mistral turned
to give him a doubtful look, ‘Maybe.’ 


‘Come with us
then!’  Phantom leapt from the bed and hauled her upright.  With
Phantasm and Prospero following he pulled her from her room and along the
corridor, heading towards the stairs leading to the third floor.


‘We’re not
going to visit him are we?’  Mistral asked, dragging her feet and trying
to resist Phantom’s fierce grip on her arm.


‘Don’t be
stupid!  We’re going to a place you’ve probably never been to in your
life.’


Mistral gave
him a confused look and allowed herself to be dragged up the stairs to the
floor housing the huge Training Room and the Magnate’s tower rooms.


‘Here we
are!’  Phantom announced, stopping outside a polished wooden door that
Mistral had never noticed.


‘And where
exactly is here?’  Mistral asked, panic edging her voice. 


‘Aha! 
Look and you shall see!’  Phantom gave her an enigmatic smile and slowly
pushed open the door to the Ri’s library.


‘I can feel
sleep coming on already.’  Mistral groaned and stepped into the musty,
silent room.  She turned in a slow circle, staring around at rows and rows
of shelves holding thousands of tightly packed books reaching right up to the
distant ceiling.  


‘Marvellous
isn’t it.’  Phantom sighed happily and stroked the faded spine of a huge
leatherbound book on the nearest shelf.


‘Does anyone
actually come up here?  Apart from you two that is.’  Mistral
pointedly ran a finger through the thick layer of dust on the shelf.


‘Not many
people.’  Phantasm admitted and began to walk down the central
aisle.  


‘We see Master
Nox and Master Casterton in here quite a lot.’  Phantom added, following
his brother and hauling Mistral after him.


‘What a fun
time you must have.’  Mistral stumbled along after Phantom, casting bored
looks down the endless narrow aisles that branched off on either side, each
lined with towering shelves filled with even more books.


‘I am
underwhelmed by your wild enthusiasm.’  Phantom sniffed.  ‘I suppose
a philistine like you will be relieved to know that we’re actually here to look
at something, not read it.’


‘Are you
suggesting that I can’t read?’  


Phantasm cut
across them in a sharp voice, ‘No, Mistral, my brother is not.  He is
trying to tell you there is something here we want you to see.’ 


‘I can’t
wait.’  Mistral said heavily and resigned herself to being towed deeper
into the dimly lit depths of the library.


‘Who actually
writes all this stuff?’  she muttered when they passed what felt like
neverending rows of shelves.


‘This library
houses works from authors all over the world.  It is the second most
well-stocked on the Isle, obviously the one at the Council is the first. 
It’s nearly twice the size –’


‘What a waste
of space!  It’d make a great training room!’


‘Really
Mistral, show some respect for the lifetime accomplishments of some of
history’s most learned beings!  There are original works here from some of
the world’s most influential thinkers: Plato, Socrates – ’


‘Who?’  


Phantasm
rolled his eyes wearily, ‘Well I suppose it would have been too much to expect
you to have heard of them, they were after all, humans.  But, perhaps the
fact that a copy of every Contract ever taken by a Ri warrior is stored here
will impress you.’


‘Every
Contract?’  Mistral echoed, showing interest for the first time since
stepping into the library.  


‘Yes, and if
you think that I am going to help you search through them just so that you can
sigh and trace a finger over Mage De Winter’s name you can forget it!’ 
Phantom snapped. 


‘Don’t be
stupid!  I wouldn’t do that!’  Mistral bridled, privately thinking
that was exactly what she’d do. 


Phantom gave her
an “oh really?” type of look which she ignored while her cheeks went
red.   


‘Ah, here we
are.  This is what we wanted to show you.’  Phantasm announced,
saving Mistral from the teasing Phantom was about to inflict on her.  


They had
reached the far side of the library.  Mistral looked up at the heavy oil
canvas hanging on the wall in front of her.  She noticed the solid gilt
frame first before focussing her attention on the subject of the
portrait.  A fresh-faced warrior with startling blue eyes and obvious
elven-blood gazed back at her.  His long hair was tied back away from his
handsome face in the same traditional style that both Brutus and Xerxes wore.
 There was something engraved on a small brass plaque at the base of the
frame and Mistral leaned closer to read the inscription.


‘Chieftain
Aloysius Broadoak.  Well, you don’t get more elven sounding than
that!  But why am I looking at him?’


‘Did you think
that the Divinus was born with that as his name?  “Divinus” is a title
bestowed on the incumbent.  Now have a good look please!’


‘Oh,
right.’  Mistral dutifully studied the portrait, searching the youthful
face and clear eyes for some hint of the ancient, fragile figure she had been
staring at for an hour every day.  She eventually shrugged.  ‘I don’t
get it.  How is this supposed to make me feel better?  He’s young and
handsome here as Aloysius and then ancient and blind as the Divinus! 
Surely that only proves my point?’


‘Details
Mistral, it’s all in the details.’  Phantasm sighed and tapped his finger
gently against the brass plaque.  ‘Read the plaque again.’


Mistral leaned
closer to the frame and rubbed her finger across the surface, wiping away years
of accumulated grime.


‘Aloysius
Broadoak celebrating his centenary as the Divinus of the Ri.’  Mistral
read and then gasped.  ‘He was already a hundred years old when this was
painted?’  


Phantasm
nodded smugly.


‘What the hell
happened during the next hundred years to make him look the way he does now
then?’  Mistral demanded with a wild-eyed expression.


‘Oh Mistral,
don’t you ever listen?’  Phantasm demanded exasperatedly.  ‘You
remember Master Nox talking about how strangely we all age?’


Mistral
frowned, she vaguely remembered thinking that she wanted her and Fabian to grow
older together and Master Nox talking about how some Arcane races age slowly …
and Mages … they also tended to age very slowly until the Craft began to wane
in them and their lifespan was nearly complete and then the aging process
accelerated rapidly … was it the same for the Arcane races? 


Mistral
suddenly looked dismayed, ‘He’s going to die soon isn’t he?’   


Phantasm drew
in a deep breath and nodded, ‘I actually think he’s holding on for you.’


‘Oh great, no
pressure then!’  Mistral exclaimed.  ‘Please hurry up and master your
gift so I can keel over and you can sit on my wooden throne and stare at the
barren walls of a tower room all day long!’


‘That’s his
choice Mistral, not a symptom of Sight.  He hasn’t always been like
that.  I think that he is so close to death now that he feels more
comfortable in the company of shades and wraiths than he does the living. 
He is very, very old Mistral and he has earned the right to a peaceful
passing.’


Mistral felt
the familiar petulant anger building up inside her.  What about her
rights?  Her life with Fabian?  


Fabian.  


She suddenly
missed him so much it was like a knife twisting in her side.


‘Not sure this
has helped.’  Phantom muttered, catching Mistral’s desolate
expression.   


‘No.’
 Phantasm agreed.  ‘Time for Plan B?’


Phantom
nodded, ‘Fancy a drink Mistral?’ he asked brightly, dragging her away from the
faded portrait.


‘In a bit.’
 Mistral murmured, allowing herself to be pulled back down the
aisle.  ‘I’ve got my daily session with the Divinus first.’


 An hour
later Mistral was walking slowly down towards The Cloak and Dagger.  It
was early evening and the air was balmy, heavy with the scents of jasmine and
honeysuckle but the soft beauty of twilight went completely unnoticed by
Mistral.  She walked with her head down, her mind preoccupied by Fabian’s
thoughts.  Not that there had been many today.  The Divinus had sat
for long periods gazing silently into space and Mistral had even begun to
wonder if he was editing Fabian’s thoughts.


Fabian was
closing in on Putreo and his focus was fixed solely on the completion of the
Contract.  What occasional thoughts the Divinus did express had taken a
darker turn and were filled with a cold sense of purpose, his mind no longer
wandered to her or any other distractions.  


Mistral sighed
and pushed open the door to the tavern.  Perhaps it was a good thing she
would be away from the Valley for a few days.  It was unsettling seeing
into the mind of an assassin, even if it was the one she had married.











The Festival of the Arcane





Mistral and
her brothers left the Valley early the next morning.  To everyone’s relief
Leo was unable to accompany them.  His new Training Lieutenant had
sustained a serious injury during a sword session with the apprentices, forcing
Leo to take over instructional duties.  


Mistral kept
quiet while Xerxes regaled the rest with the story of how Nereus had managed to
cut his leg open with his own sword whilst demonstrating a flamboyant figure of
eight twirl.  She was sure the real reason Leo had decided not to attend
was because his secret would be revealed.  He was a full-blooded
Mage.  There was no way he would be allowed to enter the festival. 
His true identity was safe in the Valley where blood-lines and pasts were a
forbidden subject, but in a celebration of Arcanes he would stand out like a
sore thumb.   


‘Nereus is a
moron.’  Brutus shook his head scornfully.  ‘If you’ve got time to
twirl your sword around like a flag during a fight you deserve to be killed!’


‘Noah reckons
he can’t walk.’  Xerxes continued.  ‘He said Serenity’s recommended a
week of bed rest then wants to put him in some sort of chair on wheels until
his leg heals.’


‘He’ll love
that.  Nereus is a lazy git.  He just likes to stand in the Arena
with the sun on his face nodding and saying “very good” to everything the
apprentices do.’  


‘You almost
sound like you miss our old Lieutenants!’  Saul laughed.  


‘No.  Not
really.  But we had some fun moments with them, didn’t we?  Like our
first Contract when Cain drugged them senseless for three days so we could
gamble and drink every night.’  


‘Ah, happy
times … happy times.’  Cain smiled.


They fell to
reminiscing, laughing at each half-forgotten mishap.  Mistral rode quietly
beside Phantom.  He wasn’t joining in with the storytelling but was
talking to her about something to do with her gift.  She wasn’t listening
to him or her brothers.  Her mind dwelled anxiously on Fabian.  She
worried continually for his safety.  Putreo was no threat, but the
Rochforte tribe were.  The irony of being concerned for an assassin with a
fearsome reputation was not lost on her.  She smiled to herself. 
Cold-blooded assassin he may be, but he was hers and she wanted him back in one
piece.


‘Now if you’re
smiling at my advice on mind enhancement techniques I know you haven’t been
listening to a word I’ve said.’  


‘Sorry
brother.  I was thinking.’ 


‘Mage De
Winter I assume?’  


Mistral
sighed, ‘I worry about him.’


There was a
brief silence and Mistral could feel Phantom’s incredulous gaze boring into the
side of head.


‘I know, I
know,’ she muttered, looking down at the leather reins gathered in her
hand.  ‘He can look after himself.  But I can’t help worrying.’


‘I have never
witnessed a more ridiculous pairing than you two!’  Phantom exclaimed in
an exasperated voice.  ‘You’re fretting over an assassin credited with
more kills than I’ve had hot dinners and he regularly tries to die protecting
one of the most stubbornly indestructible creatures on the Isle!’


Mistral gave a
wry laugh, ‘I know.  Stupid isn’t it?’


‘There is
nothing stupid about love.  Irrational maybe.’  Phantasm murmured,
riding up on Mistral’s left.  


Mistral sighed
and pushed her troubled thoughts to the back of her mind, concentrating instead
on the journey ahead of them.


‘Which way are
we going?  Through the Southern Range or across the marshlands?’  she
asked, gazing ahead of them to where the meadows met the foothills of the
Southern Range.


‘Through the
marshes.’  Phantasm confirmed.  ‘It’s been dry for the last three
weeks so it should be safe enough, and it’ll cut about a day off our journey.’


Mistral nodded
her agreement.  Although the hunting opportunities through the Southern
Range would have provided a good distraction, she didn’t particularly want to
be reminded of the week long chimera hunt Fabian had taken her on as a holiday
after her Qualification. 


‘Tell me about
The Festival of the Arcane,’ she demanded abruptly when Fabian threatened to
fill her mind again.


‘I’m afraid
we’re not too well informed on the subject.’  Phantasm admitted with a
frown.  ‘Like you, we were mostly raised in a sorcering community and the
years we spent with our tribe must have fallen between Festivals because I
don’t recall hearing much about it.’


‘However, I
know a brother who can answer all your questions … Saul!’  


Phantom had
called out before Mistral could stop him.  She grimaced and kept her eyes
fixed on her hands as Saul pulled his horse between her and Phantom, smiling
slightly.


‘You yelled?’


‘Tell Mistral about
the Festival, she’s curious to know all the facts, as are we actually –’


Saul frowned
at Mistral for a moment and then his face cleared, ‘I always forget you weren’t
raised by a tribe.  It was Nevelte wasn’t it?’


Mistral nodded
wordlessly, trying to hide the discomfort she was feeling.  She could kill
Phantom.  She and Saul had barely spoken a word since her wedding and all
the events that had followed, not least of all her threatening to take her own
life at the thought of Fabian dying.  She cringed inwardly at how selfish
and petulant that must have made her seem.


‘Well it’s no
surprise you’ve never heard of it then.  The Festival of the Arcane is
strictly non-Mage.  What goes on there is a fiercely guarded secret. 
Not that there’s anything Mages would be remotely interested in, it’s more a
matter of Arcane pride.  It’s a celebration of Arcane skills, well a
tournament rather than a celebration.  It’s held every five years over the
summer solstice.  The title of ultimate champion carries a lot of kudos
for the tribe of the winning warrior, as well as a big prize.  It’s
everything you’d expect from a mass gathering of the Arcane tribes,
competitive, violent, raucous and damned good fun!’


Mistral
glanced up to see that he was grinning at her and she instantly grinned back,
feeling a wave of relief that he appeared to have forgiven her recent erratic
behaviour. 


‘Tell me about
the categories,’ she asked eagerly, warming to the idea of a three-day
tournament designed purely to test their skills to the limit.


‘Well we don’t
know the details until we register, but the last Festival entailed an open
category on unarmed combat –’


‘What do you
mean “open category?”’  Mistral interrupted.


‘No
restrictions on who enters.  Basically, it’s all weights, ages … and sexes.’


Mistral said,
looking surprised, ‘Do they usually divide it into sexes?’


Saul smiled,
‘I know you tend to think of yourself as a warrior rather than a woman, and I
admit, you would annihilate your average male, never mind female – but the
amazon tribes will be there and they can be pretty fearsome opponents.  In
fact, I’m sure they were banned one year for excessive violence against one of
the elven tribes.’


‘Were they
like Xerxes?’  Mistral asked suspiciously.  


Saul laughed,
‘I think that may have been part of the dispute.’ 


‘Then I
completely understand, but I admit finding the idea of separate categories
strange.  I’ve only met two other female warriors, apart from Columbine
and Golden –’


Saul cut
across her in a hard voice, ‘They don’t count as warriors and they won’t be
breathing for much longer either.’  


‘With you
there brother.’  Mistral agreed, frowning as she continued with her train
of thought.  ‘Oh yes … and the other two female warriors I’ve met, well,
they were … how do I describe it?’


‘More of a man
than Xerxes?’  Saul suggested with a grin.


Mistral
laughed, ‘They did look similar, even down to the scars and stubble.  I
reckon they’d have been able to hold their own in a fight with pretty much
anyone.  Well, except Grendel of course.’


‘He’s our
secret weapon.’  Saul gave her a sly smile.  ‘Xerxes has been working
out the odds on Grendel being this year’s ultimate champion and for once,
they’re too even for him to bother with.’


Mistral
laughed with him and felt a burst of happiness at being friends with her
brother again.  She began to look forward to the next few days of
gratuitous violence, drinking and gambling … the perfect distraction whilst
Fabian was away.


‘Tell me about
the other categories.’


‘Well, based
on the last event the first day will probably be unarmed fights all day. 
No problems for the Ri there.  It’s not a knockout tournament so even if
you lose all your bouts on the first day you’ll still be eligible to compete
over the next two days, if you’re still standing that is.’


‘I’ll make
damned sure I am!  Spectating is not my idea of fun.’  


‘Yes, we
know.  So, day two, let’s see … if my memory serves me right it was live
target shooting on horseback.  A herd of wild pigs were released and
everyone had initialled bolts or arrows –’


‘Sounds
familiar.’  Mistral muttered darkly.


‘I’m sure it
does.  But they were aiming for pigs, not high-ranking Rochfortes.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Don’t mention
it.  Moving swiftly on to day three.  Armed combat –’


‘Swords?’ 
Mistral asked quickly. 


‘Swords, quarterstaves,
knives … you name it, they fought with it.’ 


Mistral sighed
happily.  


‘Then they
finish in the afternoon with an event just for the finalists.  Last time
it was a hunt –’


‘Lame!’ 
Mistral exclaimed disgustedly.


‘Let me
finish.  Unarmed and on foot … for a cockatrice –’


‘Oh now you’re
talking brother!’  Mistral gasped, a glow of reverence lighting her face.


‘Don’t get any
ideas Mistral.’  Phantasm’s cool voice blotted out her happy thoughts like
a black raincloud.  ‘I really don’t think that would fall into the
specified category of “safe and distracting”.’


Mistral turned
to frown sharply at him, ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’  


Phantasm
remained silent, wearing his aloof and irritatingly enigmatic expression that
begged to be punched.  


Sensing her
growing aggression, Saul sighed and confessed their joint secret, ‘There were
certain requirements to your attendance at the festival.’


‘Oh?’ 
Mistral switched her angry glare to Saul.  ‘Like what?’


‘Well, mainly
that you didn’t die over the course of the three days … oh, and we have to
ensure that you don’t get abducted again.’ 


‘And who set
these “requirements”?’


‘Leo.’


‘Damn
Leo!’  Mistral burst.  ‘He’s always ruining my fun!’


‘That’s family
for you.’  Phantom murmured and kicked his horse on to ride ahead before
Mistral could glare daggers at him too. 


The journey to
the Vale of Belleville took them just over two days during which they hunted,
bantered and spent the nights gambling and listening to Xerxes telling
stories.  For Mistral the undemanding simplicity of each day was exactly
what she needed.  Apart from forcing herself to spend an hour each evening
reading her brothers’ auras she didn’t give her training a second
thought.  She was on holiday.  


Mistral had
never spent much time reading her brothers’ auras before and was surprised at
the complexity of each.  Xerxes’ was much as she had anticipated; a deep
shade of ruby reflecting his amorous nature but edged with a thick band of
purple revealing that he was frustrated with some aspect of his life. 
Mistral was unwilling to adopt the role of agony aunt to her brothers and
didn’t discuss her findings with them.  Although they had willingly agreed
to being read she could tell they were secretly uncomfortable with the idea of
their private emotions being revealed to her.  


Cain’s aura
was a swirling mass of metallic turquoise, reflecting perfectly his fun and
curious nature.  Brutus’s was predominately lilac with a strong royal blue
ring.  From the lilac part Mistral surmised a powerful sense of loyalty to
his wayward brother.  The blue signified a strong purpose, as to what she
had no idea but could hazard a guess that it was probably a promise made to
their mother to try and keep Xerxes out of too much trouble.  Or too many
beds.


Grendel’s was typically
simplistic but no less gratifying.  A swathe of bright copper reflecting
his strong, stubborn nature and a shining gleam of lilac reflecting the bond he
felt for his brothers. 


Saul. 
Mistral had hesitantly read his aura, frightened that she would see something
that would make her feel guilt.  Or pity.  However she had been
pleasantly surprised to see that his aura was a startling burst of bright
yellow tinged with a glimmering edge of mother of pearl.  Happiness and
hope.  It seemed that Saul was finally looking to the future and not
dwelling on the unrequited feelings he had harboured for her over the last
year. 


Mistral had
read the twins so many times over the last year that she barely registered
their auras.  As ever they were a vivid mix of curiosity, purpose and
excitement, reflecting their inexhaustible zest for life and ambitions for
their future careers.  


‘Share!’ 
Phantom repeatedly demanded in a low whisper whenever they were out of earshot
of the others. 


Mistral
refused his requests.  She was grateful to her brothers for allowing her
the opportunity to continue trying to master her gift and didn’t want to betray
their trust.  The fact that her efforts had so far been in vain was beside
the point.  


The Vale of
Belleville appeared out of the early morning mists on the third day.  A
sweeping valley filled with a sea of brightly colour tents, all pitched around
a large empty space of grass. 


‘The
Arena!’  Brutus gazed down at the open area in the centre of the tents.


‘I can’t
believe we’re actually here.’  Xerxes sighed.


‘She would be
so proud.’


Xerxes nodded
wordlessly, his eyes shining with emotion.


Mistral stared
at them both in disbelief.  What was it with her brothers and their
overbearing mothers?  The twins and now Xerxes and Brutus seemed to live
in fear of the women that had borne them, something Mistral was eternally
grateful to not suffer since she had no idea who her mother had been.  


Deciding that
the tone needed lifting before Xerxes and Brutus starting crying, Mistral
turned to Cain and raised an eyebrow. 


‘Fancy a race
to the Vale?  Winner doesn’t have to pitch the tent?’


Cain grinned
patted his mare’s neck, a slight grey arab called Venus, ‘You’re on.  Hope
you’re good with ropes and tent pegs!’


‘Ha! 
That’s going to be your job!’  Mistral dug her heels into Cirrus,
galloping away before the others had even gathered up their reins.


A chorus of
resounding yells followed by a thunder of hooves told her that they had taken
up her challenge.  She glanced over her shoulder and grinned at the sight
of her brothers tearing after her at a flat-out gallop with Grendel running
heavily at the back.  Cirrus had more stamina than the other horses and
held his pace, but Cain’s lighter mare was blessed with an incredible turn of
speed and soon caught her up.  Cain swept past with a wicked grin on his
face and Mistral couldn’t help but laugh.  She watched him streak away
over the flat grassland, only hauling his mare to a jerky halt when he reached
the start of the steep path leading down into the Vale of Belleville.  


They gathered
in a breathless line at the edge of the steep path, looking down into the
Vale.  Up close the mass of tents showed just how popular the event
was.  Mistral tried to count them but quickly gave up.  There were
just too many.


Xerxes spoke,
his voice gruff with excitement, ‘Are we ready brothers, sister?’   


‘Ready!’ 



‘Before we
enter, I have one question for you.’ he paused and lifted one eyebrow in a
mocking expression.  ‘What is our purpose?’  


‘Glory!’ 
Brutus responded automatically.


‘Money!’ 
Cain cried a split-second after, causing a ripple of laughter. 


‘For glory and
for money then!’  Xerxes laughed and kicked his horse into a gallop,
leading their headlong charge into The Festival of the Arcane.


They slowed
their horses when the path levelled out to ride into the Vale at a more sedate
pace.  The colourful array of tents reminded Mistral of Rufus the Red’s
camp in The Desert Lands and instantly brought to mind thoughts of
Fabian.  She sighed longingly at the image of him that appeared with heart
wrenching clarity in her mind’s eye.  To distract herself before she began
to pine in earnest she tried to take more interest in her surroundings and was
soon gaping in astonishment. 


‘I bet this is
an eye-opener for you.’  Phantasm leaned over to whisper in her ear. 


‘You could say
that.  Where I was raised was, well you’ve seen it … and then the Valley …
let’s just say that I think I’ve led a bit of a sheltered life so far.’


‘I would
hardly describe your life as that Mistral.  You’d find trouble in a
puddle.  But, I think you’re going to find meeting the Arcanes to be
something of a revelation.  I know we did when we moved from the Council
to our tribe.’


Mistral nodded
and tried to stop herself from staring too obviously at some of the
extraordinary creatures that met her curious gaze.  Some of the Arcane
races she was already familiar with and recognised easily; tall elves, furtive
looking goblins and dour huddles of drows, but others were creatures of myth and
legend that she had only seen in books.


‘Are they what
I think they are?’


‘Yes Mistral,
centaurs.  Don’t stare!  They take offense very easily.’


‘Isn’t there
supposed to be a tribe in The Velvet Forests?’  Mistral muttered and tried
to keep her gaze fixed on Cirrus’ ears.


‘That’s
them.  To call them reclusive would be a slight understatement.’


Mistral stole
a curious glance out of the corner of her eye at the strange creatures. 
Their upper bodies were bare, revealing muscular chests and arms.  Their
faces were bearded, wild and proud yet also somehow deeply mystical.


‘What are
their traits?’ she whispered curiously, referring to the fact that each of the
Arcane tribes had a skill unique to their bloodline.


‘Stargazers.’
 Phantasm muttered back.


‘What does
that mean?’  Mistral frowned, switching her gaze to meet his.


‘They try to
predict the future from the movements of the stars.  It’s a calling that
consumes whole lifetimes and often the results are too ambiguous to be of any
real use.  But they have been known to produce Seers.  The one before
the Divinus was from their tribe.’


Mistral was
unable to resist looking at them again and promptly met the deep stare of a
large male centaur.  She quickly dropped her eyes to look at her reins. 


‘They are also
formidable hunters.  They usually win the live target shooting event.’


Xerxes
chuckled, ‘Mainly because they have unfair advantage by being at one with their
mounted steeds!’  


‘A tasteless
and dangerous joke to make Xerxes!’  Phantom hissed with a worried glance
in the centaurs’ direction.   


‘Oh
hello!’  Xerxes exclaimed under his breath.  


They were
approaching a large silver and pink tent adorned with multiple strings of
brightly coloured bunting.  A giggling group of nymphs smiled and beckoned
seductively from the open tent mouth.


‘I know where
I’ll be later!’  Xerxes grinned, waving back cheerfully.


‘Get your
money ready then brother, because those girls charge!’  Cain warned.


‘What?’ 
the grin faded from Xerxes’ face.  ‘I have to pay them?  Surely it
should be the other way around!’


‘You could try
and persuade them to work for free, but I doubt even your famous charm will
work on them.’  Cain dropped a wink in Mistral’s direction to bring her in
on the joke.  ‘They’re immune to smarmy half-bloods.’


Mistral
watched Xerxes scowl disgustedly at the nymphs and stifled a laugh.  She
wasn’t at all surprised to find nymphs working that particular
profession.  Golden was only too happy to trade on her looks to gain what
she wanted. 


‘You could
always try your luck with them brother.’  Mistral tilted her head towards
a tent made of animal hide where some long-limbed females were sat skinning a
bear between them. 


‘Amazons!’ 
Xerxes muttered.  ‘Thanks but I value my safety!’


Phantom
watched the fierce-looking women for a moment then whispered to his twin, ‘Do
you think Mistral’s got amazon blood brother?’ 


Phantasm
glanced across and studied them briefly, ‘I agree, she has some amazonian
tendencies, but no, I really don’t think so.  Just look at their colouring
and size for a start.  Grendel would struggle with one of them.’


‘You’re
right.’  Phantom agreed and looked away quickly when one of the amazons
caught him staring and raised her eyebrows suggestively.  


‘There’s the
registration tent.’  Xerxes called, pointing to a huge black mass of
billowing canvas where two female dryads were sat around a table piled high
with parchment.  ‘We’ll go get some entry forms while you lot set pitch
the tent.’


‘So much for
the winner’s privilege!’  Cain muttered, watching Xerxes and Brutus
dismounting and leading their horses over to the two dryads.


‘Never mind
brother, I’ll pass you the pegs.’  Mistral murmured consolingly.
 ‘You can hammer them in and imagine its Xerxes’ head.’


‘Right, let’s
find a suitable pitch.’  Phantom said briskly.  ‘Somewhere not too
noisy –’


They rode at a
slow walk down a long avenue of brightly coloured tents, talking little and
soaking up the atmosphere of the festival.  Laughter and singing drifted
out from almost every tent they passed.  Loud banter and roars of laughter
were coming from a large red and white striped tent that seemed to be bursting
at the seams with representatives from every Arcane tribe on the Isle, all
clutching tankards of ale.


‘Ah, the
unifying bond of alcohol.’  Cain smiled.  ‘I wonder if we can
persuade some of them to join us in a game later.  Mistral?  Would
you consider aiding and abetting me in some slight defrauding of our fellow
races in the beer tent later?’


Mistral
grinned at him and shook her head, ‘I’ll play, but not read.  I
 don’t fancy my chances against one of those amazons if they work out what
I’m up to.’


Cain followed
her gaze to see one of the amazons winning an arm-wrestle with a Ri warrior
they both recognised. 


‘I agree,’ he muttered,
giving the amazon a fearful look as she won her bout and promptly reached
across the table to force a passionate kiss on her startled opponent. 
‘They make Eudora look like a lady!’


‘Let’s hope
for your sake that they don’t like the cheeky type.’  Mistral muttered
when the amazon caught Cain’s awed look and winked at him. 


‘Quick! 
Hide me!’


Mistral
laughed and kicked Cirrus into a trot, shielding Cain from the amazon’s
view.  They both pulled their horses back to a slower pace again once
they’d left the drinking tent a safe distance behind.  There was too much
to see to ride at anything quicker than a walk.  


‘This will do
us I think.’  Phantasm announced a short while later, stopping at a space
large enough for their tent.  


‘Who’s is
this?’  Cain asked Saul while he helped him unroll the bundle of canvas
from the back of his saddle.  


‘Gleacher’s. 
He uses it for overnight Training Contracts with the apprentices.’


‘Oh good.’
 Cain heaved a sigh of relief.  ‘I was worried it belonged to his
Leoship and he’d used it to take Golden on a nice camping trip last year.’


‘Ugh! 
Cain!’  Mistral pulled a disgusted face.


‘Sorry. 
I forgot that now you’re married you have no sense of humour.’


Mistral felt
her good mood slide away at the reminder of her missing husband, away trying to
kill the man who had abducted her and allowed his wife to torture her. 
She vented her dark mood on the tent pegs, hammering them into the ground with
angry blows that drew meaningful looks from the twins.  


They had just
about finished erecting the tent when Brutus and Xerxes arrived surrounded by a
noisy group of hob, all talking and joking at the same time.  


‘Look out,
here comes trouble.’  Cain muttered, eyeing the approaching group
mistrustfully.


Xerxes and
Brutus both sat down wearing identical looks of bemusement while the hob
converged on Cain with loud cries of greeting.


‘I thought
Cain was the most annoying creature on the Isle, but this lot win the title
with no contest!’  Xerxes exclaimed.


‘Are they from
his tribe?’  Phantom asked, looking up interestedly from the fire he was
lighting.


Brutus nodded,
‘Cousins apparently.  They saw us at the registration tent and must’ve
guessed that we were Ri because they immediately starting asking if we knew of
this giant half-hob warrior called Cain.’


‘Giant?’ 
Mistral echoed and looked over, raising her eyebrows in surprise when she
realised that compared to the slightly built, sharp-featured hob, Cain did
indeed look huge.


‘Cain!’  


One of the hob
hailed him more loudly than the rest, a wide grin of pleasure lighting his
impish features.


‘Hermes.’
 Cain responded reservedly. 


‘I can’t
believe you’re here!  We all thought you’d have been murdered out the back
of some seedy tavern for cheating at cards by now!’


‘Sorry to
disappoint you.’


Hermes laughed
and pulled Cain into a swift one-armed hug, quickly breaking off when his eye
fell on Mistral. ‘Hello sister.  In need of a little charmer in your
life?’  he sidled up to her with a mischievous smile on his face. 


‘Careful
Hermes.’  Cain warned.  ‘She’s married to Mage De Winter.’  


‘Really? 
Can’t say I’ve had the pleasure.’  Hermes murmured, running his gaze
roguishly over Mistral.


‘Neither’s
she.’


Mistral shot
Cain a blistering look. 


‘Sorry, but am
I missing something?  Is this lady bedding a Mage or not?’  Hermes
asked with an enquiring glance at his cousin. 


‘They’re
married brother, the two are quite different.’ 


Even Mistral
had to laugh at that and the atmosphere quickly lightened.  Cain’s cousins
were lively company and full of stories about Cain’s exploits with his tribe
before he had joined the Ri.


‘Of course, it
was such a scandal when Cain’s mother ran off with a Mage and came back with
Cain in tow three years later.’  Hermes sighed dramatically.  ‘I
think it was the shame that saw her off in the end –’


Mistral bit
back a laugh and glanced at Cain.  His expression showed that he was on
the verge of losing his temper with his talkative cousin.  He was
obviously furious about having his past so openly discussed but she felt little
sympathy for him.  Her brothers were only too happy to gossip about her
personal life, it was nice to see one of them on the receiving end for a
change. 


‘My stars!’
 Hermes exclaimed when Prospero bounded into view with a dead rabbit hanging
from his mouth.  ‘Is that a dog or a horse?’


‘That’s
Prospero and he’s all dog, well, with a bit of wolf too.’  Mistral
grinned, giving her dog an affectionate pat. 


‘Can I borrow
him for the horse race tomorrow morning?’  Hermes asked, watching Prospero
drop down at Mistral’s feet and begin to make short work of the rabbit.


‘Horse
race?’  Mistral asked eagerly.


‘Yes a horse
race is the first event Mistral.  Now, if I’ve finally got your
attention,’  Xerxes impatiently waved a piece of parchment in the air,
‘could we please get down to the business of completing our entry form, only
I’ve got some rather pressing engagements to keep!’


Brutus sighed,
‘By which you mean money to extort from our Arcane kinsmen.’ 


‘Precisely
that brother.’  Xerxes said briskly.  ‘Now, do you want to hear the
categories or shall I just enter you all for everything?’


‘I think we
should hear them first.’  Phantasm said quickly. 


‘Right, here
we go then … horse race tomorrow morning.  Two circuits of the Vale,
bareback, no bridles … any takers?’  Xerxes glanced round, his tatty quill
poised ready.


Mistral
quickly gave her name, followed a split-second later by Cain, Saul and
Brutus.  Only the twins demurred, eyeing the parchment in Xerxes’ hand
dubiously.


‘Why
not?’  Mistral demanded sharply.  ‘Your horses are so well behaved
you could ride them standing on your heads!’


‘It’s not a
horse race Mistral, it’s a brawl!’  Phantasm retorted.  ‘The race
starts with all the entrants on foot and not many actually make it to their
horses!’


Mistral’s eyes
lit up, ‘Even better!’   


‘Has she got
amazon blood?’  Hermes murmured to Cain who laughed and shook his
head.  


‘No, just a
strange perception of what’s good for her.’


‘Must have if
she married a Mage.’  Hermes cast a disdainful glance at the gold ring on
Mistral’s finger.  


‘Grendel? 
Are you entering on your hobby horse?’  Xerxes asked and everyone
laughed.  


Grendel
growled and leaned across to tower menacingly over Xerxes.


‘I’ll take
that as a no shall I?’  Xerxes quickly crossed Grendel’s name out. 
‘Moving swiftly on to the afternoon’s event –’ Xerxes paused and scanned the
parchment in his hands briefly.  ‘Ha!  The traditional open category
of unarmed combat.  Winner stays on to the last man, or woman, standing. 
Any takers?’


Again, only the
twins murmured their dissent to their names being entered.  


‘Grendel’ll
win that one easily.’  Saul said confidently and Mistral nodded, keeping
private her suspicions that the amazons might give the half-troll a run for his
money. 


‘Day
two.’  Xerxes continued, reading carefully from the parchment in his hand.
 ‘Armed melee with non-bladed weapons only, again, last man or woman
standing wins the event.  Any takers?’


‘Are you two
actually going to enter anything?’  Mistral demanded when the twins demurred
once again.


‘The afternoon
is sword duelling –’


‘Now that’s
more like it!  Skill over brawn.  Put our names down please Xerxes.’
 Phantom called, giving Mistral a haughty look. 


‘All in for
that one then.’  Xerxes bent his head and quickly scribbled their names
with his quill.  ‘Last day.  Mounted live prey event –’


‘What’s the
prey?’  Brutus asked eagerly.


‘Give me a
chance!  Er, ah!  Here we go … harpies!’


They all
exchanged grins and Brutus let out a low whistle.  


‘All in again
then?’  Xerxes asked, barely bothering to look up.  ‘Good!  Now
that just brings us to the final … hmm, let’s see what it says … oh –’


‘What
brother?’  Brutus demanded, a look of feverish excitement on his face.


‘It says here
that the final event can only be entered by the winners of the previous
categories.  It’s an Arena event with as yet unspecified beasts.’


‘Sounds like
our wretched Qualifying hunt!’  Cain said in a low aside to Saul.  


While Xerxes
finished checking through the entry requirements Cain’s hob cousins gathered
around the fire Phantom had lit, talking loudly and showing no signs of leaving
anytime soon.  Before long the sound of their persistent shrill voices
began to give Mistral a headache.  Impulsively grabbing her saddlebag she
whistled for Prospero and strode off along the avenue of tents.


‘Where are you
going Mistral?’  Phantasm called, leaping to his feet and walking after
her.


‘Walk … look
around … maybe find a place to wash,’ she called back without bothering to
stop.  


What she
really craved was a little peace and quiet.  The festival was proving to
be an effective method of dulling the sharp pain of missing Fabian but after
two days of being in her brothers’ company her natural desire for solitude was
suddenly overwhelming.  


‘We’ll come
with you.’  Phantom sprang to his feet and joined his brother, both
quickly catching up with her.


Mistral
frowned, ‘There’s really no need.’ 


‘There is
every need actually.’  Phantasm said quietly.


‘Don’t be so
ridiculous!’  Mistral snapped.  ‘This is The Festival of the Arcane! 
All Mages are banned!  I think even the Rochforte’s desire to see me dead
would be severely hampered by having to get past some of the tribes we’ve seen
so far!’


Phantasm
didn’t respond and continued to walk beside her.


‘Is there
something you’re not telling me?’ she demanded suspiciously. 


‘You mean
other than being made to swear on pain of death by Master Sphinx, Mage Grapple
and not least of all, Mage De winter, not to leave you alone for, and I quote
“one single second”?’  Phantom replied.  ‘Believe me Mistral,
babysitting you is hard work!  You’re hardly grateful!’


‘Would you
be?’  she retorted.  ‘I’ve been travelling for two days solid and I
want a wash, preferably without you two handing me a towel afterwards!’


‘Tough.’


‘Nothing we
haven’t seen before anyway –’


‘I damn well
think it is!’  Mistral snarled, earning several surprised looks from the
tribe of elves sitting outside a large tent made of woven strands of
willow.  


‘Only
joking!  Honestly Mistral, I do hope you get your sense of humour back
when you finally gain the Sight.  You’re becoming exceptionally difficult
you know.’


When Mistral
snorted and stomped ahead Phantasm quickly rounded on his brother, ‘Could you
please try not to wind her up too much?  Our job is going to be hard
enough as it is!’


‘Sorry.’ 
Phantom muttered back.  ‘Hard to resist, old habits die hard and all
that.  Anyway, what’s the plan for tomorrow?’


‘Well, the others
have entered the race too, apart from Grendel of course, so they can protect
her during the brawling part.  If they fail we’ll be on the side-lines
willing anyone that goes near her to suddenly want to go in the other
direction.’


‘Ah, cheating
again, I like it.  Cain’s right, this is turning out to be just like our
Qualifying hunt!’


‘Hmm, let’s
just hope Columbine doesn’t show up this time.’


Mistral strode
ahead with Prospero padding watchfully by her side.  She had been
apprehensive about how her dog would react to the Arcane tribes, especially
since his protective instincts seemed to have increased since Fabian had left,
but so far he was appearing remarkably tolerant to the unusual sights and
smells of the Festival.  She smiled and dropped a hand to rub his head
affectionately then returned her attention to looking for somewhere to have a
wash. 


Her irritation
at the twins was quickly replaced by renewed amazement at the bizarre sights
that met her eyes.  The avenue of tents was busy, providing her with much
to marvel at.  A group of sylvads swept past speaking to each other in
musical voices, instantly reminding Mistral of the formidable Melsina which led
to her remembering the way Fabian had looked at her in those trousers...
she was rudely shaken from her musings by some surly goblins pushing
past.  Instinctively tightening her grip on her saddlebag Mistral walked
on a little quicker and tried to keep her wits about her.  More nymphs
swayed past and instantly fell upon the twins, imploring them to visit their
tent in a chorus of soft sighs which swiftly changed to a stream of sharp
insults when the twins ignored them. 


‘Charming!’ 
Phantom muttered, keeping his gaze fixed on Mistral striding ahead of them.


‘Hmm, I’m not
sure even Mistral has ever called me that.’  Phantasm remarked with a
thoughtful look. 


Mistral had
nearly reached the registration tent when her feet stalled and her mouth fell
open in astonishment at the sight of a group of fairies heading towards
her.  She had only briefly glimpsed them in The Velvet Forests before, and
certainly never seen so many at the same time.  Each was only the size of
a small child with blue eyes that glittered with the promise of boundless
mischief, their elfin features topped with a crown of tightly curled
hair.  They hovered a few inches from the ground, fluttering along the
avenue on gossamer wings while they chattered away in high-pitched voices.
 Prospero followed their jerky flight with hungry eyes and let out a low
growl.  Mistral quickly laid a restraining hand on his neck and hoped he
wouldn’t disgrace himself by eating one of her fellow Arcanes during the
festival.


Mistral held
Prospero back while the fairies passed then walked over to the registration
tent where the two dryads were working through a stack of entry forms,
recording the details of each onto one single roll of parchment.  Neither
looked up as Mistral approached, leaving her to stand by their stable feeling
increasingly irritated.  Realising that the dryads had been to the same
school of customer service as Eudora, Mistral coughed loudly. 


‘Yes?’ one of
them eventually enquired, looking up with a sharply furrowed brow.


‘Is there
anywhere to have a wash?’  


‘Females at
the waterfall in the north end of the Vale, males at the pool in the south.’
 the dryad snapped briskly and waved a hand dismissively to indicate where
she meant before returning her attention to the small mountain of entry forms
on the table. 


Not bothering
to thank them, Mistral immediately began to walk in the direction the dryad had
indicated only to be instantly flanked by the twins.


‘I’ll carry
that for you shall I?’  Phantasm murmured solicitously and took her
saddlebag.


‘Taking this a
bit far aren’t you?’  Mistral scowled, reluctantly relinquishing her grip
on her saddlebag.  


‘I promised
your Mage I would look after you Mistral.’


Mistral knew
he was lying but couldn’t be bothered to argue, reflecting instead that it was
a good job she would have plenty of opportunities to kill things over the next
few days or at the rate they were going the twins might not make it back to the
Valley with all their limbs attached. 


The twins were
unusually quiet while they made their way to the north end of the Vale. 
Mistral didn’t mind, she was too busy looking at the stalls set out beneath
brightly coloured awnings.  A display of beautifully crafted elven bows
drew her attention briefly but a stall selling hunting knives caused her to
stop and stare until the twins’ sighs of irritation became too loud to ignore
and she reluctantly allowed them to drag her away.  They all stopped at a
stall further along selling leather goods.  The amazon sat beside the
stall greeted them in a husky voice and stood up to select items and deliver
her sales pitch on each.  While she explained the benefits of leather
wrist supports to the twins, Mistral found herself studying her with a critical
eye, calculating how she would fare against one of them in the unarmed combat
event.  The amazon was tall and muscular, easily dwarfing both the twins
and physically blessed with a fighter’s attributes; good reach, strength,
stamina and eyes that shone with a fearless gleam.  Finishing her swift
study of the amazon’s statuesque physique Mistral smiled to herself as she
identified her weak spot.  Nodding contentedly she reached out and picked
up a pair of fur-lined boots.


‘I promised
your mother I’d get some new boots,’ she said to the twins.  ‘I think
these are an appropriately contemporary blend of practical with a stylish edge,
don’t you?’


Clutching her
new boots protectively to her chest before Phantasm could offer to carry them
for her as well, Mistral turned to Phantom as they walked on towards the
northern end of the Vale. 


‘Is Xerxes
planning a card game for tonight?’  


Mistral could
see that the festival would fill her days and be demanding enough to dull the
ache of missing Fabian, but she was dreading being left with too much time on
her hands in the evenings and have nothing to do but think.  Not that she
would admit that to anyone, least of all the twins who would no doubt see it as
even more of a reason to force their company on her.


‘No.’
 Phantom replied promptly, adding with a weary sigh.  ‘Actually, let
me rephrase that.  Yes, I am sure that Xerxes is planning a card game for
tonight, however Chieftain Wolfsnare is hosting a feast to celebrate the start
of the festival.’


‘So please
make sure you brush your hair Mistral.’  Phantasm added, casting a pained
look at her dishevelled ponytail.  ‘Remember that we are here representing
the Ri.’


‘And what
style would you prefer me to wear my hair in tonight then brother?’ 
Mistral asked sarcastically and instantly regretting her flippancy when she was
forced to listen to Phantasm’s ideas on hairstyles for the rest of the walk. 


By the time
they reached the far northern end of the Vale Mistral had sunk into a stupor
brought on by endless talk of plaits, twists and other things that sounded more
like a form of torture than a hairstyle.  She barely noticed when they
entered a wide open space where a makeshift corral had been erected to secure
the horses.  


‘Ah, here we
are!’  Phantom announced, snapping Mistral out of her hair-induced coma. 


She looked
over at the horses grazing in the enclosure and frowned.  Cirrus would
stand out like a shining star amongst the heavy cobs and stocky ponies that
were grazing there.


‘There’s too
many goblins around for me to leave Cirrus there!’ she muttered to Phantasm.


‘Despite the
fact that your horse could probably eat a goblin I have to say that I
agree.  And if Cain’s cousins are anything to go by the hob aren’t much
better.’ 


‘Sharp-eyed
doesn’t quite cover it.’  Phantom agreed.  ‘Did you see Hermes eyeing
Mistral’s wedding ring?  I thought he was going to pull it off her
finger!’  


‘I’m not sure
that was about the gold.’ 


‘I think I can
handle Hermes!’  Mistral growled then gave an exclamation of pleasure when
her gaze fell upon the pool that had been designated for female bathing. 
‘Finally!  This is where I actually get some time to myself!  See you
in a while brothers.’


A clear stream
gushed over the steep side of the Vale in a narrow waterfall, creating a
natural shower that fell into a deep rocky pool at its base.  Mistral eyed
the water longingly; she felt hot and dirty after the long ride and couldn’t
wait to dive in. 


‘Bye
then!’  she said pointedly when the twins remained close by her side.


‘Sorry
Mistral, but it’s going to be a back-turned affair.’  Phantasm replied
stiffly.   


Mistral stared
at him, ‘Are you joking?’


‘No.’


‘Believe me, I
don’t want to do this either.’  Phantom said, looking decidedly
uncomfortable.  ‘But we swore not to let you out of our sight for a single
moment.’


‘There is no
way I’m having a wash with you two watching me!  It’s just ...
wrong!’  


‘We promise
not to look.’


Mistral
regaled them with savage threats about what she would do to them if they didn’t
go but they refused to move and waited patiently until she had run out of
breath.


‘Look Mistral,
I am sorry if this makes you uncomfortable, but we promised.’  Phantasm
said quickly before she could draw in enough breath to start swearing again. 


Phantom was
less tactful.  ‘Would you rather I fetched Xerxes?’ he said acidly. 
‘I’m sure he’d love to join you, he might even scrub your back for you as
well!’


‘No I don’t
want Xerxes here and I don’t want you two either!’  Mistral shouted and
glared at them furiously for a full minute but they simply gave her cool looks
in return.  ‘Oh, I don’t believe this!’ she finally burst.  ‘Turn
your backs then!’  


Mistral waited
until they had turned to face the other way before stomping bad-temperedly over
to the edge of the pool.  Casting a quick look over her shoulder to make
sure they both still had their backs turned, she undressed hastily and dived
into the water and was immediately followed by Prospero leaping in excitedly
after her.


The clear pool
was as cold and refreshing as it had promised to be.  Mistral broke the
surface with a gasp and swam towards the waterfall, intending to use it as a
shower to wash her hair.  The water was deeper beneath the waterfall and
Mistral couldn’t touch the bottom so she trod water while she leaned her head
back into the fast flowing torrent.  As her head broke through the thin
veil of water she was surprised not to feel rock but air behind her.  She spun
around in the water and stared curiously into the dark space behind the
waterfall.  Deciding to investigate, she threw a swift look in the twins’
direction to make sure they still had their backs turned then swam through the
waterfall to find herself in a small cave.


It was too
dark to see much at first so Mistral trod water and allowed her eyes to adjust
while Prospero paddled in behind her.  After a few seconds she could make
out the cave’s low ceiling narrowing down to meet a thin shelf of rock. 
Prospero suddenly growled and began to circle her protectively, staring fixedly
at the back of the cave.


‘What is it
boy?’ she murmured and stared into the cave but couldn’t make out anything in
the dim light beyond the edge of the rocky shore.


Mistral heard
a faint rattling noise followed by a splash as a stone rolled down from the
back of the cave and dropped into the water.  She held her breath and
stared harder, straining her eyes to see what, or who, had dislodged the stone
then gave a startled gasp when she saw something pale shift in the
shadows.  Praying that she hadn’t disturbed one of the daunting-looking
amazons trying to have a quiet swim Mistral immediately began to scull
backwards out of the cave.


‘Come on boy!’
she called quietly to Prospero.  


Mistral swam
out into the warm sunlight and continued straight to the side of the pool,
quickly hauling herself out before whoever was in the cave came out.  She
had become used to having her own bathroom in the Valley and wasn’t entirely
comfortable with the notion of communal bathing.


Shivering from
the cold of the water, Mistral hastily pulled open her saddlebag and tugged out
a clean set of clothes, dragging them awkwardly over her wet skin she realised
that the trousers were the shockingly tight ones that Melsina had given
her.  Swearing under her breath, Mistral suddenly remembered that Phantasm
had packed for her and rummaged through the saddlebag with a growing sense of
panic.  She found more new shirts and another pair of Melsina’s black
trousers but none of her comfortable, loose fitting clothing.  Looking
around frantically for the dirty clothes she had left in a pile at the side of
the pool she clenched her fists in anger when she saw they had mysteriously
vanished. 


‘Phantasm!’ 
she shouted while she buttoned up the dark red shirt she had never worn. 
‘You’ve only packed the clothes your mother gave me!’


‘Have
I?’  Phantasm called back in a surprised voice.  ‘How very remiss of
me.  I do apologise Mistral.  I suppose you will just have to suffer
looking presentable for once.’


Sitting on a
sun-warmed rock to pull on her new leather boots Mistral laced them then took
out her irritation on her hair, giving it a vigorous combing before leaving it
loose to dry in the late afternoon sun.  Finally shoving her dagger into
her belt and wishing it was Phantasm’s arm instead, she stalked over to rejoin
the twins.


‘Can you
please tell me just why you two insist on trying to dress me all the time?’ 


The twins spun
around, tilted their heads to study her appraisingly they both smiled and
nodded in satisfaction.


‘Better!’ 
said Phantom.


‘I
agree.  And in answer to your question Mistral, it’s the irresistible
appeal of all that unrealised potential that is really the essence of all your
problems.  You need to embrace all of your gifts, and I’m not talking
about just Sight.’


‘And how would
dressing like a – a … oh!  Words fail me!  Help me to embrace Sight?’
she demanded furiously, waving a hand angrily at her trousers.


‘If you took a
little more pride in your appearance I am sure it would have a positive effect
on your mental state and help you master your gift.’  Phantasm explained
patiently. 


‘Pride? 
How can I be proud about being dressed like a – a … whatever the hell I look
like!’  


‘Look Mistral,
I really don’t see the problem.  You are wearing trousers and shirt!’


‘Just!’ she
howled furiously.


‘And a wedding
ring.’  Phantasm continued in a firm voice.  ‘Now, there is nothing
inappropriate in your dress so I really don’t think that you’ll be mistaken for
one of those hard-working nymphs.  You are perfectly respectable, and
anyway, I doubt that there is a male here who would dare think inappropriate
thoughts about you with an expression like that on your face!’


Mistral’s eyes
widened but she managed to control her anger by drawing in a deep breath and
deciding to change tactics. 


‘But I’m
really not comfortable dressed like this.  And, I don’t think Fabian would
approve.’  she gave Phantasm a pleading look.  ‘Can I have my other
clothes back … please brother?’


The twins
regarded her for a moment.


‘No, sorry,
you look much better like that.  I just can’t bring myself to let you go
back out in those tatty old clothes.’


‘And Mage De
Winter looked very approving last time you wore those trousers.’


‘Come on
brother!  I’ll muck your horse out for a whole week!’  Mistral
wheedled.


‘No.’


‘A fortnight
then!’


‘No.’


They bickered
all the way back to the tent to find that Xerxes had started a game of
knucklebones with Cain’s cousins and was having a heated argument with Hermes
about the rules.


‘No!  Two
rolls of the dice are not permitted if you are “feeling lucky” Hermes! 
Just face it!  You’re a cheating hob like your wretched cousin!  Ah
–’ he broke off to leer at Mistral as she approached.  ‘Hello
Mistral!  Wearing my favourite trousers again I see!’


Mistral
glowered at the twins who merely shrugged and ducked inside the tent, no doubt
to organise her wardrobe for the rest of the festival.


‘One more word
and I will beat you to within an inch of your life.’  Mistral snarled,
venting her frustration on Xerxes.


‘I don’t think
he’d complain.’  Hermes murmured, running an eye over her trousers.


‘Oh for crying
out loud!’  Mistral snapped and abruptly turned on her heel and stormed
off, diving between the tents to be rapidly lost from their sight.  


Drawing in
several deep breaths, Mistral forced herself to try and calm down while she
strode through the confused tangle of tents, stepping over guide ropes and
apologising brusquely whenever she lumbered through surprised groups of Arcanes
playing cards or chatting quietly around their campfires.


Prospero
padded silently alongside her, his pale eyes occasionally flicking towards the
dark interiors of the tents they passed but never leaving her side.  Once
she had calmed down enough to think rationally again Mistral made the happy
discovery that she was actually on her own.  She smiled and instantly
forgave the twins for the incident with the trousers.  Feeling her mood
and the corners of her mouth lift at the same time she looked around with fresh
enthusiasm.  It was time to explore.


Letting her
mind wander and her feet do the same, Mistral meandered aimlessly through the
tents, smiling and nodding at any Arcanes that met her gaze but politely refusing
their offers to join them in a meal or a game of cards.  She was too happy
simply walking around and enjoying the atmosphere.  The festival was for
her kind only, those whose appearance had forced them into exile from the human
world to an Isle where they were considered inferior by the ruling Mages. 
But for three days they could rejoice in their uniqueness.  A celebration,
that’s how Saul had described it, and she could see what he meant. 
Whatever differences the Arcane tribes had were put aside for the duration of
the festival with any lingering bitterness redirected towards the Mage
population.  


‘Have you
heard the one about the three Council officials trying to cross a river?’


Mistral listened
to the start of another crude joke about Mages being told to a laughing group
of goblins and gazed down at the band of gold on her finger.  She had no
doubt that she was going to be regarded as a traitor for marrying a Mage.


Her Mage.


Slowing to a
thoughtful walk she began to wonder what Fabian was doing right now, whether he
had found Putreo and completed the Contract.  Perhaps he was already
making his way back and would be waiting for her in the Valley when she
returned from the Festival.  Occupied by her hopeful musings Mistral
didn’t realise where she was until she was suddenly staring into a pair of
soulful dark eyes.


‘Oh! 
Sorry!’ she gasped when she realised that she had wandered straight into the
centaur camp.  ‘I was –’


‘Deep in
thought.  Yes, I could see that,’ the centaur said.


Mistral nodded
and silently cursed her carelessness.  What had Phantasm said?  That
they took offense easily, and she had rudely blundered into their camp.


‘I’m really
sorry,’ she muttered and began to back away, somehow feeling that it would be
even more disrespectful to turn her back as she left.


The centaur
fixed her with his deep stare, ‘Stay, Seer, there is much we need to discuss.’


Mistral
blinked at him … Seer ... ‘I - I haven’t got the Sight –’  


The centaur
continued to gaze at her calmly, ‘Not yet maybe.  But you will master your
gift.’


‘I don’t think
I can actually.’


Mistral was
shocked to hear her voice admitting something she dare not even confess to
herself.  She quickly bit her lip to stop herself from confessing any
other secret fears, like the fact that if she never mastered Sight she would
never have a life with Fabian.  


‘Imperato.’
 The centaur announced and after a moment’s confusion Mistral realised
that he was introducing himself.


‘Oh … I’m Mistral,’
she muttered, feeling suddenly self-conscious in her new clothes. 


Imperato
smiled, softening his hard, proud face, ‘I know.  Join us.  You will
be safe here.’  he gestured to the tribe of centaurs waiting quietly
behind him.


Mistral gazed
in wide-eyed wonder at the tribe while they took it in turn to introduce
themselves.


‘Dravite,’
announced the centaur closest to Imperato.  Mistral couldn’t help but
notice his equine body was a magnificent dark chestnut and hoped that he didn’t
take offense at her probably all too obvious admiration.


‘Faras,’ said
the centaur next to him in a quieter voice.  He had blue eyes that seemed
not to look directly at her, but beyond her.  His hair was lighter and his
equine body that of a dappled grey.


The rest of
the tribe introduced themselves, too many for her to remember.  She nodded
mutely at each before quickly realising that there were no females
present.  Her confusion must have showed on her face because Imperato
abruptly turned to her and spoke in his wild, deep voice.


‘Our Bonded
partners remain in The Velvet Forests.  It is not appropriate for them to
attend.’


Mistral
instantly noted two things; Bonding, and the fact that they felt it was not
appropriate for females to attend.  She glanced down at her trousers again
and grimaced, wondering just how offensive they found both her presence and the
way she was dressed.


‘Join us in a
drink to celebrate the gathering of the Arcane tribes,’ Imperato said and waved
one of the tribe forwards to offer Mistral a horn cup full of a golden liquid. 


Mistral
accepted the drink the centaur offered and took a tentative sip.  It was
mead, strong and sweet.  She glanced down to see Prospero sitting quietly
by her side, his expression alert but relaxed.  He obviously felt that the
centaurs posed no threat to his mistress. 


‘You are Ri.’ 


It was a
statement, not a question and Mistral merely nodded, hoping that her being a
female warrior would not offend them any further.


‘Where were
you raised?’


‘Nevelte.’
 Mistral answered hesitantly.  ‘It’s a sorcering village … but, I’m …
I’m not Mage born … I’m sure really sure what I am –’


Imperato
looked at her for a long moment, his gaze unfathomable and for a
heart-wrenching second Mistral was reminded of the way Fabian looked at her.


‘You are Bonded.’


Mistral
swallowed quickly to vanquish the lump in her throat and nodded.


Imperato
suddenly frowned and stared at her with a dark intensity. 


‘Why do you
fear your Sight?’


‘I – I’m not
sure.’  Mistral stammered helplessly.  Something in the centaur’s
powerful gaze seemed to make it impossible to hide anything from him, almost as
though he could see into the deepest recesses of her soul.  ‘I think,
maybe, that I’m not up to the responsibility of it, I mean … what everyone
expects is just beyond me!  I’m not right for something that important –’


‘Right?’ 
Imperato echoed sharply.  ‘Who are you to judge what is right or wrong for
the Isle?’


Mistral stared
at him in silence, frightened to respond and antagonise him further. 


‘Sight would
not manifest itself in an unworthy vessel.’  Imperato continued in a hard
voice.  ‘You need not fear your rightness to be honoured with the
gift of Sight.  What you fear is fear itself, and that is a futile
pursuit.


‘Our centaur
tribe has produced three Seers over the last thousand years.’  Imperato
continued in a proud voice.  ‘The Divinus may be elven born but I myself
schooled him in his gift.’


Mistral stared
at him in frank amazement.  Imperato was older than the Divinus?  He
looked in his prime, strong and healthy with not even a single grey hair
showing in his long hair and dark beard.


‘We are known
as stargazers,’ he paused and looked suddenly disdainful.  ‘A term that
does not do justice to the lifetimes we dedicate to studying the movement of
the planets and the implications their celestial dance has on our fleeting
existences.


‘However, you,
my child,’ he fixed her with a dark gaze that was abruptly kind, almost
fatherly, ‘are born to be a Seer.  It is written in the stars and in your
soul.  Do not fear the responsibilities of the role you have been chosen
to fulfil.  You will not be the next Divinus.  That destiny is
already filled by another who waits impatiently for his time to arrive.’


Mistral kept
her face expressionless but she instantly knew that Imperato was referring to
her fiercely ambitious Training Captain, Leo Sphinx.


‘Sight will
not change you Mistral.  It will complete you.’


Mistral felt
something click inside her.  She gazed at Imperato wordlessly, unable to
express the sudden feeling of understanding that swept through her in response
to his words.


He nodded and
smiled, ‘Come!  We will escort you to the feast.  Your brothers are
growing anxious.’


Mistral looked
up in surprise and realised that evening had fallen.  She’d been gone
longer than she intended and had no doubt that the twins would be furious with
her.


She was walked
between Imperato and Faras, the other centaurs following behind.  They
moved at an unhurried pace, unspeaking and regal, wending their way through the
darkening night towards the blaze of torchlight in the large open space in the
middle of the Vale.  The fabled Arena.  When they entered the
torchlit circle Mistral could see long rows of trestle tables had been set out,
forming an open-ended rectangle.  In their centre was a massive pit of
glowing coals where hundreds of spits laden with meat were being slowly turned
by sweating elves.  


‘Mistral!’ 



Phantasm’s
relieved shout made her look up.  She quickly spotted him, frowning
anxiously at her from one of the nearby tables.  He immediately stood up
and began to walk towards her.


Mistral turned
back to Imperato and hesitated, struck by a question she was unsure how to ask.



‘Yes Seer, we
will meet again.’  Imperato said quietly and nodded.  ‘Now go. 
Your brothers await.’


‘Thank you –’


Imperato
smiled and watched her walk away to meet Phantasm.


 ‘Where
have you been?’  he demanded, continuing without waiting for her to
reply.  ‘Do you have any idea how worried we’ve been?  We’ve
practically searched the whole Vale!  Cain even made his cousins help!’


‘I was with
the centaurs.’ 


‘I can see
that!’  


‘Well, I’m
here now and I’m obviously fine, so what’s your problem?’  Mistral
snapped, too embarrassed by him telling her off to feel guilty for the trouble
she had caused.


Phantasm closed
his eyes and seemed to struggle with himself for a moment, ‘So
ungrateful!’  he grabbed her arm and dragged her towards one of the
tables.  ‘Come on, all the Ri have been sat together over here –’


‘All of the
Ri?  How many of us are here?’  she asked, suddenly intrigued. 


‘There’s
fifteen of us.’


She
brightened, ‘So we could well have a Ri champion this year then!’  


‘Perhaps. 
If we don’t all die from the stress of trying to keep track of you!’


‘Oh don’t be
so dramatic!  I was only gone a couple of hours!’  


‘Yes, and if
you remember rightly that was all it took for you to be abducted last
time!  I would appreciate you being a bit more co-operative over the next
three days Mistral, because my brother and I really don’t want to get on
the wrong side of Mage Grapple!’


‘Yes, how
selfish of me!  I really must think of your careers!’  Mistral spat,
ignoring the space he indicated she moved further along and swung her leg over
the bench and sit between Saul and Cain. 


‘Nice
trousers.’  Cain commented appreciatively.


Mistral swore
at him and Saul laughed.


‘I take it you
made the mistake of letting Phantasm pack for you?’ 


‘Never, ever
again!’  Mistral muttered, shooting black looks down the table at
Phantasm.


‘Here.’
 Saul filled a goblet from one of several pitchers set out along the
centre of the table.  ‘Lighten up and have a drink!  The feast is
about to begin and we’ve three days of festivities ahead of us.’


Mistral took a
long drink.  The wine was rich and good.  She finished it quickly and
held it out for Saul to refill, raising it solemnly.  


‘Here’s to
glory –’ 


‘– and money!’
 Cain finished, smashing his goblet into hers in an exuberant toast. 











The Feast 





A respectful
hush fell as a tall figure from the table forming the end of the rectangle rose
to his feet.  


‘Chieftain Wolfsnare!’ 
Saul muttered.


Mistral
followed his gaze to see an imposing elf standing at the head of the table;
Bryden Wolfsnare.


‘Brothers! 
Sisters!  I bid you all welcome to The Festival of the Arcane!’  


His voice was
deep with a rich, pleasing quality.  Mistral found herself looking forward
to hearing him speak more.  She leaned forwards slightly, listening
intently while he opened his arms in a welcoming gesture and addressed the
gathered tribes.


‘We come
together to celebrate the unique qualities our each of our proud races … and of
course, to compete!’


A ripple of
laughter ran round the tables. 


‘On the summer
solstice we will crown a new champion … may it be an elf!’  he paused and
smiled indulgently at the roars of laughter from the tables of elven
tribes.  ‘I jest!’  Bryden raised his arms to call for silence once
more.  ‘I embrace you all, my tribal brothers and sisters, and bid you
enter into the spirit of the festival.  And now, we celebrate!  Eat,
drink, be as one with your brothers.  For the next three days we have no
ruling Mage Council caging us in with endless laws.  Let us make the most
of our brief freedom!’


A triple
fanfare of hunting horns rang out, signalling the start of the feast.  It
was greeted by a huge cheer from the gathered tribes.  The delicious aroma
of roasting meat hung in the cool night air, mingling with the smell of crushed
grass and smoke from the fire.


‘Ah, smell
that?’  Cain breathed in deeply, his impish face alight.  


‘What? 
The food?’


Cain laughed,
‘You’re too literal Mistral!  That intoxicating perfume I refer to is the
smell of freedom.’


‘Can I eat
it?’


‘No.  But
you can live it, well, for the next three days at least –’


Platters of
carved meat were quickly served.  Pitchers of wine were brought to the
tables in a constant stream and soon the Arena was filled by hundreds of voices
all laughing and talking at the same time. 


‘So which
tribe does Bryden lead then?’  Mistral asked Saul distractedly while she
watched the nymphs weaving seductively around the tables.  


‘Honestly
Mistral, don’t you ever listen?’  Saul laughed and picked up his goblet to
take a drink. 


‘Only on the
rare occasion when one of you lot actually says something worth listening to.’ 


‘Fair point.’
 Saul conceded with a smile and reached over to refill her goblet. 
‘Anyway, Bryden is chieftain of The Emerald Forests tribe.’


‘Oh yes, I
remember now,’ she said, nodding vaguely, her attention drawn back to the
nymphs when one of them let out a long bell-like peal of laughter. 


Saul followed
her gaze and lifted his eyebrows, ‘They’re making you think about Golden aren’t
they?’  


Mistral
shrugged and dropped her gaze to study her goblet.


‘She’ll get
what’s due Mistral, there’s too many of us sworn to make sure it happens for it
not to.’


‘Get in the
queue behind me brother.’  Mistral muttered into her goblet.  She
took a deep drink then lowered it, sighing heavily.


‘Ah, now that
noise I recognise too easily.’  Saul smiled sadly.  ‘You’re worrying
about your Mage.’  


‘Not really.’
 Mistral said truthfully, fiddling with the stem of her goblet.


A short
silence fell between them while Mistral swirled the wine in her goblet
thoughtfully.  She wasn’t worried about Fabian so much as just desperate
to see him again.  She sighed and drained the contents in one swallow.


‘Thanks –’


Saul refilled
her goblet again, ignoring the warning look Cain gave him.  Mistral
suddenly leapt from her seat and rushed over to greet a warrior she recognised
as being an old acquaintance of Fabian’s. 


‘Leave it
brother!’  Cain hissed, watching Saul’s eyes follow her. 


‘I think those
trousers might have been a bad idea after all.’  Phantom muttered to his
twin, his sharp eyes observing the exchange between Cain and Saul.


Phantasm
nodded and gazed coolly at Saul while he poured himself another goblet of wine.



‘Lady De
Winter!’  


‘Samson!’ 
Mistral grinned at the heavily scarred warrior.  


‘Where’s
Fabian?’  he asked, flashing his gold-toothed grin as he gazed
around.  ‘I haven’t seen him since your wedding, which was probably the
best one I’ve ever been to by the way.  It was so thoughtful of you to
organise a life-threatening invasion of the Isle as part of the celebrations.’


‘Don’t mention
it.’ she laughed, adding in a quieter voice.  ‘Fabian’s away … on a
Contract.’  


Samson raised an
eyebrow, ‘Ah, yes, I heard you had some trouble at the Council.’  


‘You could say
that.’ 


Samson nodded,
noting her tense expression he decided to change the subject, ‘I should thank
you for the chimera skin.  It has pride of place on my bed.’


Mistral grinned
again.  It had been Samson who had told Fabian about the chimera in the
southern range.


‘You’re
welcome.  It was a great hunt, the least we could do was give you the
trophy –’ Mistral let her voice tail off and gazed wistfully over at the
torchlit tables, seeing not the flushed faces of the drunken tribe members but
a starlit winter’s night and Fabian sat beside a campfire, smiling at
her.  


‘Are you
racing tomorrow?’  Samson asked, bursting her daydream.


‘What? 
Oh yes!  Just try and stop me!  Well I’m sure you’d like to try, but
you won’t see me and Cirrus for dust, especially not if you’re still riding
that donkey you keep trying to pass off as a horse!’


‘That’s
fighting talk Lady De Winter!’


‘Ouch, less of
the title please!’  Mistral grimaced.


Samson
laughed, ‘Fabian said you wouldn’t like that part.’


‘Hmm, he
wasn’t wrong there.’  Mistral felt her good humour draining away as she
stared down at the gold band on her finger, her mind full of Fabian. 


‘Come and have
a drink with me, bring that elephant-sized dog as well.  There’s some
warriors you two should meet.  They can tell a few stories about Fabian
that’ll make you smile … well, maybe not smile exactly … anyway, they’re good
stories –’


Mistral nodded
but didn’t smile.  She appreciated the gesture Samson was making, though
listening to stories of Fabian was probably only going to make her miss him
even more.  Sighing deeply, she followed him down the table to meet the
other warriors.


‘Nice work
brother.’  Phantasm murmured to his twin, watching Samson respond to their
Gemini gift and lead Mistral away.  


Phantom gave a
nod of satisfaction when Mistral sat down, ‘Crisis averted – for now.  But
I’ve got a feeling it’s going to be a long three days if we’ve got to keep her
away from Saul as well.’


‘Not
forgetting Hermes too.  Although I’m almost tempted to let him try his
luck just to see Mistral flatten him!’  Phantasm shook his head
disparagingly.  ‘Just look at the pint-sized hero shoing off!’


They both
gazed along the table to where Hermes was flexing his biceps and encouraging
one of the nymphs to feel the slight bump through his shirt.


‘Sad.’ 


‘I can see why
Cain never talks about his tribe!’


The soft
summer night deepened.  The coals in the huge pit burned low, casting a
forgiving glow over the shameless celebrations.  Under the influence of
wine the revelry grew steadily wilder.  Shouts, laughter and music filled
the air.  The nymphs were dancing on the tables, blowing kisses at anyone
who caught their eye.  Xerxes and Brutus were running a rowdy knucklebones
tournament where the aim was not to be caught cheating.  Grendel was
wrestling with a creature that looked like he had minotaur blood, both being
cheered on by a drunken audience of elves.  Cain’s hob cousins were
performing tricks for money, inviting anyone foolish enough to try their luck
at one of the various games set out on the tables.


Mistral spent
the evening sat next to Samson, eating little but drinking plenty while she
listened to the warriors reminiscing.  She felt edgy and frustrated. 
The stories of Fabian had, as she knew they would, only sharpened her ache of
longing.  Before long she found herself gazing around restlessly, looking
hopefully for signs of a drunken fight breaking out, anything that would offer
her the chance to lose herself in the oblivion of a mindless brawl for a short
while.  She watched a group of sour-faced goblins lose money at Hermes’
cup and ball game for the fourth time and grinned.  


‘Here we
go!’  


Mistral
laughed when one of the goblins suddenly drew a dagger and grabbed Hermes
around the throat.  Benches overturned and swearing rent the air as the
two tribes sprang to their feet.


‘Mistral!’


Laughing and
dodging Samson’s grabbing hand Mistral sprinted along the table top with
Prospero bounding along in her wake.  Kicking goblets and plates aside she
launched herself at one of the goblins, knocking him from his feet.  They
slammed to the ground, the goblin coming off worse with Mistral using him as a
landing cushion.  She quickly straddled him and drove her fist into his
leathery face in a single, satisfying tooth-loosening punch.  Raising her
throbbing fist, she repeated the action; the resulting mouthful of blood the
goblin spat making her laugh. 


‘Stop it
Mistral!’  


‘Grab her
before she kills him!’


‘My pleasure
–’


‘Oh come on
brother!  I’m just entering into the spirit of the festival!  No
rules, wasn’t that what Bryden said?’  Mistral laughed drunkenly while the
twins dragged her off.


 ‘I think
you’ve been entering into the spirit of wine!’  


‘Maybe just a
little brother.’  Mistral admitted and grinned lopsidedly at the goblin
struggling dazedly to his feet.  ‘Ready when you are, shorty.’


‘I’ll walk her
back.’  Saul offered quickly.


Phantom shook
his head stiffly, ‘No, I’d prefer that we did.  We’re used to her
behaviour.’


Saul shrugged
and stepped back, his face lost in shadow to watch the twins walk away with
Mistral held firmly between them.


‘Are you sure
she hasn’t got amazon blood?’  Hermes asked Cain while he wiped blood from
his cut face.  ‘Only I quiet like them feisty!’


‘Completely
sure.’  Cain replied tersely.  ‘But she might have your blood if you
keep pushing your luck!’


‘That was
disgraceful behaviour!’  Phantasm hissed to Mistral while they hauled her
along the avenue of tents.


‘And no way to
represent the Ri!’  Phantom continued in a condescending tone. 


Mistral
laughed a little wildly, ‘Will you two listen to yourselves!  The Ri are a
bunch of paid half-breed assassins!  Disgraceful is exactly what we
are!  I think my behaviour was a perfect representation of that, don’t
you?’


The twins
shared a look, both realising that reasoning with her drunk was
pointless.  They reached the tent in silence and pushed her firmly inside
and instructed Prospero to guard.


Phantom sank
down onto the ground outside the entrance and watched his brother throwing a
log onto the embers of the campfire to encourage it back into life.


‘This is a
great way to spend the rest of the feast!’  


‘Hush brother,
did you notice that we were followed back?’  Phantasm muttered, staring
fixedly into dusky night at the dim shape of four approaching figures.


Phantom stood
up quickly, ‘Elves!’  


Phantasm
nodded silently, ‘Hail brothers,’ he called in guarded voice.  ‘We salute
you in the spirit of the festival.’


‘Well met
brother.’


The elf that
replied stepped into the campfire light, his three tribe members moved quietly
to line up on either side of him.  The twins immediately stiffened,
recognising the elves that had killed Konrad and threatened to kill them too.


‘Our quarrel
is finished.’ 


‘It is.’
 the elf agreed lightly and squatted down by the fire to warm his
hands.  


A tense
silence fell while the twins waited for the elf to state his business.  


‘I wish to
discuss the events of our brother’s murder with you.’  the elf said at
length.


The twins
looked at him silently.  Konrad has taken a Contract to assassinate one of
their kin, and an elf was an unusual subject for a Contract.  Both the
twins and Fabian had been more than intrigued to know who would have bought
such a Contract.  As the silence lengthened Phantasm realised that the elf
was waiting for him to speak.  He met the elf’s hard gaze evenly, his
words honest.  


‘I know not
who bought the Contract on your kinsman.’  


The elf smiled
slightly and shook his head, ‘You are a consummate liar brother.  You have
fooled me before, so forgive me if I do not believe you now.’ 


‘Try me
then.  Everyone knows I can’t lie to save my life.’  Mistral emerged
from the tent, meeting the twins’ horrified looks with an unapologetic shrug. 
‘Couldn’t sleep.’


The elf
abruptly stood up and strode towards her.  The twins tensed and Prospero
growled but Mistral quieted him with a soft pat while she met the elf’s
searching gaze with a slightly hazy smile. 


‘Sister, you
like to fight.’ 


‘I do.’  Mistral
smiled, her gaze a little unfocused. 


The elf
continued to regard her with a calculating look, ‘You are wilful … passionate …
reckless –’


‘I am.’
 Mistral held her hands up in surrender and leaned against Prospero for
support.


‘And drunk.’


‘Yes … that
too.’


‘Honest …
loyal … and in pain –’


‘Yes, yes!’
 Mistral agreed with an impatient wave of her hand.  ‘Tell me
something I don’t know!’


The elf
frowned thoughtfully, ‘You are truthful with everyone but yourself.’


Mistral gave
him an appraising look, ‘That’s a new one.  Actually, I think you might be
right –’ 


The elf
laughed softly, ‘Yes, I can see that you would not be able to conceal a truth
from me.  Tell me sister, do you know who bought the Contract on my
kinsman?’


‘No.’
 Mistral frowned hazily.  ‘But it does seem to bother my brothers
here.  They can’t understand why anyone would buy a Contract on an
elf.  Apparently you lot usually sort out your own differences.’ 


The twins
winced at her tactlessness but the elf merely laughed and shook his head,
‘Guileless.  How rare.  You are correct.’  he continued in a
clearer voice.  ‘But we have since discovered that Xavier was in the pay
of the Ri to carry goods.’


Mistral looked
at him blankly, ‘Sorry.  That means nothing to me.  Who?  What
goods?’


‘Xavier was
our kinsman and the goods I refer to were items of a sensitive nature.’


The twins
stirred.  Mistral could almost feel their inquisitive natures flare while
she remained drunkenly ignorant. 


‘Do you refer
to … ingredients?’  Phantasm asked in a low voice.


The elf
snapped his gaze up to meet Phantasm’s and nodded slowly. 


Phantasm
exhaled slowly, ‘I see –’


‘And as usual,
I don’t.’  Mistral sighed, sinking to the ground and wrapping her arm
around Prospero.


‘Xavier was
keen on coin.’  the elf explained, his voice hard with disapproval. 
‘It drove him to undertake work that no tribal elf should lower themselves
to.  He agreed to become a carrier for a member of the Ri and transport
illicit goods from the Valley to a location we can only guess at.’


‘The Council.’
 Phantasm breathed.


The elf
favoured him with a long look before nodding slowly, ‘We believe so, yes.’


‘Fine.’
 Mistral looked up with a weary frown.  ‘So what were these illicit
goods then?  Weapons?’


‘Not as such,
although they could become extremely powerful weapons in the right hands.’


Mistral leaned
her head into Prospero’s dense fur and sighed sleepily, ‘I hate riddles.’ 


‘You believe
that someone with a high enough position in the Ri to act without being
questioned was using your kinsman to carry ingredients for illegal
potions?’  Phantasm asked in a cautious whisper.


The elf held
his gaze steadily, ‘I do.  The items on their own appear unusual of
course, but innocuous enough; powdered bestra horn, manticore poison, gargoyle
eggs –’


‘I had to fetch
some of them once.’  Mistral murmured drowsily.  ‘For Malachi … he
never even thanked me –’


The twins
shared a meaningful look.


‘She speaks of
the Magnate member?’  the elf asked sharply.


The twins
nodded once, reluctant in their forced betrayal.


‘Then we have
our answer.  We wish you well in the festival brothers, and bid you
goodnight.’


The elves
melted silently into the darkness leaving the twins alone with Mistral, fast
asleep against Prospero.


Phantasm gave
his brother a bleak look, ‘This is a bad business.’  


‘I
agree.  How are we going to move her away from that dog without him
attacking us?’  











The Race





Mistral woke
at dawn the next day to find that she was curled up against Prospero with her
face pressed into his heavy fur.  With a groan she moved her head and felt
the tell-tale ache in her temples that only one thing would cure.  


Looking around
blearily she saw the twins rolled up in their travelling cloaks close by. 
They had obviously spent the night outside to continue with their babysitting
duties.  Mistral immediately felt a bit better for having caused the
comfort-loving pair some hardship, seeing it as just payback for forcing her to
wear clothing she’d thought safely hidden under her bed.


Standing up
quietly, Mistral decided to take advantage of her brief freedom and sneak off
for a cold swim without their unnecessary company.  Patting her leg to
call Prospero to heel she stole from the camp.  It was early and very
quiet.  She strode quickly past rows of tents with their flaps drawn tight
against the heavy dew, their occupants still sleeping off the excesses of the
feast. 


The feast …
Mistral cringed, dimly recalling getting drunk and fighting with a
goblin.  What was it with her and goblins?  She never seemed to be
content to just kill one, but seemed to need to roll around brawling on the
ground with them like school children in the playground.  Fabian would not
be impressed, or maybe he would just laugh.  Mistral smiled longingly at
the thought of her Mage laughing and remembered the stories she’d been told the
previous night.  Nothing had shocked or even surprised her.  He had
freely admitted to having a dark past, and it was just that to her, the
past.  Mistral only cared about the future; his return from France and the
moment she finally gained Sight … though probably for all the wrong reasons.


Thoughts of
the wrong reasons occupied her all the way to the pool at the northern end of
the Vale.  She sat down to pull off her boots then looked around carefully
to make sure that the twins hadn’t followed her before taking off the rest of
her clothes.  She stood up and walked to the edge of the pool and paused
for a moment, enjoying the sun’s warm touch on her skin before diving into the
cold water.


Breaking the
surface with a gasp Mistral let out a loud laugh at the sight of Prospero
plunging in after her.  He paddled across the pool towards her, blowing
jets of water from the sides of his mouth, trying to catch sunlight reflecting
on the surface.  Smiling at her dog’s ridiculous antics she swam across to
the waterfall to wash away the last vestiges of her headache.  The water
sluiced over her head and neck in an icy torrent, so cold it felt as though it
were choking her.  And suddenly it was.  


Hands gripped
her throat, dragging her backwards into the cave behind the waterfall.  In
the cave’s abrupt darkness Mistral couldn’t see anything and thrashed blindly
against her unseen attacker, clawing at the hands that held her in a
suffocating grip, slowly dragging her under.  With a loud snarl Prospero
burst through the waterfall and lunged at her attacker.  A piercing scream
reverberated around the low cave and Mistral instantly felt the tension on her
windpipe slacken.


Gasping in a
much needed lungful of air she spun around in the water to see Columbine
struggling to free her arm from Prospero’s jaws.  She screamed, her ugly
face twisting in rage and punched Prospero in the head.  The sight of
Columbine hurting Prospero galvanised Mistral into action.  With a shout of
rage she kicked out and lunged through the water.  Columbine jerked away
and dived, wrenching her arm from Prospero’s mouth.  The sound of her
cut-off shriek echoed eerily in the cave.  Prospero paddled around Mistral
in a circle, his muzzle stained with blood.  Mistral trod water, breathing
in rapid gasps, her eyes moving over the dark surface.  Suddenly she gave
a shout of surprise then vanished below the water, pulled sharply under by
Columbine.  


They struggled
in the black water, blinded by the streams of silver bubbles that erupted from
their open mouths.  Mistral felt Columbine’s hands wrap around her throat
again and lashed out wildly.  She felt her elbow connect and Columbine’s
grip instantly slackened but Mistral had no air left to stay and fight. 
She kicked frantically for the surface, desperate to ease her aching
lungs.  Columbine grabbed her legs again, pulling her back down. 
Mistral felt the burning need for air intensify and began to panic.  She
kicked madly, trying to free her legs, twisting her body left and right,
slamming her own head into hard rock in her efforts to escape.  Spots of
light exploded in front of her vision.  Her mouth opened in an involuntary
shout of pain but instead of noise coming out, water rushed in, bringing with
it abrupt blackness.


Suddenly
something was pushing her up.  Her head broke through the surface and she
floated, her head reeling.  She felt rocks scrape against her shoulder and
reached out, gripping on.  Hauling herself out, she collapsed and vomited
water before rolling onto her back, taking deep shuddering breaths of air while
she stared up into the pale blue eyes of her dog. 


‘Good boy,’
she croaked and then Prospero was gone, bounding away with a loud bay that
signified the start of a hunt.  Mistral pushed herself up onto her elbows
and watched him chasing Columbine through the tangle of tents. 


‘Damn!’


Hastily
dragging on her clothes with shaking hands, Mistral drew her dagger and
stumbled after Prospero.  She suddenly heard her name being called above
the blood pounding in her ears and spun round wildly to see the twins running
towards her.


‘What’s
happened!  Why are you running around half-dressed and armed?’


‘It’s
Columbine!’  she gasped hoarsely.  ‘There’s a cave behind the
waterfall!  I thought I saw something there yesterday – it must’ve been
her.  She just tried strangle me while I was swimming … Prospero saved me
–’


‘Phantom! 
Get her back to the camp now!  I’ll search for Columbine!’  


‘No way! 
I want that bitch!’


‘No
Mistral!  I want you back at the camp where I know you’re safe!’ 
Phantasm snapped and ran after Prospero, vanishing into the sea of brightly
coloured tents. 


‘Let me
go!’  Mistral howled, struggling against Phantom’s grip.  


‘No
Mistral.  My brother can cope with Columbine.  He’s armed –’


Mistral
immediately rounded on him, her face sharp with suspicion, ‘Armed?  Why is
he armed?  You two never carry weapons unless you’re going on a Contract!’


Catching the
tell-tale flash of guilt in his eyes Mistral swore and began to fight against
him again, ‘Damn it!  This is what you’ve been hiding from me isn’t
it?  You knew Columbine was going to be here!’


‘We didn’t
know, we suspected.’  Phantom corrected.  ‘Columbine’s an Arcane, she
knows about the festival and she knows it’s just your sort of thing.  We
guessed she might show up at some point.’


‘You could
have told me!’  


Mistral shook
him off and stalked off to retrieve her boots from the edge of the pool. 
Phantom quickly caught her up and reached out to grab her arm again, steering
her back to their camp. 


‘And what good
would that have done?  You’d only have gone looking for her!’


‘Better than
having her leap on me whilst I was having a swim!  I’m going to be scarred
for life!’


‘Come on, it’s
only a couple of bruises on your neck!’


‘That’s not
what I meant!’


Phantom
laughed and immediately stopped at the look of fury on Mistral’s face, ‘Sorry,
couldn’t help it.  If it’d been anyone but Columbine I think you would
probably have just fulfilled all of Xerxes’ fantasies in one go, talking of
which, you’d better do your shirt up before we get back to then tent or you
might end up having another fight when he sees you.’


Mistral
snorted disgustedly and stormed off but made sure she’d buttoned her shirt up
before they got back to the tent.  


‘Morning
sunshine!  Dream of goblins did we?’  Xerxes called cheerfully while
he stirred the contents of the pot suspended over the fire.


‘What
happened, did Phantom not pass you the towel quick enough after your morning
swim?’  Brutus asked, eyeing her stony expression warily.


‘No, but
Columbine tried to drown me!’  Mistral snapped, pointing to the red marks
around her throat.


‘She’s
here?’  Brutus cried and leapt to his feet.  ‘Where?’


‘Prospero and
my brother are chasing her, but I think she’ll be long gone.’  Phantom
frowned.  ‘This campsite is like a maze.’  


‘We’ll see
about that.  Prospero could find a needle in a haystack.’  Mistral
muttered and dropped down near the fire to wait for Xerxes to finish cooking
breakfast.


‘So, you were
swimming when she attacked?’  Xerxes asked casually while he carried on
stirring the porridge.


Mistral gave
him an icy look, ‘What of it?’


‘Not
dressed?’  


‘No Xerxes, I
always swim fully clothed!  Of course I wasn’t dressed!’  Mistral
snapped, adding maliciously.  ‘And neither was Columbine.’


Xerxes’ leer
slid away to be replaced by a look of repulsion, ‘Did you have to ruin it?’


‘Yes! 
And if I ever see you looking at me with that expression on your face
again I will kill you with the smallest, bluntest object I can find!’


‘Sorry sister,
it’s in my blood.’


‘That’s Lady
De Winter to you!  Now where’s my damned breakfast?  I’m starving!’


Xerxes laughed
and ladled out some porridge for her, ‘So are you still racing this morning or are
the twins going to lock you in the tent until Columbine has been found?’


‘Racing of
course!’  


Phantom
frowned at her over his bowl of porridge, ‘I think that we should probably wait
until my brother gets back before we agree to anything Mistral.’  


Mistral
ignored him and concentrated on her breakfast.  Silence reigned until Saul
and Cain emerged from the tent looking dishevelled and grumpy.


Brutus looked
up with a grin, ‘Too much wine last night?’  


‘Apparently.’
 Cain muttered, rubbing his head with a pained expression.  


‘What did we
miss after Mistral ruined our night for us?’  Phantom asked, giving
Mistral a pointed look.


‘Only the
usual when a group of Arcanes get together and drink too much.  The fight
got broken up.  Hermes gave the goblin back his money and we made friends,
then to celebrate our new friendship we had  a drink … and another … then
Grendel started dancing with the nymphs on the tables and broke one –’


‘A
nymph?’  Mistral asked hopefully.


‘No Mistral, a
table.  Then the dryads from the registration tent came over and started
shouting at the nymphs … something about impropriety … and they started
fighting –’


Xerxes sighed
happily and gazed off into space, his spoon of porridge hovering halfway to his
open mouth. 


Cain shrugged
and reached for the waterskin, ‘Pretty standard stuff really.’


‘So no-one
really noticed my little fight then?’  


‘No Mistral,
though I am beginning to wonder if you’ve got a thing about goblins.’ 
Saul remarked, reaching out to take a bowl of porridge. 


‘What can I
say?  They’ve got the kind of faces that beg to be punched.’


‘Forget your
tendency to bully small people.’  Cain leaned over, frowning at
Mistral.  ‘Was I having a nightmare or did I really hear that you and
Columbine were swimming together this morning?’


‘Yes, it
appears that we have the pleasure of her company again.’  Phantom replied
while Mistral glared at Cain.


‘I’ve just had
a scary thought!’  Xerxes sat bolt upright with a horrified look on his
face.


‘Do share
brother.’  Brutus said with a sigh.


‘Columbine. 
Was she dressed when she fled or not?’


‘Not.’
 Mistral confirmed shortly.


Xerxes closed
his eyes with a quiet groan and placed his bowl of porridge down on the ground,
‘Your dog can have that when he comes back,’ he muttered.


‘I’m hoping
he’ll have already eaten when he comes back.’  


‘Columbine
showing up is not entirely unexpected is it?’  Saul said
thoughtfully.  ‘We knew there was a strong chance she’d seek you out in
revenge for losing Golden.  Don’t worry Mistral.  You’re well
protected.  We’re all here.’


Mistral rolled
her eyes, ‘How would I cope without you all?  Talking of which, where is
Grendel?  I can’t smell him anywhere.’


Cain smirked,
‘Believe it or not our fragrant brother was a big hit with the nymphs.’  


‘They said he was
a “real man” or something.’  Brutus laughed.  ‘He didn’t come back at
all last night!’


Mistral closed
her eyes.  Grendel and the nymphs … it just didn’t bear thinking about … 


‘Brother!’ 
Phantom’s relieved cry made them all look up to see Phantasm striding towards
them with Prospero trotting by his side.


‘What
news?’  Xerxes called urgently.


Phantasm shook
his head, an ugly scowl marring his angel’s face, ‘I searched the whole area
but found nothing.  Prospero came back to me after a while so I guess he
had no luck either.’


Cain frowned,
‘She’ll have got in the river and swum away.  Prospero wouldn’t have been
able to follow her scent once she was in the water.  Gargillians are
naturally water-dwelling creatures that only really come onto land when they
want a change of diet.’


‘Didn’t you
fancy fish for breakfast boy?’  Mistral reached out to rub Prospero’s
ears.  He wagged his tail once then collapsed at her feet and promptly
fell asleep.


Saul gazed
over at the sea of tents, rippling lightly in the breeze, ‘So she’s still out
there, somewhere.’ 


Phantasm’s
scowl had given way to a worried look, ‘I don’t think you should race this
morning Mistral.’  


‘Forget it
brother.  I’m racing.  Anyway, I’ll be safer surrounded by a couple
of hundred Arcanes than I will be sat here waiting for her to crawl up and
murder me!’


Phantasm
regarded her stubborn expression then sighed, ‘I suppose you may have a point
there.’ 


‘Talking of
the race, it’s time we got the horses ready.’  Brutus stood up and tied
back his hair.  


‘I assume it’s
unarmed?’  Mistral asked, sliding her favourite dagger down inside one of
her fur-topped boots.


‘Naturally.’
 Brutus slipped a knife into the back of his belt.


‘I love the
Arcanes.  They cheat so openly.  It’s such a refreshing change from devious
Mages.’  Cain sighed, concealing two small daggers in the cuffs of his
shirt.


‘Right! 
Time for a plan!’  Xerxes announced in a business-like voice.  ‘We
protect each other at the start when the brawling is heavy.  Then when the
race starts –’


‘It’s every
brother for themselves.’  Cain finished with a grin.  ‘And I’ll be
seeing you at the finish line – over my shoulder!’


‘Dream on
brother!  However, let me just check I’ve got all your predicted places
down on my sheet before we go.’  Xerxes drew a battered piece of parchment
from his top pocket, frowning seriously.  


Mistral leaned
over his shoulder to read the bets, ‘You reckon you’re going to win this one do
you Cain?’  


‘Venus is
fast.’  Cain said confidently.


‘She’s
quick.’  Mistral agreed.  ‘But it’s two laps of the Vale. 
Stamina is going to come into play and that’s where Cirrus will come into his
own.’


‘Ah, but I
have a strategy worked out.  I’ll gain the lead then hold steady in front,
keeping a burst in reserve for the home run.’


‘Hmm, not a
bad plan –’


Cain and
Mistral continued their conversation while they walked over to the makeshift
horse enclosure.  The horses were to be ridden without saddles or bridles
as a true test of their rider’s abilities, but as Mistral and Cain began to
plait a small loop of leather into their horses’ manes to provide a hold they
looked around to see other Arcanes making similar preparations.


‘It warms my
heart to see a bit of good old-fashioned cheating.’  Cain grinned then
winked at Mistral and opened his jerkin to reveal his battered silver
flask.  ‘Pick me up?’


‘Is it your
special one?’  Mistral asked, eyeing it dubiously.


‘The same …
and I won’t tell if you don’t!’


‘Oh, go on
then, just the one.  Manticore poison is probably the only thing that’s
going to shift my hangover this morning.  I feel like Grendel is playing
the drums inside my head.’


Cain laughed,
‘I think Grendel is going to be occupied playing something else today.’ 


‘Huh, until he
runs out of money.’  Mistral muttered and took a swig from Cain’s
flask.  ‘That hasn’t improved!’  she gasped and handed it back with
watering eyes.


‘No?  I
quite like it now.’  Cain shrugged and slipped the flask back inside his
jerkin.  ‘In fact I was thinking about trying to get it licensed.’


‘You’ve got
more chance of winning this race than getting that licensed!’  


‘Don’t listen
to her.’  Cain crooned affectionately to his mare.  ‘We’ll show them
today won’t we?  Small and fleet of foot, that’s my girl.’


‘Sounds like
Hermes last night!  Did you see him running from that amazon?’ 
Brutus asked, strolling over to begin grooming his horse.


Cain laughed,
‘I’d forgotten about that!  Did she catch him?’


‘Yes.’ 
Brutus grimaced.  ‘He screamed for mercy.  Not a memory I intend to
keep.’  


‘And what will
you two be doing while we’re having some fun?  The laundry?’  Mistral
called to the twins when they sauntered over to join in the conversation.


‘Holding
Prospero back from attacking everyone near you I should imagine.’  Phantom
said in a resigned voice.


Mistral
frowned, ‘Yes, he’s not going to like all the fighting at the start.  If I
were you I’d get down to the feast tables before they’re cleared away.  A
plate of leftovers would keep him occupied.  Failing that he seems to want
to have a go at the tribe of fairies that are here.  You could let him
chase them for a while.’


‘No
thanks.  They remind me too much of Eudora.’  


‘Well, in the
absence of a fairy to chew on, I’ve brought this.’  Phantasm produced a
length of rope and looped it around Prospero’s neck.  He growled and began
to chew it at it.  ‘Yes I thought you’d do that.’  Phantasm commented
then smiled when the dog stopped and rubbed a paw over his muzzle. 
‘That’s why I smeared it with crushed mustard seeds.’


‘Phantasm! 
That’s just nasty!’


‘Enough
chat!’  Xerxes bellowed, vaulting onto his horse.  ‘It’s time to
race!’


‘Look after my
dog!’  Mistral threatened and wound her hand into the leather loop in
Cirrus’ mane to pull herself up.  


The twins
watched them ride out of the enclosure and join the other Arcanes making their
way to the starting point.


‘So we’re
agreed.’  Phantasm began in a low voice while he was towed after them by
Prospero.  ‘We focus on using our gift to persuade anyone near Mistral to
suddenly want to brawl with the person on their other side so she can get
safely onto Cirrus –’


‘And then we
try and influence her into not wanting to win the race.’  Phantom
finished grimly.  ‘The last thing we want is her in the final.  I’m
sure I heard a gorgon screaming in the night.’


They had
reached the starting point; the large enclosure at the north end of the Vale.
 Horses were milling excitedly, their riders’ cursing the lack of bit and
reins to curb them.  Cirrus wheeled beneath Mistral, affording her a
whirling glimpse of the waterfall where Columbine had been hiding.  


‘She’s not
there now Mistral.’  Cain said sharply and slid from his mare’s
back.  ‘Come on.  Get that brute of a horse into the enclosure with
the others.  We start on foot, remember?’


‘Uh, of
course.’  Mistral tore her gaze away from the waterfall and leapt from
Cirrus.  Tugging him by the mane she led him into the enclosure with the
other horses.  He immediately lashed out with both heels, eliciting a
squeal of pain from the horse he’d kicked.


‘You two are
so suited.’  Cain muttered and slapped Venus on the rump, urging her away
from Cirrus. 


 ‘Arcane
kinsmen … and women!’


The sound of
Bryden Wolfsnare’s rich voice rose above the noise of the crowd gathered around
the horse enclosure.  He strode into view, tall and composed, dressed in
traditional leather trousers and jerkin.  As well as the bow slung over
his shoulder he also wore a sword at his waist. 


‘I bid you all
good morning and trust that you slept well –’ 


Bryden paused
to allow a ripple of laughter to subside.  The nymphs had swayed into view
with a dazed looked Grendel lumbering along in their midst.


‘We begin this
festival with a race.  Competitors will gather on foot behind the two
markers.’ he drew his sword and pointed to where two stakes had been driven
into the ground several metres apart.  Mistral noted that the one nearest
her had a small red cross painted on it.


‘When my arrow
strikes the target on the far marker you will begin.  Retrieve your horse
and ride.  The first rider to complete two circuits of the Vale and cross
back between the markers, still mounted –’


‘And still
alive.’  Phantom muttered under his breath. 


‘– will be
declared the winner!  Do you all understand the rules?’


There was a
resounding roar.


‘Then we
begin!’


He sheathed
his sword and drew his bow.  The competitors hurried to take their places
between the two wooden markers.  Mistral found herself between Xerxes and
Brutus and suppressed a spurt of irritation.  It looked like her brothers
were going to continue with the annoying overprotective act.  She glanced
down the line to her right and immediately saw that tribes had strategically
positioned their best riders between larger, burly looking members to give them
the best chance of reaching their horses unscathed.  


The amazons
towered above the yarthkin tribe they were next to, favouring their impatient
jostling with coldly disdainful looks.  Mistral smiled, glad not to be
stood near the fierce-looking warrior women.  Glancing quickly to her left
she saw that Samson and the rest of the Ri warriors were next to a group of
forest sylvads.  Slightly built and graceful, they would no doubt evade
the thick of the fighting by running swiftly for their horses.  Her eyes
roved over the horses milling nervously in the enclosure, seeking out
Cirrus.  She soon found him, snapping irritably at the horse next to
him.  Mistral smiled.  He would not be hard to locate when she
started running.  There was already a clear space around him where the
other horses were giving her bad-tempered horse a wide berth.  She guessed
there would be a lot of borrowing the nearest horse that came to hand and felt
sorry for anyone that tried to take hers.  


A taut silence
fell when Bryden stepped forward with his bow held in his right hand. 
Mistral’s eyes gleamed with sudden excitement.  The race was about to
begin.  She held her breath and watched him fit an arrow and draw the
string tight, angling it carefully towards the red marker on the wooden
stake.  The silence seemed to thicken and deepen until Bryden released the
string with a sharp snap.  A low gasp ran through the onlookers but the
competitors remained silent, only their eyes moved to follow the arrow’s
progress through the air.  It flew straight and true to drive into the
centre of the red cross with a resounding thud.  The race had begun.


A huge cheer
went up as the competitors immediately began to brawl; dragging neighbouring
tribe members back to allow their best riders to run unhindered for the
enclosure.  Mistral dodged the elf that lunged for her and sprinted
forwards.  She passed Brutus swearing at the goblins swarming around him,
kneecapping anyone in their path with small wooden clubs concealed inside their
shirts.  A hand grabbed at her leather jerkin and Mistral immediately
swung a fist backwards.  She heard a grunt of pain then whoever had been
trying to pull her back let go.  Reaching the wooden rail of the enclosure
Mistral vaulted over and began to run amongst the wheeling herd of
horses.  The sylvads were ahead of her, weaving lightly between the
startled horses.  Not blessed with the sylvads’ grace, Mistral simply
gritted her teeth and barged through the herd, cursing loudly when she was
repeatedly trodden on by nervous horses and shoved by other riders. 


Keeping her
eyes locked onto the dark coat of her horse, Mistral forced her way through the
sylvads trying to calm their horses enough to mount.  One of them
deliberately pulled his horse around to block her path just as she was reaching
out to grab Cirrus.  The horse spun nervously and knocked Mistral to her
knees.  Winded and furious, she scrambled to her feet with a snarled
curse.  Elbowing roughly past the sylvad she reached for Cirrus
again.  The sylvad stumbled then grabbed the back of her jerkin, stopping
her from pulling up onto Cirrus.  Swearing loudly, Mistral kicked out and
caught him squarely in the stomach.  Using his body as a springboard, she
pushed off and launched herself up, landing on Cirrus’ broad back. 
Grabbing his mane with both hands she drove her heels into his sides and let
out a yell.  The powerful horse plunged forwards, scattering horses and
riders before him like wooden skittles.  He leapt the fence and was
instantly immersed in a sea of horses and riders, all forced together by the
narrowness of the path.  Mistral leaned low over his neck to avoid the
flurry of punches being thrown and urged him on.  She let out a sudden
gasp of pain when the elf riding on her right rammed his elbow into her ribs,
trying to knock her off.  Mistral hung on to the loop in Cirrus’ mane and
forced air back into her winded lungs while she glared furiously at the
elf.  He gave her a dismissive look, his meaning clear.  If she
couldn’t take it, then she shouldn’t have entered.  Scowling angrily,
Mistral yanked hard on the loop in Cirrus’ mane and leaned her weight over,
urging him to barge the elf’s slighter horse.  With a loud snort of
surprise the horse stumbled and dropped to its knees, sending its elven rider
tumbling to the ground with a shouted curse.  She grinned to see Brutus
riding up into the space the elf had left, his long hair flying out behind him
and a wild smile lighting his face. 


‘Nice move
sister!’  


Mistral
laughed and ducked down over Cirrus’ neck once again.  Brutus might be her
brother, but she was racing against him too. 


The path rose
steeply beneath the horses’ pounding hooves, leading them out of the Vale to
begin the first circuit.  Once they reached the open grassland above the
Vale the excited horses spread out.  With nostrils flaring and legs
stretching they began to race in earnest, driven by the instinctive desire to
be at the head of the stampede.


Mistral bent
low and gave Cirrus his head, letting her powerful horse find his own
pace.  Oblivious to the other riders around her she focussed only on the
rhythmical thud of his hooves and each snorting breath.  The grassland
passed by in a green blur.  Other riders appeared on her peripheral vision
but she ignored them, they were no longer close enough to be within striking
distance and, like her, they were now purely intent on racing.  


They flew past
the path down into the Vale and began their second lap.  Mistral looked up
to see who was in front of her and grinned.  Cain’s light grey mare was
streaking ahead of the rest.  They were at least three lengths clear of
two elves mounted on fast looking arabs.  Cirrus was next and then to her
left and right were sylvads.  She quickly assessed their horses. 
They were blowing hard and didn’t look like they would be able to hold the fast
pace for much longer.  Glancing briefly over her shoulder she noted at
least another twenty horses galloping behind them, eyes rolling wildly and
foaming at the mouth, their riders frantically urging them forward with hands
and heels. 


The racing
horses swept around the south end and began to gallop towards the start of path
leading them back down into the Vale again.  Mistral leaned her weight
over to the right, encouraging Cirrus to veer towards where the path would
start, she could see other riders beginning to sit up slightly, signalling for
their horses to slow down, each trying to gain enough control to make the sharp
turn back onto the path.  


There was a
flurry of oaths when several of the horses overshot the entrance back to the
Vale, careering wildly past with their riders shouting uselessly, unable to
steer or stop their bolting horses.


The elves in
front of Mistral had slung some makeshift rope reins over their horses and
hauled hard on them, dragging their horses' heads around to face the
path.  Mistral swore as one of the elves in front of her turned his horse
too sharply and it stumbled, falling heavily on its side directly in front of
Cirrus’ pounding hooves.  She wound her hands tightly into his mane and
dug her heels in, asking him to leap over the fallen beast.  Cirrus
responded with an ungainly lunging jump that nearly threw Mistral from his
back.  She felt air whistle around her and hung on to the loop in his
mane, bouncing down onto his back when Cirrus landed and barely corrected his
stride before galloping on.  Adjusting her grip on his mane, Mistral wiped
her streaming eyes and focussed on the horses in front of her.  The
resulting burst of excitement made her grin.  There was only one other elf
and Cain ahead of her.  


‘Go
boy!’  


Cirrus tossed
his head and responded more to her lift in mood than her words, surging down
the hill with renewed energy.  Mistral clung to his mane, pushed back by
his powerful strides.  The path levelled out and began to narrow, forcing
Cirrus up alongside the elf mounted on a finely built arab.  Taking advantage
of the size difference between the two horses, Mistral leaned her weight over
again, urging Cirrus to barge the other horse.  The horse was exhausted
and staggered easily, sending the elf flying over its shoulder with a surprised
shout.


Mistral
laughed and urged Cirrus on, demanding more.  The horse responded, his
powerful strides closing the gap between Mistral and Cain.  Mistral could
see that Venus was nearly spent but Cain was pushing her relentlessly, his
kicking heels asking for more than the mare had to give.  She stumbled and
dropped a stride.  Mistral swept past with a triumphant grin, her hand
raised in a mocking greeting.  Laughing at his foul response Mistral raced
on towards the finishing line.  Brightly coloured tents flashed by in an
exhilarating blur, faces with open mouths roaring incomprehensible words. 
A rush of adrenalin hit Mistral and she grinned, fierce and proud.  She
was going to win.  


The sharp
breath she drew in was victory sweet, the taste of horse sweat salty on her
tongue.  She exhaled slowly and felt her whole body relax.  What did
it matter?  Let Cain ride past her … let them all ride past her … winning
didn’t matter … 


She slowed
Cirrus to a canter, smiling benignly at the faces gaping at her in
amazement.  A double flash of blonde caught her eye, jolting her
senses.  A wave of anger crashed over her, obliterating the strange sense
of apathy.


The twins!


How dare
they!


Mistral
snarled and dug her heels into Cirrus.  He plunged forwards again, his
snorting breaths matching her own furious breathing as they thundered towards
the finishing line, tearing over it a clear length ahead of Cain and the
sylvads.


Sitting up and
leaning back to encourage Cirrus to slow down, Mistral turned to glare
furiously at the twins.  They gazed unapologetically back, inciting her to
mouth obscene threats.  They shrugged and she turned away before her
temper got the better of her, concentrating instead on cantering Cirrus in a
circle, gradually slowly him to a jerky trot then a walk, eventually letting him
stagger to a halt, blowing hard.  


‘Good boy,’
she murmured soothingly and patted his sweating neck, all the while glaring at
the twins, silently willing them ill thoughts that she fervently hoped they
could read in her expression.


‘Well ridden
sister.’  


Mistral looked
down to see the imposing figure of Bryden Wolfsnare standing beside
Cirrus.  She had not seen him up close before and was surprised at how
much older he was than his voice suggested. 


‘Er, thank
you,’ she mumbled, hoping he hadn’t noticed her glaring death threats at the
twins.  


‘You are Ri?’
he enquired, the rich timbre of his voice elongating the word into a vibrating
sibilant sound.


‘Yes.’
 Mistral replied cautiously then realised that one of the dryads was stood
beside him, recording the winner’s details onto a piece of parchment.


‘Name?’ 
the dryad asked sharply.


‘Mistral … er…
De Winter,’ she finished, feeling self-conscious about using her full name for
the first time.  


She saw
interest flare in Bryden Wolfsnare’s eyes.  His gaze roved over her face
and then travelled down to her left hand, widening briefly when he saw the gold
ring on her finger.


‘You are wed
to the Mage De Winter?’  


Mistral nodded
mutely, not certain of what reaction this piece of news would illicit at an
event where all Mages were banned.


He continued
to study her for a moment then nodded.  Giving Cirrus a cursory pat he
strode away to speak with Cain and the two sylvads. 


Brutus, Xerxes
and Saul rode up to her, all three had bruises and cuts on their faces.


‘Damn that was
good!’  Xerxes exclaimed, slapping his exhausted horse exuberantly on the
neck.


Mistral
watched the tired horse flinch under his master’s over enthusiastic praise and
forced a smile.  She was still seething with the twins but didn’t want to
ruin her brothers’ enjoyment of the race. 


‘Where did you
finish?’  


‘In the bunch
of sylvads behind you.  Damn, they were sly gits!  Kept lobbing
stones at us!  My face feels like I’ve done ten rounds!’


‘You do look
pretty beat up.’  Mistral agreed.  ‘It’s a good job the nymphs are
working for coin because I don’t think you’d have much success otherwise.’


Xerxes scowled
and muttered something uncomplimentary about nymphs that made Brutus laugh.


‘Well ridden
Mistral.’  Saul smiled, his brown eyes shining with excitement from the
race.


‘Thanks.’


‘What was with
the victory slow down?’  Brutus asked breathlessly.  ‘Were you just
feeling so over confident that you thought you’d walk over the finish
line?’  


‘Damned twins
meddling in my head!’  Mistral scowled.  ‘I don’t know what they were
playing at but I’m going to kill them anyway!  I nearly let Cain ride past
me!’


‘I
know!’  Cain said, walking over leading his exhausted horse.  ‘I
couldn’t believe it!’


Mistral
narrowed her eyes, ‘Did you pay them to do that?’  


‘No!  But
it would have been a good idea,’ he added thoughtfully.


‘Then why did
they do it?’  


‘I don’t think
they want you in the finals.’  Cain shrugged.  ‘That’s the event with
the most fatalities.’


‘Any in this
one?’  Xerxes suddenly asked, reaching quickly for the parchment in his
top pocket.  ‘Only I gave one of the goblins ridiculous odds on that last
night.’


‘Actually, the
goblins were the fatalities.  Two of them got trampled in the enclosure
and another stabbed one of his kinsmen during the struggle to get on their
ponies.  He claims it was a mistake but you never know with goblins.’


The sound of
Phantasm’s cool voice made Mistral turn sharply.  He was leaning casually
against one of the wooden stakes, his green gaze meeting hers with no trace of
shame in them whatsoever.


She glowered
at him for moment then drew in a huge breath in preparation to deliver her
angry tirade.


‘You can stop
right there Mistral.’  Phantasm said calmly.  ‘I’m not going to
apologise to you.  I promised Mage Grapple, Master Sphinx and Mage De
Winter that I would stop you from voluntarily getting into any life-threatening
situations.  All I have done today is stay true to my word.’  


Mistral slid
from Cirrus’ back and stalked over to him, pressing her scowling face into his,
‘Don’t meddle in my head again … ever!’  She hissed then abruptly snatched
Prospero’s rope from his hands.  ‘I don’t want anything to do with you or
your wretched brother for the rest of the day!’ 


Phantasm
sighed and watched the newly liberated Prospero jumping up excitedly while she
dragged a tired looking Cirrus back towards the tent.


‘I’ll go.’
 Saul urged his horse after her before anyone could respond.


Cain watched
Saul catch her up and slip from his horse’s back to walk beside her.  He
turned to Phantasm with a frown, ‘I think I’ll go after them.’ 


‘Leave them
Cain.’  Phantasm muttered wearily.  ‘He needs telling.  Perhaps
if she takes out her bad mood on him he’ll finally get the message.’











Propositions





Saul walked
quietly beside Mistral, glancing at her familiar furious expression he
half-smiled, ‘You know the twins were only trying to protect you, don’t you.’


Mistral didn’t
look at him and snorted angrily.


‘Don’t make
this any harder for them than it already is Mistral.  Being your guardian
angels is a thankless task.  Anyway, forget them.  You rode really
well today.  Can’t you just be pleased about winning?’ 


‘I suppose.’


‘And there’s
the unarmed event after lunch.’  Saul continued, smiling enticingly.


Mistral sighed
and returned his smile with a half-hearted effort, ‘You’re right.  Why
spoil a good day being angry with those two?  I’m sure I’ll feel better
once I’ve beaten a few of those annoying sylvads up, oh, are the nymphs
fighting?’  she asked hopefully.


‘I doubt it!’
 Saul laughed.  ‘Although I think it would make Xerxes’ day if they
re-enacted their fight with the dryads last night.’


They had
reached the tent and turned their horses out into the makeshift
enclosure.  The horses wandered away with less than their usual enthusiasm
and begin to pick disinterestedly at the grass. 


Saul and
Mistral leaned against the fence and watched the horses grazing in
companionable silence.  Mistral felt the adrenalin of the race and her
fury at the twins fading away, leaving in its wake the familiar dull ache of
her endless longing.  Saul heard her deep sigh and turned to look at her.


‘If you were
mine, I would never leave you.’ 


Mistral felt
the breath freeze in her lungs.  No, no, no.  Not now.  This
is over ... ‘I’m not having this conversation with you Saul.’


‘Hear me out
Mistral.’  Saul laid a hand over her arm to stop her from leaving.  


Mistral stared
pointedly at his hand on her arm then at him, ‘No brother.’


Saul’s eyes
were soft, imploring, ‘Please, just listen to me Mistral.  I know you
don’t love me the way I love you, but I would look after you.  I wouldn’t
leave you alone and miserable like he has.  I would respect you, honour
you –’  


Mistral yanked
her arm away but continued to glare at him, stung into arguing by his unfair
judgements, ‘How dare you criticise Fabian?  And what the hell would you
do that would be so different!  You’re a warrior too Saul!  Wouldn’t
you take any more mercenary Contracts?’ 


Saul held her
gaze firmly, ‘We could do them together.’


Mistral stared
at him, shaking her head in disbelief, ‘I’m married Saul!’


‘You could
leave him.  Your marriage isn’t legal.’


Mistral felt
her stomach twist at the thought of leaving Fabian then plummet sickeningly… not
legal? 


‘What did you
just say?’


‘You’re not
legally married.  It’s never been consummated.’


Mistral gaped
at him, too angry to be embarrassed, ‘And how the hell would you know
that?’


Saul shrugged,
‘You haven’t got the Sight.’ 


Mistral
inhaled sharply, ‘Not that it’s any of your damned business, but have you ever
stopped to consider if that’s precisely why I haven’t got the Sight?’ 


He regarded
her for a moment then shook his head, ‘You’re lying.’ 


‘And you are
well and truly over-stepping the mark!’  Mistral seethed.  ‘I’m sorry
if I ever gave you the wrong idea and I swear to you that I never, ever wanted
to hurt you, but just drop it!  Please!’  


Saul gazed
steadily at her, ‘I wouldn’t force you to embrace a gift anyone can see you
don’t want.  I wouldn’t imprison your soul Mistral.  We could have
the life you’ve always wanted, work Contracts, hunt, travel –’


Mistral closed
her eyes and was abruptly filled with a powerful yearning for the life Saul was
describing.  He was right.  It was exactly the life she wanted. 
But it was Fabian she wanted it with, not Saul.  Never Saul. 


Opening her
eyes slowly, Mistral met his brown gaze and shook her head, not trusting
herself to speak for fear that she would cry.  


‘I would make
you happy.’  Saul promised softly and reached out to touch her face.


Mistral felt
his fingers graze against her skin the way Fabian’s had done a hundred times
and flinched away, her eyes suddenly blazing.  


‘Don’t touch
me!’


He dropped his
hand and let it hang uselessly by his side, his expression hurt.


‘Just go
Saul.’  Mistral muttered, turning away to hide the tears welling in her
eyes.  ‘Please.’


‘I love you
Mistral.’


She kept her
face turned, listening to the sound of his footsteps fade before giving in to
her tears.


Saul was
wrong, he wouldn’t make her happy.  But she knew that if she gave him the
slightest chance he would try and try until he destroyed himself with misery
because she could never feel anything more for him but the bond of a Ri
brother.  She longed desperately for Fabian, cursing herself for being
weak and allowing the twins to persuade her to come to the festival, taking her
away from the Divinus and the connection he provided with her Mage.


Mistral leaned
against the wooden rail and rested her head against her arms, letting her tears
dry while she decided what to do.  Staying for the duration of the
festival was out of the question.  The atmosphere between her and Saul
would be unbearable.  She eyed Cirrus speculatively.  He was
exhausted and would need time to recover.  Nodding to herself Mistral
stood up.  She had made her decision.  She would stay for the next
event and wait until her brothers had fallen asleep for the night then she
would leave and head back to the Valley.  


Lunch was a
stilted affair with Xerxes and Brutus being overly talkative to cover the
obvious awkwardness between Mistral and Saul.  The twins kept a watchful
eye on her while she fed her meal to Prospero and lavished love on him.


‘Do you think
he got the message?’  Phantom murmured.


Phantasm eyed
Saul’s wooden expression, ‘Loud and painfully clear.’   


‘It’s going to
be a long couple of days then.’ 


Phantasm gazed
thoughtfully at Mistral, ‘I don’t know about that brother.  I have the
strongest feeling that we should pack.’


After lunch
they all returned to the Arena.  It had been cleared after the feast, the
cooking pits filled and levelled ready for the bouts that would take place
there.  Mistral waited quietly whilst her brothers talked strategies and
discussed the suspected weak points of their opponents.  She had no
intention of fighting and had made her mind up to lose her first bout and then
slip away quietly and pack ready to leave. 


The sense of
anticipation amongst the competitors heightened with the arrival of Bryden
Wolfsnare.  Walking proudly to the centre of the Arena he halted and
turned in a slow circle, his arms outstretched, gaining everyone’s attention
before delivering another speech.  Mistral didn’t even bother to listen to
the words but stared listlessly at the ground, wishing the next few hours away
so that she could escape and get back to the Valley to hear Fabian’s thoughts
again.  She clung desperately to that comforting thought, like a drowning
man clings to a floating log.  Everything would be alright again once she
heard the Divinus voice Fabian’s mind to her.  A sudden stab of fear
pierced her … what if there was nothing?  What if the Divinus heard not
the living Fabian but the echo of his shade?


She bowed her
head and fought to control the panic that rose up inside her, the wild urge to
take a horse, any horse that could actually move and leave the Vale at once …


‘Mistral?’


Phantom’s
voice calling her name made her look up.


‘You’ve been
called to compete.’


She nodded
wordlessly and walked into the Arena, noting dully that she had been pitted
against one of the amazons.  


Oh well,
she thought vaguely.  At least it’ll be over quickly …


A voice
shouted and the amazon lunged at her.  Mistral barely bothered to react, allowing
herself to be knocked to the ground with a bone-crushing force, her mind filled
only with thoughts of her Mage.


The Amazon
snarled in disgust and circled her, hunched forwards with her hands curled into
claws while she waited for Mistral to get up.


Mistral lay on
the hard ground, staring up at the deep blue sky above her head, wondering if
the same piece of blue stretched above Fabian too.


‘Fight damn
you!’ the amazon shrieked.  


Heaving a
sigh, Mistral rolled over and stood upright, waiting submissively for the
amazon to launch at her again.


‘You do our
sex no favours!’  the amazon growled and glared angrily at Mistral’s
defeated expression.


Mistral raised
an eyebrow in brief agreement.  She had to admit it was a poor show, but
her fight had gone.


She sighed
wearily, ‘Please … just finish it.’ 


‘No!’  


Mistral gazed
at the warlike woman, at her long limbs and angry face and suddenly
smiled.  She saw so much of herself in that anger, the disbelief that her
opponent refused to fight.  A spark of life flared inside her.  She
ran her eyes over the figure before her, noting again the one weak spot she had
previously identified.  She suddenly grinned at her opponent and beckoned
her forward with a crooked finger.


‘Come on then
–’


With a snarl
the amazon lunged, reaching out with her long arms.  Mistral ducked
beneath her grasp and twisted sharply to drive her shin with all of her force
into the amazon’s long thigh.  A loud gasp of pain escaped her.  She
glared at Mistral for a split-second then buckled beneath the strength of the
kick, her deadened leg unable to bear any weight.  Mistral stepped back
and allowed her to sink with almost feline grace to the floor.  


‘Winner!’ 



Bryden
Wolfsnare stepped over the fallen amazon to raise Mistral’s hand in the air. 
Instead of grinning triumphantly she grimaced, realising that she would have to
stay on and fight again.  


She battled
half-heartedly through two more bouts before inevitably meeting Grendel.


Smiling up at
her massive brother, Mistral didn’t even bother to retaliate when he stepped
forward and grabbed her around the waist.  She sighed as he raised her
above his head, hoping it wouldn’t hurt too much.  With a loud roar he
dropped her unceremoniously onto the ground at his feet.


‘Sorry,’ he
muttered, reaching out a hand.


‘Think nothing
of it,’ she murmured, stepping back to allow Bryden to raise Grendel’s arm in
recognition of his win. 


Mistral walked
slowly back to the edge of the Arena to join her brothers, most nursing various
injuries and complaining about the rules.  Ignoring their invitation to
join in with their whinging she looked instead at the twins.


‘I’d really
like to get cleaned up please.’ 


They nodded
and fell in step beside her to walk back towards the tent.


‘Bad luck.’
 Phantom offered in a conciliatory tone.


‘Grendel
deserves to win this event.  Luck didn’t come into it.’  Mistral
demurred automatically, her mind already on the journey home. 


‘Brutus fought
well.’  Phantasm said conversationally. 


‘Yes, didn’t
he.’  Mistral agreed distractedly, not noticing the silence that followed
her comment.


‘Mistral,
Brutus fought terribly, he went out in the first round!’


Damn. 
‘I meant he fought well during the time he was actually fighting,’ she amended
quickly. 


Another
silence fell but Mistral barely noticed, she was deciding whether to travel
through The Emerald Forests and hunt or taker the faster journey over the
grasslands and live on the odd rabbit that Prospero brought down – 


‘Which way
shall we go?’  Phantom asked lightly.


‘Grasslands.’ 
Mistral responded promptly then pulled up short and turned to stare at
him.  


‘Good, I hate
riding through The Emerald Forests.  It’s so damned wet all the
time.’  Phantom smiled at her startled expression.


‘Er – I was
just –’


‘Planning which
way to go back to the Valley after your fall out with Saul and your subsequent
desperate need to hear the mind of your Mage.  We know.’ 


Mistral stared
at them aghast, ‘Was it that obvious what Saul was going to do?’


‘To everyone
but you, I think.’  Phantasm said with a sigh.  ‘What did he say?’


‘He … he said
I should leave Fabian for him … that my marriage wasn’t even legal … because…
because – ’ 


Mistral
faltered and choked back tears, unable to even frame the words that Saul had
said.


‘Mistral.’
 Phantasm said softly.  ‘Was marriage ever an important concept to
you?’


‘No!’


‘And what does
it mean to you now?’


Mistral
thought about the weight of the ring on her finger, the unwanted title foisted
upon her, the unasked for money in the Council vaults … but Fabian, her
husband, he meant everything to her.


‘It means
Fabian,’ she muttered, wiping the tears from her eyes with her shirt sleeve.


‘Well, he was
always yours and no ceremony could ever change that.  So please, just
discount whatever Saul said to you in a quite frankly desperate attempt to get
what he wants and focus on the important matter in hand.’


‘Which
is?’  


‘Grasslands or
Forest?’


‘I already
said!’ she snapped.  ‘Grasslands!’


‘Oh yes, so
you did, good.  Did I mention that I hate The Emerald Forests?’ 
Phantasm smiled and linked his arm through hers.


She leaned her
head against his shoulder while they walked, ‘Tell me, please … that it’ll all
be alright.’


‘I can’t,
sorry.  But I can tell you this.’   Phantasm paused and turned
to look at her. 


‘What?’  


‘The things in
life that you truly desire are not easily attained.’


‘You mean
Sight don’t you.’  Mistral sighed heavily and lifted her head from his
shoulder.


‘Yes and
no.  I mean you and your Mage.  You must believe in the strength of
his devotion to you.  Don’t doubt him Mistral.  Don’t  let
Golden win.’


‘I
don’t!  I haven’t!’


‘So why the
animosity towards the nymphs if not because they remind you of her?  Why
the fear in your face that you thought he had flirted with our mother to get
her to allow food in the White Room?’


Mistral’s face
worked frantically, trying to find words to justify her jealousies and
fears.  But she couldn’t.  Damn it.  She had to say the words
she hated.  


‘You’re
right.’ 


‘I usually
am.’  Phantasm replied in a smug tone.


‘But you don’t
understand!’  she continued wildly.  ‘Golden!  She and Fabian …
they –’


‘We know what
Golden made you see, but it wasn’t real Mistral.  Stop letting her live
inside your head.  You must focus on what really matters.  The
future!  Accept your gift and live the life that destiny has dealt you.’


She nodded
silently and withdrew her arm from his, lifting her shoulders and raising her
chin to walk with determination back towards the tent.


‘I think,’ she
declared after a long moment of silence, ‘that when we get back to the Valley
I’m going to find out where Fabian is from the Divinus and go and meet him.’


‘Er, I don’t
think you are.’  Phantasm said quickly.


‘Well I do!’


‘Why is it
always like this with you?’  Phantom demanded in exasperation.  ‘Up
or down!  All or nothing?’


Mistral gave
him a challenging look, ‘Would you have it any other way?’  


‘No.’  he
smiled his angel’s smile.  ‘I just like to complain about it every now and
again.’


After a brief
stop to collect Prospero and changes of clothing they continued on to the pool
designated for females to bathe in.  The twins took some persuading to
allow Mistral to swim on her own but, as she pointed out, even Columbine
wouldn’t be stupid enough to return to the same place she had attacked Mistral
before.  Despite her apparent confidence, Mistral swam with her dagger
clenched between her teeth and avoided the waterfall.  Prospero picked up
on her tension and circled her repeatedly, his rudder like tail catching her in
long wet swipes around the face.    


They returned
to the tent together a short while later and made hasty preparations for travel
before the others returned.  While they packed Mistral and Phantom held a
heated debate over his refusal to return her old clothing.


‘But it’s
comfortable!’  she argued. 


‘It looks it
too.’  Phantom muttered disdainfully.


Mistral
changed tactics, ‘It’s more practical for travel than these.’  she
gestured to her tight trousers.


He eyed her
for a moment then sighed, ‘Oh, I suppose you can have them to travel back
in.  But not until we leave, or it’ll give away what we’re planning.’


‘I don’t
understand what all the secrecy is for.’  Mistral grumbled.  ‘I don’t
really care if they know we’re going!’


Phantom gave
her a reproving look, ‘Do you want to hurt Saul even more and ruin the festival
for the rest?’


Mistral gave
him a blank look, ‘Sorry, but I really don’t see how me leaving is going to
hurt Saul, and why should the others give a damn if I’m here or not?  Cain
will be pleased as punch!  He’ll get my place in the final event by
default.’


Phantom placed
his neatly packed saddlebag against the back wall of the tent before turning to
look at her, ‘Saul will blame himself for you leaving and the others probably
will too.’


‘Well he has,
sort of.  I’d probably have wanted to leave before the festival had
finished anyway, but I couldn’t stay now even if I wanted to.  It’s just
so –’


‘Awkward?’ 
Phantom suggested.


Mistral
sighed, ‘That’s one way of putting it.’


‘Of course
it’s awkward Mistral.  Unrequited love is rarely anything but awkward.’
 Phantasm interjected, adding with a thoughtful frown.  ‘I must
admit, he’s being incredibly persistent.’


‘And brave.’
 Phantom added. 


‘Oh!’ 
Mistral suddenly exclaimed.  ‘Cain!’


The twins
looked at her, chorusing impatiently, ‘Yes?’  


‘He had a
flask of that manticore liquor.  We had some before the race – I bet he
gave some to the others too.’


Phantasm
scowled, ‘He has a lot to answer for with his wretched brewing antics!  No
wonder poor Saul found the nerve to proposition the wife of Mage De Winter!’


Mistral nodded
but kept quiet.  Cain’s wretched brewing antics had saved Fabian’s life
not that long ago.


‘So, let’s go
over the plan again.’  Phantom prompted in an obvious attempt to change
the subject. 


‘Yes Phantom,
let’s.’  Mistral rolled her eyes.  ‘It’ll only be for what, the third
time?’


‘Perfect
planning – ’


‘Yes!
 Yes!  Go on then!’


‘We help with
dinner, eat, chat, ply the others with wine, don’t drink much ourselves ...
I’ll have the waterskin on hand so it’s not obvious that we aren’t drinking –’


‘We could raid
Cain’s saddlebag for something to help them sleep.’  Mistral suggested.


‘No, I don’t
think so.  We might get it wrong.  Cain’s not famous for labelling
his inventions is he?’


‘No.’ Mistral
admitted.  ‘He usually goes by bottle colour.’


‘And how did
that work out on the cyclops hunt?’


‘Not well.’ 


‘Shh!
 Here they come!  Remember to be cheerful!’


Mistral shot
him a black look and turned to face her brothers, plastering a wide smile on
her face.


‘Don’t overdo
it!’  Phantom hissed.  


Xerxes and
Brutus came staggered back along the path first, both looking decidedly sorry
for themselves.  Saul and Cain were just behind them.  Cain had a
distinctly guilty look on his face and Mistral was willing to bet that he
realised what had given Saul the courage to make a fool of himself.  


‘Let me treat
you.’  Mistral offered brightly and reached for her medical kit while
Brutus and Xerxes walked over stiffly.  ‘Tell me how you did.’


‘Oh, you
know.’  Xerxes winced and lowered himself carefully into a sitting
position.  ‘Not bad.’  he reached for a wineskin and took a long
drink before submitting to Mistral dabbing ointment on his various cuts.


‘Grendel?’ 
Mistral offered by way of explanation.


Xerxes took
another drink and nodded sourly.


‘Well, on the
bright side, the Ri now have two winners in the last event.’  Brutus held
his arm out for Mistral to clean a long wound running the length of his
forearm.


‘How did you
get that?’  she exclaimed.  ‘It was an unarmed event!’


‘Tell that to
the dirty, cheating elf that had a knife stuck up his sleeve!’  


‘Brutus! 
That’s no way to talk about your kinsmen.’  Mistral chided while she
looked more closely at the wound.  ‘I think it’ll need stitching.’


‘Whatever.’
 Brutus responded wearily.  ‘Pass me a wineskin someone.’


‘So where’s
our champion now?’  Phantasm asked casually while he passed a wineskin to
Brutus.


‘Probably in
the nymph tent again.’  Xerxes muttered moodily.


‘No, he’s
not!  Look, he’s coming down the path now –’


They all
looked up to see Grendel lumbering wearily towards them.  The huge warrior
looked exhausted.


‘Congratulations
Grendel!’  Mistral called cheerfully.  


Grendel
grunted and collapsed heavily onto the floor beside Brutus.


‘So how come
you’re not celebrating with the nymphs?’  Xerxes asked jealously.


‘Tired.’


‘Huh, run out
of money more like.’


Grendel yawned
and closed his eyes, ‘Didn’t charge me.’ 


Xerxes stared
at Grendel while he began to snore loudly, ‘Didn’t charge him?  I don’t
believe it!  They wouldn’t even give me a kiss last night unless I paid
them a gold coin apiece!’ 


‘You’ve either
got it or you haven’t brother.’  Mistral smiled and concentrated on
finishing off Brutus’ stitches. 


Xerxes made a
disgusted noise and abruptly stood up, ‘Going for a wash.’ 


‘Watch out for
Columbine!’  Mistral called after him.  ‘Mind you, I don’t think she
charges!’


They all
laughed, watching Xerxes stagger away bad-temperedly giving rude gestures over
his shoulder.


‘You’re in a
good mood.’  Brutus said quietly while Mistral packed away her kit.  


‘Shouldn’t I
be?’  she shrugged lightly and avoided his gaze, focussing her attention
on rolling up the canvas pouch and tying it securely.


‘We know what
happened.’ 


‘Just a
misunderstanding.  It’s all cleared up now.’ 


‘So. 
Does that mean your Mage won’t kill Saul for daring to suggest you should leave
him then?’ 


Mistral
hesitated before lifting her eyes to meet Brutus’ anxious gaze, ‘I won’t
volunteer the details brother, but if you’re asking me to lie then I can’t...
but I will tell him that Saul was not … himself … you know, over-confident.’


He regarded
her for a moment, his gaze serious, ‘You think Saul only had the courage to
tell you how he feels because he had some of Cain’s manticore potion?’  


‘Of course I
do!  Why else would he do something so stupid?’ 


‘Because he
loves you.’


Mistral stared
at him, ‘Are you saying that he didn’t have any potion this morning?’


‘Whether he
did or not, he’s been planning to talk to you for a while now.’


Mistral
glanced over at where Saul was sitting with his back to her while Cain tended
to his injuries.


‘Is he
insane?’  she whispered incredulously.


‘I think that
love is a form of madness, yes.’ 


Mistral drew
in a deep breath and looked at Brutus, ‘What would you do if you were me?’ 



‘Honestly?’ 
Brutus smiled.  ‘Wear a dress more often.’


Mistral gave a
short laugh, ‘You know what I mean brother.’


Brutus
shrugged, ‘You’re probably handling it better than any of us would. 
Having said that, Xerxes did have a wager on you not being here when we got
back.’


Mistral
shifted uncomfortably and avoided his gaze.


Brutus sighed
heavily, ‘I knew it.  You’re going aren’t you?’ 


‘Um, yes.’ 


‘When?’


‘Tonight –’ 


‘Alone?’ he
asked, frowning sharply.


‘No.’


Brutus’ face
abruptly clouded with anger, ‘Of course!  The twins probably knew what was
going to happen before Saul even opened his big fat mouth!’ 


‘Please don’t
be angry with Saul.’  Mistral implored him quietly.  ‘It’s not really
his fault I’m going.  I wasn’t sure I’d be able to stick around for the
whole festival in the first place.’


Brutus began
to stand up, ‘Well you’re not going alone.  We’ll all go with you.’


Mistral
quickly pulled him back down, ‘No you won’t!’  she hissed, shooting a wary
glance over at where Saul and Cain were still sitting, apparently oblivious to
their whispered conversation.


‘Why
not?’  


‘Because I’ve
heard you talk Brutus!  I know this festival means a lot to you and
Xerxes, and I’m not going to be the one to ruin it!’


‘No. 
Saul’s done that.’


‘No he
hasn’t.  He’s said his piece and I’ve said mine and it’s done with. 
Admittedly, it’s a bit uncomfortable –’


Brutus raised
his eyebrows, ‘Just a bit!’  


‘But it’ll
smooth over.  Drag him to that damned nymph tent and he’ll soon forget
about me!  And think of the look on Cain’s face when he realises that he’s
in the winners’ event by default because I’m not here.’


‘He will be
slightly pleased with himself, the jumped up hob.’  Brutus agreed then
frowned.  ‘But are you sure you’ll be safe enough with just the twins?’


‘Course I
will.  I’ve already decided to use them as bait if we get into any
trouble.’


Brutus
laughed, ‘They always were more ornamental than useful.’


Mistral looked
over to where the twins were preparing dinner, her smile more affectionate than
mocking.  She turned back to Brutus, the smile still lingering.


‘You’re all my
brothers, you know that don’t you?’


‘Easy now
sister or I’ll start crying.’


‘What’s that
Brutus?  Did she do the stitches too tight?’  Cain called.  ‘You
should’ve asked the Qualified professional, not the apprentice!’


Mistral turned
and stuck her tongue out at Cain, who laughed then winced, clutching a hand to
his ribs, ‘Damn!  That hurt!’


‘Ha! 
You’re so going to have to ask really nicely if you want me to check you
over now!’  Mistral grinned.


By the time
Xerxes had returned from his wash night had begun to fall and the cool air was
full of the rich smell of the rabbits the twins were roasting over the blazing
fire.  Xerxes was full of gossip about the various squabbles he had
witnessed during his walk and keen to share.


‘You remember
Magnus don’t you brother?’  Xerxes reached for the wineskin and helped
himself to a long draught.  ‘Well he’s here … along with Silas and
Phoenix!’


‘No!’ 
Brutus exclaimed, looking suitably scandalised.  ‘Didn’t they hate each
other and swear blood oaths to kill the other on sight?’


‘That’s
right!  Xerxes said, nodding enthusiastically, ‘Well it turns out that –’


While Xerxes
went on to describe a long family feud that would have bored even Mycroft
Casterton to death Mistral quickly turned to the twins and muttered under her
breath.


‘Brutus knows
we’re going.’


Phantasm
nodded, not taking his eyes from the rabbit he was slowly turning over the
flames.  


‘And?’


‘No
objections.’


‘Good.’


‘Fancy a game
of knucklebones?’  Phantom asked loudly and soon everyone was involved in
a long game with Brutus, Xerxes and Cain being overly cheerful to cover up for
the fact that Saul had barely spoken a word all evening. 


‘Dinner is
served.’  Phantasm announced grandly, pulling a roasted rabbit from the
fire with a dramatic flourish. 


‘Should we
wake him up for something to eat?’  Mistral asked dubiously, eying the
snoring mountain of Grendel. 


‘No, leave
him.’  Cain said quickly.  ‘He’ll need his strength for later. 
I bumped into the nymphs earlier, they’re looking for him.’  


Xerxes choked
on his rabbit, ‘I knew it!  He hasn’t paid his bill and they’re after his
blood!’ 


‘No brother,
that’s not what they were saying … in fact, I really don’t want to repeat what
they were saying while we’re eating, it’s a bit stomach turning to be honest.’


Xerxes stared
at him, ‘I don’t believe you,’ he finally muttered and took an angry bite of
rabbit. 


Mistral hid a
smile.  Xerxes’ famous pride had taken a serious knock but she was sure it
would recover once he was reunited with his army of village sweethearts back in
the Valley.  


The Valley.


Mistral’s
fists clenched impatiently at the thought of going back.  She stole a
quick glance at her brothers.  They looked tired.  She wondered if suggesting
an early night would be too obvious.  Probably, she decided with a sigh
and resigned herself to waiting it out.


The evening
passed with agonising slowness.  Every second felt like an hour while she
forced herself to laugh and joke her way through endless games of
knucklebones.  


‘Ah, I think
it’s time to call it a day.’


‘Oh come on
Xerxes, one more game!’  Cain demanded.  ‘I need to win back some of
that money!’


‘No, sorry
brother.’  Xerxes yawned widely.  ‘Sleep beckons.’


‘I’ll go check
the horses before we turn in.’ Mistral hurried over to the enclosure, taking
the opportunity to check that Cirrus, Jupiter and Mars were sound enough to be
ridden.  


The twins’
horses were in perfect condition having not been raced that day but Cirrus
still looked weary and there was a little heat in one of his legs. 
Mistral frowned and ran her hands over his leg again, feeling the tell-tale
swelling of a bruise.  


‘Damn
it!’  


Mistral sat
back on her heels and felt the crushing weight of disappointment fall on her. 
She was so desperate to leave that the thought of staying another night was
unbearable.  She racked her brains, thinking of a way around her lame
horse.  She could take another ... 


She quickly
discarded that idea.  Leaving Cirrus was out of the question.  Maybe
if they just walked, she could even start on foot … at least then she would
actually be starting her journey back to the Valley.  Back to
Fabian.  Her decision made, Mistral stood up, feeling relief and purpose
flood through her, washing away the chafing anxiety.  They would be gone
within the hour.  She would hear Fabian’s thoughts again in just a couple
of short days.


She walked
quickly back to the tent to find the twins sat alone around the camp fire with
Prospero sitting next to them, gazing alertly at her.


‘Are the
horses ready?’  Phantasm asked quietly.


She pulled a
face, ‘Cirrus is off, but if we travel lightly he should recover quickly
enough.’


Phantasm
nodded and retrieved their three saddlebags from the deep shadows at the side
of the tent.  Hoisting them onto his shoulder he slipped quietly away
towards the horse enclosure. 


‘Here.’
 Phantom quickly passed over her swords.  Mistral took them with
murmured thanks and strapped them on, trying not to make any noise.  


‘You don’t
have to do this you know,’ she whispered while she watched him buckle his own
sword belt on.  ‘You could stay.  I’d be fine.’


He frowned at
her, his green eyes bleached grey by the moonlight, ‘Maybe you would, and maybe
you wouldn’t.  But let’s not take that chance shall we?  This is you
we’re talking about after all.’


‘Yes it
is.’  Mistral agreed and patted her leg, signalling for Prospero to
follow.


The lush grass
muffled the thud of hooves as they led their horses from the enclosure. 
Mounting swiftly Mistral urged her tired horse into a trot along the avenue,
the twins fresher horses jogged energetically on either side.  Light and
noise spilled from the open mouths of every tent they passed, each providing a
torchlit scene of celebration or downright debauchery.  Mistral kept her
eyes fixed straight ahead, oblivious to the mayhem going on around her. 
Half-dressed nymphs ran giggling from tent to tent, chased by leering, drunken
elves and scurrying goblins.  Prospero growled warningly when a troupe of
gnomes suddenly emerged from beneath the side of a tent, all wearing shifty
expressions and blatantly up to no good.  


‘Thieves.’
 Phantom muttered disdainfully.


‘Takes one to
know one, Ri!’  chirped one the gnomes and scuttled past clutching a heavy
broadsword that obviously wasn’t his.  


They rode by
several brawls without a second glance and innumerable intensely silent card
games.  A group of drows were holding a dreary-looking party around a
smoky campfire and stared morbidly at them as they passed.  Disjointed
segments of conversations drifted to them with the noise and laughter, most of
the talk seemed to be concerned solely with the day’s two events and Mistral
heard her name mentioned more than once but couldn’t care less.  She was
focussed on leaving, not staying.


At the end of
the avenue they passed a tribe of forest elves eating at a long table outside
their tent.  It was quieter here and their conversation carried clearly on
the still night air.


‘Have you seen
that mare tethered outside Bryden’s tent?’ 


‘Hmm, didn’t
see her racing today though.’


‘Can’t think
why, she looks fast!’


‘Huh, flashy
colouring like that is no good for hunting.’


‘Gold and
cream … what’s that called?’


‘Palomino.’


Mistral
inhaled sharply and pulled Cirrus to an abrupt halt.  She turned to the
elf, forcing herself to be polite when she really wanted to leap down and shake
the answer from him.  


‘Excuse me for
interrupting you meal, but could you please show me the way to Chieftain
Wolfsnare’s tent?’  


The elves fell
silent and eyed her coldly.  One of them suddenly pointed at her
accusingly.


‘I recognise
you!  You knocked me off my horse today!’ 


Mistral
grimaced.  The last thing she wanted was to be delayed by an argument, or
a fight.  


‘Sorry about
that … heat of the moment thing,’ she mumbled and quickly kicked Cirrus
on.  He lumbered forward, slightly lame.


‘Wait!’ 
the elf called.


Mistral pulled
Cirrus up and looked over her shoulder at the elf, one hand reaching for the
dagger hidden in her belt.  Out of the corner of her eye she could see the
twins mimicking her action.


‘It was good
riding sister.’  the elf conceded, smiling reluctantly.  ‘Bryden’s
tent is that way … but he’s got company.’


‘Thanks!’ 
Mistral called and promptly slipped from Cirrus, throwing the reins to Phantasm. 
‘I’ll get there quicker on foot!’ she hissed, her voice vibrating with a
mixture impatience and excitement.  Abandoning her horse, she began to run
in the direction the elf had indicated, swiftly followed by Prospero.  


Could it
really be?  Was it possible?  She didn’t give her wheeling mind time
to doubt but ran, stumbling over guide ropes, cursing breathlessly until her
heart leapt and her feet stalled.  There, in the shadows of a huge dark
red tent stood a horse she would know anywhere.  Her gold flanks glowed in
the moonlight, her mane and tale could have been stolen from the stars.


‘Spirit!’ 



Mistral ran up
to the mare, laughing joyously.  Spirit tossed her head and began to
fidget anxiously, moving with familiar light dancing footsteps while Mistral
stroked a hand down her neck, drinking in the sight of the worn leather saddle
and bundled travelling cloak attached to the back.  She glanced at the
large red tent; the flap was sealed and she didn’t dare burst in
unannounced.  She hesitated uncertainly by the closed entrance.  A
light glowed inside turning the occupants to silhouettes.  Mistral stared
at the shadowy shapes flickering against the tent walls, trying to make out the
one she so longed to see. 


Their voices
were low, muffled by the celebrating going on all around.  Mistral
strained to hear, feeling her heart lurch with every half-heard word,
desperately trying to separate the sound of his voice from Bryden’s rich
tones.  She could hear another voice, rougher and wilder than Bryden’s but
vaguely familiar.  She leaned closer to the tent flap and recognised
Bryden’s voice. 


‘…
unacceptable!  A blatant violation!’


He was
obviously angry about something.  She inched closer, kneeling down in the
shadows and pressing her ear to the tent wall. 


‘My tribe will
undertake to escort you as a guest during the festival.’


The wilder
voice was speaking.  Mistral frowned, trying to place where she had heard
him speak before … then a third voice spoke, so quietly that it was barely
above a murmur but Mistral immediately felt her heart stall.  She leapt to
her feet with a gasp of joy and stumbled towards the tent mouth, reaching out
with a shaking hand to pull open the flap … only for it to inexplicably be
suddenly out of her reach.


‘Shh!’


Phantasm
hissed in her ear and pressed a hand over her mouth while he and Phantom hauled
her back from the tent mouth.  Phantom kept a firm grip on her while
Phantasm knelt down to gaze intently into her face.  Still keeping his
hand pressed over her mouth he met her outraged glare with a warning
look.    


‘I know Mage
De Winter is in there and it must be killing you to be this close, but you must
wait!’


Her eyes
flashed angrily and a muffled noise erupted against his hand.


‘He’s a Mage
Mistral!’  Phantasm whispered fiercely.  ‘This is The Festival of the
Arcane!  He shouldn’t be here!  I have no idea how he managed to ride
into the Vale without being killed on sight never mind secure a meeting with
Chieftain Wolfsnare!’


More angry
muffled noises erupted which Phantasm listened to carefully then nodded. 


‘Yes, I know
we’re planning to leave straight away, but he has already violated the rules
and I should think Chieftain Wolfsnare is very unhappy about it!  I doubt
this is a matter either his pride or his tribe will allow him to simply
overlook.’


‘Mmph.’
Mistral conceded with a deflated look in her eyes. 


‘Yes,
“Oh”.’  Phantasm agreed.  He regarded her silently then asked in a
hard whisper.  ‘Mistral?  If I take my hand away do you promise not
to shout his name out or do anything equally as impulsive or stupid? 
Because if we are caught eavesdropping outside Chieftain Wolfsnare’s tent we
will not live to see the dawn!’


Mistral nodded
her head quickly, her eyes wide with unspoken promise to behave.


With a hesitant
glance at his brother, Phantasm slowly moved his hand from her mouth and
tensed, ready to slap it back on again if she so much as breathed too loudly. 


She drew in a
deep breath and Phantasm lunged forwards, but Mistral merely exhaled again and
looked at him angrily.


‘What? 
Can’t I even breathe now?’


‘If you
must!  But do it more quietly!’ 


They knelt in
tense silence, straining to hear the imperceptible sounds of the conversation
going on inside the tent until Phantasm suddenly dragged Mistral to her feet
and pulled her back into the deeper shadows.


‘They’re
coming out!’


Before he had
finished his whispered warning the flap of the tent was abruptly pulled
aside.  Light pooled out onto the dark ground as the first silhouetted
figure stepped through.


Mistral pulled
forwards with a frantic gasp when the lean dark shape of her Mage appeared in
the brightly lit entrance.  Fabian’s eyes immediately snapped to the
source of the sound and widened when he saw her, straining futilely against the
twins’ iron grip.  His black stare burned into hers with an intense
longing before he moved his hand in a slight gesture, signalling for her to
wait.  She nodded once, rigid in the twins’ hold.  Fabian turned away
to face the two figures emerging from the tent behind him.  Bryden
Wolfsnare strode into view to stand beside Fabian, his expression that of a man
forced to agree to something against his better judgement.  Behind him
came the distinctive figure of Imperato, the chief centaur.


Mistral felt
the twins react at his appearance.  She knew they were thinking the same
as her.  What did Imperato have to do with Fabian being in the Vale? 
Barely daring to breathe, they listened to the conversation being held at the
tent mouth.


‘It is based
only, and I cannot stress this enough Mage De Winter, on our previous good
relationship that I can permit your presence here tonight.  For you to
remain in the Vale for the remainder of the festival is a step too far!’


Fabian
remained silent while Imperato responded to Bryden’s words.


‘The Mage does
not embrace the Craft.  He is Ri.  My tribe and I will vouch for the
appropriateness of his behaviour whilst he gratefully accepts your generous
hospitality at the festival.’


Mistral
frowned to herself in the darkness.  Why would Imperato pledge his
allegiance to Fabian?  To her knowledge Fabian had never mentioned having
any dealings with The Velvet Forest centaurs.


‘I am unsure
as to why your tribe would wish to vouchsafe for a Mage, Imperato, perhaps you
could enlighten me?’  Bryden demanded stiffly.  


‘He is Bonded
to the Seer.’  


Bryden’s face
cleared, ‘And now I understand your interest!  Mistral De Winter … the
winner of the horse race … she is a Seer?’  


‘It is written
as such, though she has yet to master the Sight.’ 


‘Has she
indeed.’  Bryden murmured and gazed thoughtfully at Fabian.  ‘You are
Bonded, and wed too, yet she has yet to attain Sight?’


‘Yes.’ 


Bryden raised
his eyebrows and regarded Fabian silently for a long moment, ‘Then I cannot
doubt your integrity.  You are welcome as my guest Mage De Winter. 
Enjoy the festival.’


Mistral
watched Bryden retreat into his tent before her gaze snapped irresistibly back
to Fabian.  She realised she was biting her fist hard enough to draw blood
in an effort not to cry out his name and pulled her hand away sharply, spitting
blood onto the ground.


‘Classy.’
 Phantom muttered under his breath. 


Mistral
ignored him.  Every muscle in her body tensed for the split-second that
Fabian so much as glanced in her direction.


‘Do not fail
me Mage.’  Imperato said quietly.


‘I will not.’ 


‘She will
See.’  Imperato continued, gazing thoughtfully up at the stars.  ‘It
is written and cannot be changed.’


A silence fell
and Mistral felt as though she would snap.  The tension mounting inside
her was so strong that she could barely draw breath.


‘When?’
 Fabian finally whispered.


Imperato
slowly turned his profound gaze to meet Fabian’s black stare.


‘Time is
irrelevant to me Mage.  You must be patient.  She fights her destiny as
she fights the two holding her back from running to your arms right now.’
 he smiled slowly and switched his enigmatic gaze to meet Mistral’s
frantic eyes. 


Taken beyond
the limits of her restraint, Mistral cried out and wrenched free, running to
throw herself in Fabian’s arms, sobbing with relief when they closed around
her, wrapping her so tightly against him that she could feel the warmth of his
breath sighing her name.


Phantom gazed
at his brother in the darkness.


‘Time to
unpack?’ 


‘It looks that
way brother.’


Imperato moved
softly away, leaving Fabian and Mistral alone in the pool of light outside
Bryden’s tent.


‘You’re here!’
she whispered, gazing at him in ecstatic wonderment.  ‘But … how?’


‘The twins.’
 Fabian murmured softly.  ‘I heard their thoughts, or rather I felt
them.  Some strange unbidden desire to add Golden to the Contract and a
completely unwarranted realisation that you would be competing at The Festival
of the Arcane.’


Mistral
smiled, safe in the warmth of his arms, ‘They weren’t sure if they could
project their gift onto an unseen recipient.  But they did.  I’m
sorry about the Golden part.  I’m over that now … but you’re here! 
You’re really here!’


Fabian laughed
softly and gazed down at her, his dark eyes eloquent with unspoken words. 



‘Fabian.’
 Mistral breathed his name, her eyes roving hungrily over the face that
she had dreamed of every night since he had left her.  ‘Please,’ she began
and faltered, gazing at him wordlessly.


‘Yes?’ his
voice was soft, drawing the confession from her lips. 


‘Please …
never leave me again.’


‘But I never
left Mistral.  Surely you heard me?’ he smiled gently, his eyes oceans of
blackest night.


‘I heard.’
 she smiled.  ‘Satin ribbons –’


‘Ah,’ he
sighed softly and looked up at the night sky.  ‘Satin ribbons.’ he exhaled
and looked down to meet her gaze once more.  ‘I dreamt every night of
satin ribbons.’


Mistral gazed
back, lost in the promises of his eyes, ‘Why aren’t you kissing me?’


He laughed and
bent his head, obeying her wish.   


‘If this is
what you consider to be appropriate behaviour, Mage De Winter, I may be forced
to re-think my decision!’


Mistral jumped
guiltily and sprang away from Fabian, but he merely laughed and caught her
around the waist, pulling her back into his arms.


‘I apologise
unreservedly for kissing my wife, Bryden, and bid you goodnight.’


Still
laughing, Fabian wrapped an arm around Mistral and drew her away, untethering
Spirit as he passed.  Mistral leaned against his side and breathed in his
scent with a sigh of pleasure.  He was here … and she was complete. 
They began to walk slowly along the avenue, neither feeling the need for words.
 She dropped a hand to caress Prospero’s head while he padded obediently
by her side.  Of Cirrus and the twins there was no sign.  She guessed
they must have taken the horses back to their tent. 


Their tent. 


Saul.


Mistral felt
her blissful state skew.  When Saul saw her with Fabian the atmosphere
would be thicker than Bernadette’s porridge and Fabian would instantly realise
that something had occurred between them.  Mistral sighed heavily at the
thought of what she had to do.


Fabian heard
her sigh and turned to look at her.  Seeing her apprehensive expression he
stopped walking and turned to face her.  Mistral gazed at him, so
entranced by the way his dark eyes seemed to defy the stars with their
intensity that at first she failed to comprehend his quietly spoken words. 


‘He’s dead.’ 


‘No!’ 
Mistral’s shocked denial escaped her lips before she realised her
mistake.  Fabian was talking about Putreo, not Saul.  ‘I meant good!’
she amended quickly.  


Fabian
regarded her narrowly, ‘That is not quite the reaction I would have
expected.  Do you have something you wish to tell me Mistral?’


Mistral held
his searching look for a moment longer before dropping her gaze to stare
guiltily at the flattened grass.


‘You’re right,
as usual,’ she sighed then gave him a pleading look.  ‘But can’t it
wait?  Can’t I just enjoy the fact that you’re here, alive, whole and next
to me, before we have to dissect the usual mess that happens whenever you’re
stupid enough to leave me alone for any length of time?’


‘No.’  


Mistral sighed
again and closed her eyes to hide her embarrassment, ‘Fine.  Well, he …
Saul, that is … may have suggested that he … er, well, you know –’


‘No.  I
don’t know.  Please elaborate.’  


Mistral
tentatively opened her eyes and glanced at his face, noting with dismay the
rigid tension there she sighed again.  She would have given her swords to
have been able to greet him with the news that she had gained Sight, or had at
least managed to strangle Columbine … instead all she could tell him was that
during his absence another man had asked her to leave her husband for him.


‘I swear I
gave him no provocation,’ she said, gazing earnestly into his flat black stare.


‘To do what
exactly?’ he demanded coldly.  


‘Er, to ask me
to leave you for him,’ she muttered and cringed, waiting for him to explode in
fury.


‘How
ridiculous.’


Mistral stared
at him, ‘You’re not angry?’


‘Furious. 
But only at his stupidity.  Why does he persist in wasting his time
pestering you with unrequited love and annoying me to the point of wanting to
kill him?  Is he so lovesick that he really wants to die?’


Suddenly fed
up with the subject, Mistral shrugged, ‘Don’t ask me, I was too busy winning a
horse race to worry about dull things like that.’ 


Fabian drew in
a deep breath and cast his eyes up to the star-filled sky.  A long moment
passed before he laughed softly and looked at her once more. 


‘You know, of
course,’ he murmured, his fathomless gaze holding hers with an power that never
failed to steal her breath away, ‘that my heart nearly burst with pride when
Bryden informed that a certain Mistral De Winter had won the horse race.’


‘Oh?’ 
she whispered, fighting against the familiar falling sensation.  ‘At which
bit?  The fact that I used my married name or the fact that I won?’


‘Both.’ 


Mistral stared
into the velvet of his eyes, mesmerised by the emotions swirling in their black
depths.  They gazed at each other in silence for a long moment, holding a
conversation no words could ever express until Fabian smiled and pulled her
against his side again to continue their unhurried walk along the dark avenue
of tents.  It was quieter now; the wild revelry had given way to drunken
sleep.  The only audible sounds were of their muffled footsteps and the
occasional snatch of muted conversations drifting out from the tents they
passed. 


‘I was leaving
for the Valley tonight.’  Mistral began quietly.


‘I guessed.’


‘We can still
go, if you wish to, that is … I don’t really care about the festival.’


Fabian smiled
sardonically, ‘Considering that I have just persuaded Bryden to permit my
continued presence – and a Mage at The Festival of the Arcane is an
unprecedented event – I really feel it would be a touch rude to abscond in the
middle of the night.  Besides, you might win the tournament.’


‘Huh!  If
I did, it would be no thanks to you!’  Mistral suddenly exclaimed, halting
and turning to fix him with an accusatory look.  ‘The twins tried to stop
me from winning the race on your instructions!’


‘I would never
instruct them to make you lose.’  Fabian replied evenly.  ‘Merely to
be safe.’ 


Mistral pulled
a face, ‘That reminds me.  Columbine is here.’


‘Is that why you
have finger marks around your throat?’ 


Mistral’s hand
automatically reached up to cover them, ‘Are they that obvious?’


‘Only to me.’
 Fabian murmured, tracing the circle of bruises lightly with his finger.


Mistral felt a
shiver run down her spine.  His finger caressed her skin slowly, back and
forth.  She gazed at him longingly until he took pity on her and smiled,
touching her lips with the ghost of a kiss.  She closed her eyes and
sighed, lost in the joy of being held in his arms again.


‘Mistral? 
I need you to tell me something.’  


The abruptness
of his tone dragged her back to reality.  Her eyes flew open to find him
looking intently at her, his expression suddenly serious, bordering on angry.


‘What?’ 
she was suddenly fully alert, her fight or flight instincts kicking in.  


‘I want to
know exactly how Columbine managed to attack you when I left strict
instructions for the twins to be with you at all times.’  


Mistral
sighed, her heart slowing while her mind pondered how to answer Fabian’s
question satisfactorily without landing the twins in too much trouble.
 She quickly decided to try and divert the inquisition that was looming.


‘Yes, and
thank you so much for that!’  she snapped acidly.  ‘Because it wasn’t
at all annoying!  If you must know, I was swimming when she attacked me.’


Fabian stared
at her wordlessly and Mistral instantly felt herself blush.


‘Were you
alone?’


‘Um, well,
Prosp was with me.’ 


‘Don’t be
obtuse!  Were the twins with you?’


Mistral held
his hard black stare for a moment then dropped her gaze, cursing her inability
to lie. 


‘No.’


Fabian drew in
a sharp breath and Mistral quickly jumped in, gabbling her words in an attempt
to deflect his anger.  


‘Fabian! 
Please don’t be angry with the twins!  I woke early and they were still
asleep.  I wanted a swim alone so I didn’t wake them.  I was fed up
with the whole wretched babysitting routine.  It’s my fault, not theirs –’


‘Mistral.’
 Fabian cut across her in a hard voice.  ‘Please stop defending the
twins.  I know how wilful you can be.’


She pulled up
short, ‘Wilful?’  


He smiled,
disarming her anger in a single stroke, ‘It’s one of your many qualities.’ 


‘I have
qualities?’


He nodded
slowly, his dark eyes glowing in the moonlight, ‘Too many to list.’


‘Is this one
of them?’  smiling slowly she reached up to wind her fingers through his
dark hair, losing herself in the soft caress of his lips against hers.  


‘Do I even
need to say how much I have missed you?’  she breathed when he finally
pushed her away.


He gazed down
at her, his raised eyebrows inviting her to continue.  Entering into his
suddenly playful spirit Mistral threw him a smouldering look.


‘Because I
would rather carry on showing you.’ 


Fabian held
her burning gaze for a moment longer and then smiled wistfully, stroking a
finger gently down her cheek.  


‘I fear that
would push the boundaries of my restraint beyond its limits and may also
provoke Imperato into leaping from the shadows to protect your virtue.’


Mistral sighed
while Fabian wrapped his arm around to continue their walk in silence, allowing
time and the cool night air to fade the unresolved desire between them.  


‘I didn’t
realise you knew the centaur tribe from The Velvet Forests.’  Mistral
finally ventured, glancing at him curiously. 


‘I
don’t.  But they seem to know you.’ 


‘I don’t know
how.’  Mistral frowned.  ‘I met them for the first time
yesterday.  It was a bit weird to say the least.  Imperato
immediately called me a Seer and started talking about my gift.  He even
knew my name.’


Fabian looked
at her thoughtfully, ‘The centaur tribe from The Velvet Forests are descended
from a blood-line that has produced at least two Seers –’


‘Three,
actually.’  Mistral interrupted, pleased to be able to add something positive
to their conversation for a change. 


Fabian smiled,
‘I stand corrected.  Three Seers.  Imperato obviously feels an
affinity with you because of your gift.  In fact, he has asked for my
permission to spend some time with you during the festival.’


Mistral was
too intrigued to bridle at the concept of Fabian’s permission being asked,
‘Really?  To do what?’  


‘To offer you
guidance on mastering Sight.’


‘Oh. 
That.’  Mistral muttered, realising with a flash of guilt that she had not
even read an aura since arriving in the Vale, never mind spent time working on
harnessing the power of her gift.  She immediately tensed, waiting for
Fabian’s inevitable question.


‘How are you
progressing with your gift Mistral?’  


Mistral hid a
sigh, wishing fervently that just for once, she could actually provide Fabian
with some good news.


‘Erm, slowly’.



They walked in
silence for a few moments.  Mistral drew in a deep breath and turned to
look at him, steeling herself for the disappointment she would see in his eyes.


‘Sorry.’ 


He frowned,
his eyes suddenly tightening with anger, ‘Mistral.  Tell me you are not
trying to master Sight just to please me!’


Mistral
hesitated, her impulsive denial dying on her lips.  Was she?  Well …
yes.  Some part of her desperately wanted Fabian to see only the best in
her and constantly sought his approval.  To see him smile because she had
pleased him was to experience happiness like a thousand stars bursting. 
Why else would she want Sight if not to please Fabian?  In truth, there
was no other reason.  Saul was right.  Anyone could tell that she
didn’t want her gift.  She only wanted Fabian.  And if her gift meant
Fabian, then she wanted her gift.  Badly.


Imperato’s
words leapt abruptly into her mind, full of conviction, absolute and unbending.



‘She will
See … It is written and cannot be changed.’  


Mistral heaved
a sigh and silently cursed her stupid destiny for happily announcing itself in
blazing stare-shaped letters across the sky whilst continuing to elude her. 


‘Mistral?’
 


Fabian’s voice
cut across her thoughts.  She looked up, knowing a lecture was
coming.    


‘You will
never master your gift if it is solely to humour me.  You have no need to
seek my approval.  You have that already; and so much more besides. 
You must want to embrace your gift for you, not for anyone or anything else –’ 


‘What? 
Not even for the good of the Isle and the future of the Ri?’  Mistral
asked dully. 


Fabian inhaled
sharply, ‘I do not share the ambitions of Eximius or Leo, but surely you can
see the important role a Seer plays in the continued existence of the Isle?’


‘That’s just
it!’  Mistral burst.  ‘I resent the pressure!  The assumed
belief that I want to dedicate my life to looking into other people’s
minds and reading their dirty secrets!  Well I don’t!  And I’ll tell
you another thing Fabian –’   


Mistral paused
to take a breath while Fabian waited calmly for her to continue. 


‘I am sick to
death of the whole Isle and his dog knowing that we can’t be together until I
master my wretched gift!  I don’t want Sight or money or fame or any of
that stuff!’  her voice fell to a whisper.  ‘I just want you.’


‘Oh, my wild
angel, I know how you feel.  Don’t you think I feel it too?’  Fabian
cupped her face gently, gazing at her sadly.  ‘But we can’t allow our
feelings to blind you.  Ah, Mistral.  Would it help if I left? 
Just for a while, to allow you to concentrate –’


‘No!’ 
she almost shouted.  ‘It’s worse when you’re not here … I get … I do … oh,
I don’t know, reckless, stupid … whatever you want to call it … but I end up
doing anything to try and mask the pain of missing you!’


Fabian
instantly looked worried, ‘What have you done?’


‘Oh nothing!’
she replied quickly and then gave him a guilty look.  ‘Well, er, I might
have got into a fight, but it wasn’t too bad.’   


His lips
curved into the semblance of a smile but it didn’t quite reach his eyes.


‘Fabian?’ 
Mistral continued in a beseeching whisper.  ‘Does it really matter why I
want to master my gift so long as I just do?  Everyone else seems to have
their reasons for wanting me to achieve Sight.  Is it so wrong for me to
have my own?’  


Fabian
frowned; his black gaze searching her face before finally settling on her eyes,
‘No.  But I hate the idea of you feeling forced into something you don’t
want –’


‘You know I
just want you.  What could be more of an incentive?’  


Fabian
abruptly burst out laughing.


‘What’s so
funny?’  Mistral demanded. 


‘You.’ 
Fabian said, smiling softly at her.  ‘Your gift would bring you money,
power, all the trappings of fame, yet you just want a worthless rogue like me.’


‘No.’ 
Mistral shook her head.  ‘Not like you.  I want you.’


They had
reached the tent.  Grendel had gone and there was no sign of the
twins.  Mistral glanced quickly at the horse enclosure and saw their
horses and Cirrus grazing with the rest.  They had come back and tactfully
gone inside the tent, no doubt to mutter warning to Saul.  


While Fabian
turned Spirit out Mistral unstrapped her swords and dropped them on the
ground.  She rolled her shoulders, easing the ache from the day.  The
fire had burned low.  She kicked the embers to coax them back into life
then threw another log on.  Prospero wagged his tail appreciatively and
dropped onto his belly before collapsing over onto his side with a contented
groan.  She smiled at her dog then looked around for her saddlebag. 
Phantasm had been carrying it and she hoped he’d left it out for her. 
She’d packed food for the journey that she could offer Fabian.  He looked
like he hadn’t eaten since leaving to for France.  Her eyes fell on the
tatty leather bag resting by the closed entrance to the tent.  She walked
quietly over and bent to pick it up, the top was undone with the parcel of food
placed carefully on top to prevent it from becoming squashed.  Mistral
smiled.  Phantasm thought of everything.  


‘Will you tell
me about the Contract now?’  she asked Fabian when he returned from
settling Spirit.


‘Of course.’
he dropped down beside the fire and pulled her to sit between his knees. 
‘But it wasn’t quite what I expected.’


‘He is dead
isn’t he?’  Mistral asked quickly, tilting her head back to look up at
him.


Fabian stared
into the fire, his expression almost disappointed, ‘Oh yes.  But he was
dead before I even arrived.’


Instead of
being relieved at the news that Fabian had been saved from fulfilling an
assassination Contract, Mistral felt only irritation that they had been
separated for no reason at all.


‘Oh for crying
out loud!  Who killed him?  Did Golden get too energetic?’  


‘No
Mistral.  The Rochfortes killed Putreo.  They still bore a
long-standing grudge for his betrayal of their name and he had outlived his
usefulness.’  Fabian paused and shrugged lightly.  ‘I suppose it was
their justice to administer, however, I’m sure you can appreciate that I didn’t
take their word for the truth.’


Mistral
frowned, not understanding his meaning.  Her gaze was on his hands, the
long pale fingers curled protectively around hers.  She suddenly noticed
half-moons of dirt beneath each nail and gasped.


‘You dug him
up?’  


‘Yes.  I
did.’  


What was there
to say in response to that?  Nothing.  So Mistral fell silent,
staring down at the hands that held hers.  Fabian followed her gaze and
held them up to inspect them more closely.  The flickering firelight
revealed more black dirt trapped in the creases of his palms.  He gave a
short laugh. 


‘I suppose we
should be grateful that the Rochfortes don’t follow the tradition of burning
their dead, or I may be a little singed instead of just dirty.’


Mistral found
herself laughing with him, her black horror giving way to relief.  Putreo
was finally out of their lives for ever.  A frightening thought occurred
to her, abruptly stopping her laughter.  


‘Are you sure
it as really him?  Only he fooled me with all those illusions of
you.  He could have cast the same spell to trick you!’


‘Quite
sure.  Illusions don’t smell like two week old corpses.’  


Fabian let his
hands fall back into her lap.  Mistral immediately took hold of them,
determined to show him that she wasn’t deterred by what he’d done to secure
their future.


‘And
Golden?’  


‘Now Etienne’s
lover.  I’m sorry Mistral, but she’s out of our reach, for now.’


Mistral
scowled, ‘Damn!  She moves fast!’  


‘She has a
strong sense of self-preservation and no morals.  It’s a powerful combination. 
We may have to be patient.’  Fabian warned quietly.


‘I think I’m
learning all about patience don’t you?’  Mistral muttered.  ‘But her
day will come, I swear it!’


‘I don’t doubt
it.  However, I am more concerned with the immediate problem of Columbine.’


Mistral made
an irritated noise and reached for the parcel of food, ‘Don’t waste energy
worrying about her!  The next time we meet will be the last.’


‘Enough talk
of retributions.’  Fabian banded his arms around her waist, pulling her
closer.  ‘Tell me all about your resounding victory in the horse race.’


‘Oh, Cirrus
was amazing!’  Mistral sighed happily and leaned back against him to
relive the race.  They talked, sharing the food and occasionally throwing
some to Prospero when his whining grew too loud to ignore.  With
silken-voiced skills a Council interrogator would have been proud to possess,
Fabian teased from her the rest of the festival’s events; her meeting with
Imperato, the feast, Columbine’s attack.  He questioned her endlessly on
the twins’ conversation with the elves, but Mistral’s recollections were hazy,
prompting Fabian to make noises about having a word with Samson about his
failure to restrain her drinking habits.  To avoid having another guard
dog on her tail, Mistral quickly distracted him with tales of Grendel’s
unexpected success with the nymphs, Xerxes’ jealousy and Hermes’ unwilling
antics with the amazon.  He laughed and so did she, all the time acutely
aware of the one subject they were steadfastly avoiding.


Saul.  


Mistral desperately
wanted Fabian to promise not to do something he might not regret, but she
would.  She didn’t want Saul, but she didn’t want to see him hurt, either
by her lack of feelings for him or by Fabian’s sword.  She truly feared
for her brother’s life, but she kept quiet, utterly unwilling to do anything to
fracture her moment of happiness.  Fabian was here.  Nothing else
mattered.  Feeling guilty and selfish, she curled up in his arms and
listened to the sound of his voice murmuring softly to her, justifying her
denial. 











Unarmed and Dangerous





The first pale
fingers of dawn were reaching across the eastern sky when Mistral eventually
drifted into a deep and dreamless sleep wrapped in Fabian’s arms.  She was
still sound asleep when the twins emerged from the tent, tousle-haired and
blinking in the bright morning sunlight.


‘Good morning
Mage De Winter.’  Phantasm greeted Fabian solicitously, as though his
presence were entirely normal.


‘Morning.’ 
Phantom added with a yawn and looked down at Mistral, dead to the world,
wrapped in Fabian’s travelling cloak with Prospero stretched out beside
her.    


Fabian nodded
politely to them both and returned his attention to sharpening his
dagger.  


‘Are you going
to let her sleep through the morning’s event?’  Phantom asked, eyeing her
dubiously.  ‘She’ll be furious.’


‘I would
rather face Mistral’s temper than watch her compete in an armed melee.’
 Fabian replied tersely.


‘Fair point.’
 Phantom conceded with another yawn.  ‘I think it’s going to be
pretty messy.  It’s meant to be unbladed weapons only, but from what I’ve
seen so far cheating seems to be an accepted part of this tournament.’


‘Which is
precisely why I would appreciate you keeping your voice down and letting her
sleep.’ 


‘Oh, right –
sorry.  I’ll ask the others to keep it down.’  Phantom disappeared
back into the tent leaving his brother alone with Fabian.


‘Mage De
Winter.  I –’ Phantasm launched into what was obviously a prepared speech
but was cut short by a black stare from Fabian.


‘You have nothing
to apologise for.  Quite the opposite.  I am deeply grateful for your
efforts to protect Mistral.’


Phantasm
frowned, ‘Well, we weren’t entirely successful actually –’


‘I am fully
aware of all the recent events.’  Fabian snapped, returning his attention
to his dagger. 


Phantasm was
silent for a moment.  The sounds of urgently whispered conversations
inside the tent were clearly audible. 


‘Saul –’
Phantasm began in a low voice.


‘Is a lovesick
fool.  But he does not deserve to die for it.’  Fabian said
shortly.  


Phantasm
exhaled in relief. 


‘However.’
 Fabian continued, looking at Phantasm with cold eyes.  ‘That was the
last time he propositions my wife.’


Phantasm
nodded slowly, the meaning in Fabian’s words were clear.  If Saul put a
foot wrong again he would die for it. 


‘Now.  If
you would be so generous as to continue your watch duties for a while longer, I
will leave you all to have breakfast.  There are a few people I need to
see.’  Fabian stood up and brushed his hands against his trousers. 
He glanced at his hands and frowned.  ‘And perhaps a wash wouldn’t go
amiss.’ 


Phantasm
watched his dark figure striding along the avenue of tents, apparently
oblivious to the hostile looks he attracted from the few Arcanes already up and
about.  


‘He’s gone.’
 Phantasm called softly once Fabian was safely out of sight.  


‘You
sure?’  Phantom asked, poking his head out of the tent flap.


‘Yes, but for
pity’s sake keep it down!  If you wake Mistral up she’ll want to compete
and he’s not around to stop her!’


Phantom
scowled and ducked back inside the tent to pass on the news.  They all
quickly filed out, looking around cautiously.


‘How angry was
he?’  Cain asked quietly.


‘He wasn’t too
bad actually.’  Phantasm shrugged then dropped his voice.  ‘But he
did hint that this was Saul’s last warning.’


‘He knows
it.’  Cain glanced over to where Saul was lacing his boots, his face white
and drawn.


Phantasm
frowned, ‘You know him better than any of us Cain.  Tell me this is over
between them now.  Only I wouldn’t cross Mage De Winter again.  He is
one of the few people on this earth who truly live up to their reputation.’


Cain looked
up, his blue eyes guilty, ‘I blame myself.  We all had manticore potion
before the race yesterday.  I think it gave Saul foolish ideas.’


Phantasm shook
his head sharply, ‘Manticore potion or not, she’s never going to be his! 
What does he think he’s risking his life for?’  


‘Don’t ask me,
she’s a nightmare!’  


Phantasm
looked down at the sleeping Mistral and hid a fond smile, ‘Yes, she can be … sometimes.’


‘So!’ 
Xerxes demanded in a stage whisper, flourishing his tatty piece of parchment in
the air.  ‘Who’s going to win this one then?’


The flatly
chorused reply was unanimous.


‘Grendel.’ 


‘Damn
him!’  Xerxes scratched his name down on the parchment then looked up with
a frown.  ‘Where is he anyway?’  


Brutus
smirked, ‘Three guesses.’  


Xerxes scowled
darkly and bent his head over the piece of parchment again. 


‘It’s unbladed
today.  What weapons are you all taking?’  Cain asked conversationally
while he secreted the small pair of knives up his sleeves once again.


‘Officially?’ 
Brutus asked, sliding a knife down the inside of his boot.


Cain looked up
with a grin, ‘And unofficially.’ 


‘Right, well,
I thought escrima sticks for the official weapons, with a dagger in each boot
for the unofficial, oh and I bought some knuckle dusters yesterday from this
great stall.  I thought I’d try them out too.’


‘Nice!’ said
Cain, admiring the brutal looking implements on Brutus’ hands.


‘How about
you?’  Brutus enquired.


‘Quarter
staff.’  Cain replied, twirling the short, heavy staff with one
hand.  ‘And two daggers, one on each wrist.  Oh, and I’ve got armour
on under my shirt.’


‘Good
idea!  Back in a minute!’  Brutus vanished back into the tent, swiftly
followed by his brother.


‘Saul?’ 
Cain enquired lightly.  ‘What are you taking?’


‘Me.’ 


Cain rolled
his eyes, ‘It’s a tournament brother, not a suicide mission.’


‘I have
nothing to live for.’


‘I don’t
believe I’m hearing this!  What did you expect?  They’re Bonded
Saul!  It’s not like she even has a choice about how she feels!  And
she certainly couldn’t just switch all that weird joined-soul stuff to you
simply because her Mage wasn’t around!’


‘She’s all
I’ve ever wanted.’


Cain stared at
him in frank disbelief, ‘Mistral?  Are you joking?’


‘No.’


‘Oh
brother!  Please don’t be so ridiculous!  Come with me to the nymph
tent later and I’ll show you something with a nice body and a smile to go with
it!  You’ll get over her!  Wait, let me re-phrase that.  You have
to get over her!  It’s only because you can’t have her that you want her
so much!’


Saul shook his
head stubbornly, ‘You don’t understand.’


‘No, I don’t
think I do!’  Cain said angrily.  ‘Her Mage will kill you if
you so much as look at her the wrong way again!  Don’t waste your life
over an obsession!’


Saul spun
round, his usually gentle gaze angry, ‘It’s not an obsession Cain!  From
the moment I met her I felt like I’d always known her.  I know she
feels the same about me –’


‘Don’t be
stupid!’  Cain hissed.  ‘What you feel is just the Ri brother-sister
bond.  We all feel it!  But we don’t proposition each other at every
opportunity!’


Saul’s eyes
flashed, ‘Don’t laugh at me Cain!  I know he’ll let her down.  It’s
Mage De Winter for crying out loud!  Sometime he’ll get his comeuppance
for all the lives he’s taken and I’ll be there –’


‘And you think
she’ll want to begin some happy new life with you after she’s lost her Mage do
you Saul?  Then think again, because I’ve seen her when she’s been facing
the prospect of him dying and all she wanted to do was drink the contents of my
potion kit!  She doesn’t want you.  Just face the truth and get on
with your life.’


‘She is my
life.’


‘Then get
another one!’


Saul and Cain
glared at each other across the glowing embers of the camp fire.


‘Ready to go
brothers?’  


Xerxes strode
out of the tent buttoning up his shirt to hide the chest plate of his armour
and looked from Cain to Saul with an enquiring expression. 


Saul broke eye
contact with Cain and nodded tersely, abruptly striding away down the avenue of
tents towards the arena.


‘Right,
whatever strategies you had in place are now null and void.’  Xerxes said
quietly, watching Saul stalking away.  ‘We protect our brother – agreed?’


‘Agreed.’ 
Cain threw a brief glance in the twins’ direction before hurrying after Saul.


‘Ready
brother?’  Xerxes asked when Brutus appeared from the tent, tugging his
trouser leg down to hide the hilt of his dagger.


‘Born
ready!’  he grinned and slapped Xerxes on the back.


Xerxes waited
until Brutus had moved out of earshot before turning to the twins, ‘You will
protect Saul?  In any way you can?’


Phantom and
Phantasm nodded as one, ‘We will.’


Xerxes’ voice
dropped to a hard whisper, ‘Never repeat this conversation!  What I’m
asking you to do would get the Ri disqualified from the festival!  There’s
cheating, then there’s a step beyond.  And using your gift is definitely
that.’  


‘Our lips are
sealed.’  Phantasm murmured.


Xerxes
continued to hold his gaze then left, striding quickly after his brother.


The twins
glanced down at the sleeping Mistral and then at each other, sharing a resigned
look.


‘Asleep, and
still causing trouble.’  Phantom muttered incredulously.


Phantasm
sighed, ‘It’s a gift.’  


They busied
themselves with preparing breakfast while Mistral slept on, talking quietly
between themselves until Fabian returned.


‘Thank you,’
he said quietly and gazed at them expressionlessly until the twins realised
they were being dismissed.


‘Charming!’ 
Phantom grumbled under his breath while they walked along the avenue of tents.


‘Come on
brother, would you really want to be around when Mistral wakes up and realises
that she’s missed the melee event?’


Phantom pursed
his lips thoughtfully, ‘Not within striking range, but I’d like to hear some of
the names she calls her Mage for letting her sleep through it.’


Phantasm
smiled grimly, ‘I’m sure the air will be blue.  However, as Xerxes pointed
out, our gift is required to prevent Saul from martyring himself in the cause
of unrequited love this morning.’


‘Another
Mistral related crisis to deal with.  How refreshing.’  


Fabian watched
the twins hurry away.  When they were gone from sight he turned to look
down at Mistral.  She was still deeply asleep, her dark hair fanned out on
the saddlebag she was using as a pillow.  He knelt and gently stroked a
finger down her cheek.  She sighed and stirred, the slightest touch from
him waking her more easily than any of the morning’s noise. 


‘Good
morning.’  Fabian smiled at her sleepy expression.


‘Oh!  You
are here!  I didn’t dream it after all!’  she smiled happily and
stretched.  Pushing his heavy cloak off she sat up and yawned, then looked
around with a puzzled expression.  ‘Where is everyone?’


Fabian sat
down beside her and passed her a plate of cold meat.  Taking a piece for
himself he chewed on it thoughtfully before answering.


‘Not here.’


‘I can see
that.’  Mistral frowned, ignoring the food in front of her.  ‘Where
are my brothers Fabian?’


‘The melee,’
he said simply, avoiding her gaze and tossing a piece of cold rabbit to
Prospero.


‘Oh, of
course.’  Mistral picked up a piece of meat.  ‘I’d forgotten that was
this morning.’


Fabian glanced
at her, ‘Don’t you want to compete?’ 


‘Not in the
mood.’  Mistral shrugged then gave him a long look from under her
eyelashes.  ‘I’d rather spend the time with you.’


‘Good.’ 
Fabian smiled, his eyes roving over her sleep dishevelled hair and crumpled
shirt.  ‘But I think you should change before our first appointment of the
day.’ 


‘Sorry. 
Have I missed something here?’  Mistral frowned sharply.  ‘Only I
already have a full schedule of fun weapons-related stuff, not dull sounding
“appointments”!’


‘Imperato is
not dull Mistral.’  Fabian reproached, reaching over to brush a stray lock
of hair off her face.


‘Imperato?’ 
Mistral echoed flatly.  ‘You’ve arranged for me to meet Imperato? 
You come back in the middle of the night and re-organise me without even
asking?’  


‘Yes.’
 Fabian smiled when her eyes widened in fury.  


‘You –’


He quickly
bent his head and kissed her, silencing the angry tirade before it began.
 


‘One day you
will no longer have that effect on me, and I will stay angry with you for
longer than five seconds.’  Mistral warned, somewhat breathlessly. 


May that day
be a long time coming.’  Fabian murmured, tracing the blush that had
flared in her cheeks.   


After
breakfast and a change of clothes, Mistral and Fabian left the tent and walked
hand-in-hand along the avenue.  It was eerily deserted.  Everyone was
down by the Arena, either competing or supporting their champions, their joined
voices a distant roar.  By the time they reached the crowded arena their
shouted encouragements had grown to become a cacophony of deafening
roars.  Mistral glanced wistfully at the Arena while Fabian pulled her
past.  She could just make out Grendel’s distinctive bulk in the middle of
the broiling mass of fighting bodies.  He seemed to be struggling with a
swarm of goblins armed with what looked like a large net. 


‘Looks like a
good event.’  Mistral sighed, resisting Fabian’s iron grip on her hand to
stop and watch.  


‘Hmm.’ Fabian
didn’t look over and moved her on with a sharp tug.  ‘However, I feel it
would be rude to keep Imperato waiting.’


Mistral tossed
her head, pulling back again, ‘Time is irrelevant to centaurs Fabian! 
Imperato told you that himself.  You just don’t want me competing in the
event!’


Fabian turned
to look at her, ‘You are absolutely right.  Because if you did, I would be
unable to stop myself from leaping in to protect you and Bryden would have me
forcibly removed; dead or alive, for violating our agreement.’


‘You’re too
overprotective Fabian!’  Mistral complained.  ‘In fact, I think
you’re worse than Prospero!’ 


‘I don’t have
fleas.’  Fabian said drily and pulled her on again.


‘Neither does
he!’  Mistral snapped, dropping a hand to rest defensively on her dog’s
anvil-sized head. 


Fabian laughed
quietly and shook his head, ‘Would you believe that I am occasionally jealous
of that dog?’


Mistral gave
him an amused look, ‘Why would you be jealous of Prospero?’


Fabian turned
and looked at with her, his black eyes lit with an emotion that instantly made
her pulse quicken.  


‘Because he is
permitted to do all the things I want.  He shares your bed every night and
he even swims with you –’


‘I’m not
stopping you from doing any of those things,’ she whispered. 


‘No, I am.’
 Fabian said shortly and pulled her on at a brisk pace.  ‘Which is
precisely why we are going to see Imperato.’ 


Mistral sighed
and allowed herself to be dragged away from the noise and excitement of the
melee, towards what she could only assume would be something far less
interesting, possibly, she decided gloomily, even dull. 


Fabian and
Imperato greeted one another respectfully at the edge of their camp while
Mistral hung back, uncertain of how to behave around the intimidating tribe of
centaurs.  They seemed to have quite firm ideas on how they expected their
female tribal members to behave and she was acutely aware, once again, of her too
tight trousers. 


‘Seer.’
 Imperato greeted her solemnly.  ‘Join me.’ 


Inviting her
to walk beside him with a quiet gesture Imperato turned and strode away towards
the back of their camp where the tents gave way to the steep rise of the Vale
wall.  Mistral hesitated and glanced at Fabian, seeing his smile of gentle
encouragement she drew in a deep breath and hurried after Imperato, catching up
with him at the edge of the encampment where he stopped and gazed up at the
azure blue of the summer sky.  


‘See.’
 Imperato entreated her in a profound voice.  


Mistral
obediently followed his gaze and stared up at the cloudless sky, seeing nothing
but the vaguest wisp of white clouds around the bright sun.  Wondering if
she was missing something obvious, Mistral stole a glance at Imperato out of
the corner of her eye, but his trancelike state offered her no clues. 


‘Er … what am
I looking at?’  she eventually asked.


‘The stars.’


‘But … it’s
daytime!’


Imperato
turned his timeless gaze onto her, ‘Just because you cannot see something
doesn’t mean it isn’t there … look … see –’ 


Mistral looked
back up at the blue sky while Imperato began to point out the stars hidden by
the blinding light of the sun.  She listened to his wild voice, rich and
sweet as honey, naming the constellations and describing their cycles. 
Lost in a world that made no sense, she could only gaze in wonderment at the
vast empty space above them and feel awed by the depth of Imperato’s
knowledge.  She found herself struggling against an overwhelming sense of
insignificance, a complete unworthiness to possess the gift that destiny had
foolishly bestowed upon her.


‘Why me?’ she
asked in small voice while Imperato gazed silently up at the deep blue above
them.  ‘I don’t have your knowledge or wisdom.  A Seer should be
someone like you, not me!’


Imperato
turned his head slowly to look at her, ‘It is not for us to question destiny
but embrace the challenge it offers and strive to fulfil the role that we are
given.  Do not fear your fate.  Accept it willingly and begin to live
your life.’


Mistral gazed
wordlessly back, thinking only of Fabian and how much she wanted a life with
him.  After that, being a Seer easily fell into second or maybe even,
third place.  She was abruptly filled with powerful yearning then sighed,
realising too late that Imperato had read every thought more clearly than if
she had spoken them aloud. 


‘Do not be
ashamed of what you desire, Seer, for the two are inextricably linked.  We
do not choose who we are Bonded to.  Our souls instinctively join with
those strong enough to walk beside us along the path of destiny.  I see
your impatient nature and I know how much you resent the shackles you feel your
gift has placed upon you, but you must alter your perception.  Only when
you master your gift will you truly be free.’


She frowned
then gave a half-nod, ‘I understand – sort of.’


Imperato
suddenly smiled, his wild face glowing with a pride that was both pleasing and
slightly puzzling.  


‘And now Seer,
I think that you have learned enough for today.’


Imperato
walked her back to where Fabian was waiting patiently with Prospero sat by his
side.  He turned and studied her for a moment then nodded. 


‘You will See,
it is written.’


Then he was
gone and Fabian was taking her hand, leading her away from the centaur camp.


‘How did your
meeting fare?’ 


‘Well, it was
… different.’  Mistral muttered back.


‘Imperato has
lived a long time Mistral.  He has much knowledge of gifts such as
yours.  We must be grateful he has taken a personal interest in your
destiny.’


‘Yes, mustn’t
we.’  Mistral gave a roll of her eyes.  ‘But on a lighter note it’s
only just past noon and the duelling event won’t have started yet.  If we
hurry I can still enter –’ 


‘No
Mistral.  We have other plans.’


‘Unless they
involve you and me eloping to some distant land where nobody cares about my
damned gift then I don’t think I’m particularly interested!’


Laughing
softly, Fabian pulled her against his side and steered her firmly away from the
Arena.


‘Who are we
going to see this time?’ she demanded grumpily, casting a sour look over to
where she could see her brothers practising by the edge of the Arena.


‘The elves you
spoke with the other night.  I have a strong suspicion that there is more
to be learned from them.’


‘Then you’re going
in the wrong direction because they’re over by the Arena.’  Mistral
pointed to where the five tall elves were also practising their duelling
techniques.  


Fabian looked
across and frowned, ‘That’s unusual.  Forest elves aren’t known for being
particularly good with swords.’


‘Probably
can’t resist the chance to have a go at the twins.’  Mistral said,
affecting concern.  ‘I’d better get over there and enter.  They’ll
need my help –’


‘Entering this
event might be a little difficult without your swords.’ 


Realising that
her swords were still back at the tent, Mistral spun round to scowl at him,
‘You made me leave them on purpose!  All that “arriving armed will be
offensive to the centaurs” talk!  It was just a ploy so I wouldn’t have my
swords with me!’


‘Would I be so
devious?’  


‘Yes! 
But never mind, I’ll just borrow yours.’


Fabian frowned
regretfully, ‘Sorry Mistral, I don’t appear to have mine with me.’ 


‘Fabian! 
You never go anywhere without your sword!’  


‘Well, it
certainly looks like I have today.’


‘Doesn’t it
just!’  Mistral snapped.


‘Would you be
content to just watch with me?’ he enquired, an inviting smile lifting the
corners of his mouth. 


Mistral glared
into the soft darkness of his eyes and sighed, helpless to prevent herself from
echoing the smile on his face.


‘I guess I’ll
just have to be, won’t I?’ 


While Fabian
went to speak with the elves Mistral hurried over to talk with her brothers,
all busy preparing for the event.


‘Hey
Mistral!  I’ll practise with you!’  Brutus called, brandishing a gleaming
new sword.  ‘I’m looking forward to trying this out.  It’s forged by
a tribe of fighting elves in the Northern Range.  They’re famous for
producing good steel.’


‘Sorry Brutus,
but today I’m unarmed and dangerous.’  Mistral folded her arms, casting a
meaningfully dark look in Fabian’s direction. 


Brutus offered
her a look of commiseration, ‘Oh dear.  I bet that went down well after
missing the melee too.’


‘Let’s not
talk about it shall we?’  


She could see
the Arena over Brutus’ shoulder.  Bryden’s tribe were clearing away
discarded weapons and assisting those too badly wounded to walk to the healer’s
tent.  It looked as though the melee had been an event worthy of the
festival’s bloody reputation.  


‘Tell me how
the melee went.’  Mistral made an effort not to sound too sulky. 
After all, it wasn’t Brutus’ fault she couldn’t compete.  


‘Well, Grendel
spent most of his time throwing around those wretched goblins.  They
managed to tangle him up in a weighted net and tried to club him, the nasty
little gits.  I suppose it must have looked quite funny to the onlookers,
seeing Grendel stuck under a net with a load of laughing goblins dancing around
him, but I don’t think Grendel was amused.’


Mistral
laughed and looked around for the huge warrior, ‘Is he injured then?  I
can’t see him anywhere.’


Brutus raised
an eyebrow and tilted his head towards the nymph tent.  Mistral followed
his gaze to see that the flap was tightly closed.


‘What? 
Again?’


Brutus nodded,
‘His fan club stormed in and pulled him away as soon as the event was over, all
simpering about consoling their hero.  I thought Xerxes was actually going
to be sick with jealousy.’


‘Oh
dear.  He’s not taking well to losing his crown of “exceptional lover” to
Grendel is he?’


Brutus
laughed, ‘You could say that.’  


‘So, if
Grendel didn’t win – who did?’ 


‘One of the
amazons.  I think her … and I use that description with some reservation …
name was Bellona.’


Mistral nodded
disinterestedly.  Amazons were not her concern.  She glanced across to
where Cain and Saul were duelling, the slide and rasp of their swords blending
with the sound of other competitors practising.


‘So none of
you were injured then?’


Brutus
followed her gaze.  He frowned then looked around to make sure they
couldn’t be overheard, ‘No, and I think it was largely thanks to the twins,’ he
muttered in a low voice.  ‘No matter where we were in the Arena we just
seemed to avoid the heaviest of the fighting.  It’s the first time I’ve
seen them use their gift properly, I mean, apart from messing with us during
card games and in training that is … and I tell you what, it’s really
impressive!  If you ever sort your gift out, then the three of you would
be one hell of a combination!’


‘You think?’
 Mistral muttered evasively and gazed out across the Arena.  That was
a subject she really didn’t want to discuss. 


‘Mistral! 
You’re cutting it fine – er, where are your swords?’  Xerxes strode over
twirling his pair of goblin-forged swords by his side.  


Mistral sighed
and gave him a bleak look.


‘No!’ 
Xerxes cried, his face dropping comically.  ‘Please tell me that your Mage
hasn’t banned you from this event too!’


‘Banned and
bored, that’s me.’  Mistral sighed, adding more hopefully.  ‘Unless,
that is, you’d consider lending me your swords?’  


Xerxes’ face
clouded while he weighed up the various odds he’d offered on both their
performances in the event.  He eventually sighed and shrugged his
shoulders apologetically.


‘Sorry
Mistral, it’s not a financially viable option.’


‘How about
just one then?’  she persisted, walking towards him with her hand
outstretched.  ‘You don’t really need two after all.’


‘Again, not a
viable option.  Sorry.’  


‘Come on
brother!’


‘No
chance!’  Xerxes backed swiftly away when she lunged for one of his
swords.


‘Damn it!’


‘Look, if it’s
any consolation the Ri usually win this event anyway.  It’s what we do
best after all.  So just try to look pretty and cheer us on.’


Mistral pulled
a face at him and swore.


Xerxes
grinned, ‘There, see?  How can we fail with you radiating all that
goodwill?’


Mistral
offered him a few radiating words while he strode off into Arena, his returning
bark of laughter drowned out by Bryden Wolfsnare’s deep voice calling the
competitors to prepare.  She glanced around for Fabian and quickly spotted
him, still deep in conversation with the elves.   


‘Looks like
it’s just you and me boy.’  


Mistral sighed
and sat down next to Prospero.  Her huge dog was already sprawled on the
warm ground, soaking up the heat of the afternoon sun.  Mistral shielded
her eyes against the bright sunlight to watch Bryden walking among the
competitors, inspecting their swords and armour before beginning the first
bout.


‘Well, that
was interesting.’  Fabian murmured and dropped down lightly beside her,
his dark eyes following the elves walking into the Arena.


‘Really?’
 Mistral didn’t bother to disguise the doubt in her voice and continued to
watch Bryden matching up the first pair to duel, reiterating the rules to them
while he made a circle of white sand around them.  ‘In fact, forget I said
that,’ she said quickly.  ‘Tell me about the rules of this event.’


Fabian smiled
at her impatient expression and turned to watch Bryden raise his hand, ensuring
that the eyes of both competitors were on him before he brought it down sharply
in a signal to begin.


‘What do you
want to know?’


‘Well, why are
there so few competitors compared to the other events for a start?’ 
Mistral asked, her eyes glued to the first pair duelling; Xerxes and a sylvad
she recognised from the horse race.  


Fabian
shrugged lightly, ‘Swords are considered a weapon of the Ri and a second choice
weapon for Mages, after the Craft.  They are expensive weapons to purchase
and not many tribes even bother with money, most just use a bartering system –
which obviously makes buying a sword more difficult.’


Mistral nodded
distractedly, her attention fixed on Xerxes.  He was duelling well,
persistently driving his opponent back until the sylvad’s back foot slipped
over the circle of sand.


‘Winner!’ 
Bryden’s voice rang out. 


‘Why?’ 
Mistral asked, turning sharply to look at Fabian with a frown.  ‘Xerxes
barely scratched that sylvad!’


Fabian smiled
and gave his head a slight shake, ‘It’s a duel Mistral, not a fight!  The
duellists have to stay inside the circle.  If either step outside, they
forfeit the bout.  Xerxes was duelling strategically.’


‘Duelling
strategically?  Not fighting?’  Mistral echoed in a disgusted
tone.  ‘What’s the point?’


‘It’s a test
of skill, not savagery.  Points are awarded for where each opponent strikes
the other.  See how they dip their swords in the coloured chalk before
they begin the bout?’


‘Oh,
yes!’  Mistral exclaimed, watching Xerxes turning the ends of his swords
in a large leather bucket of blue powder.


‘The coloured
chalk marks the armour to show clearly where they strike.  It saves a lot
of arguments.’


‘Huh, sounds
to me like the arguments would be the most satisfying part!’  


Fabian
chuckled softly and rested his elbows on his raised knees, watching Xerxes take
on his second opponent; Phantasm.


They both
watched in silence as Phantasm easily outduelled his Ri brother with Bryden
stopping the bout after a few minutes to hail him the winner. 


‘Right.’
 Mistral turned to Fabian with a frown.  ‘Now I could clearly see
that Phantasm was the better swordsman there, but why did Bryden stop the bout
at that particular moment?  It was just getting good!’


Fabian smiled
and indicated to Xerxes striding bad-temperedly away from the circle of sand,
‘Can you see all the blue marks on the chest plate of Xerxes’ armour?’


Mistral looked
and nodded, ‘Yes, Phantasm would have killed him several times if he hadn’t
been wearing his armour.  So?’


‘Each bout is
scored up to a maximum of ten points, which Phantasm just reached, hence the
end of the bout.  Strikes to different areas of the body earn points, some
score more highly than others.  The chest is the highest scoring part as
it is harder to strike.’


Mistral shook
her head, ‘I disagree.  The head is harder to strike than the chest.’


‘Again, it’s
just a duel Mistral.  There are no strikes to the neck or head allowed.’


Mistral made a
disgusted sound and watched the next competitor stepping up to meet Phantasm,
‘I’m actually starting to feel glad that you stopped me from entering!’


‘Hmm, I think
I may have saved you from the disgrace of being disqualified for excessive
enthusiasm in your first bout.’


‘Probably. 
But disgrace is something I do quite well.’  Mistral laughed and watched
Phantasm skilfully taking apart the defence of one of the forest elves he was
duelling against.  ‘Damn!  He’s a good swordsman now!’  she
muttered, narrowing her eyes in frustration at not being able to join in.


Mistral was
too engrossed in watching the bout to see the slight frown on Fabian’s face, ‘I
agree.  Phantasm is fighting well.’  


‘I take full
credit for forcing him to improve over the last year and a half.’  Mistral
declared then gasped.  ‘Oh look!  He’s got Samson now!’  she
watched them duel for a moment.  ‘How long will Phantasm have to stay on
for?’  she suddenly asked, concerned that he would grow tired and start to
make mistakes rather than being outfought.


‘Rules are
fiercely contested but Bryden allows the winner to remain in the ring for three
consecutive bouts before taking a rest.  They then compete with the winner
of the next bout.’


Mistral nodded
and continued to watch Phantasm duel.  With glittering emeralds for eyes
and beautiful face lit by a wild smile he looked more like an avenging angel
than ever.  Mistral couldn’t help the proud smile that spread over her face. 
He was her brother.  


‘Look! 
He’s got Samson on the run!’ she cried happily.


Fabian nodded
silently, watching intently as Phantasm neatly sidestepped, parrying Samson’s
blow to deliver a swift counter with razor-sharp precision.  A loud clink
of metal striking metal rang out when Phantasm’s sword struck Samson’s breast
plate.  


 ‘He’s
going to win!’  Mistral breathed, her eyes shining with excitement.


Sure enough,
Bryden strode into the ring moments later and stopped the fight.  Pointing
clearly to Phantasm he loudly declared him the winner.  Phantasm stepped
back from Samson and inclined his head, showing respect to a fellow
warrior.  Samson’s scarred face remained stony for the briefest of moments
before he laughed and clapped Phantasm on the back.  Shaking his head
ruefully he left the circle to join the other Ri warriors sat watching at the
edge of the Arena. 


As the
afternoon wore by Mistral became completely engrossed in the bouts, gasping
with excitement and shouting in anger when Bryden called a bout against the
Ri.  Fabian laughed and placed an arm around her tense shoulders to
prevent her from doing more than shout abuse at the elf who won against Brutus.


Phantom and
Cain stayed on through their bouts until they each met Phantasm.  Cain was
outscored during their duel and Phantom capitulated rather than fight his
brother.  When Saul fought with his usual technical precision, Mistral was
careful not to express too much emotion either way and avoiding looking at
Fabian until his bouts were over.  He eventually lost to Phantasm, who
continued to win each of his duels until he was placed in the final bout with
an elf from Bryden’s tribe.


‘So … if
Phantasm beats Bryden’s elf –’


‘Ares.’


‘Yes,
him.  Then he’s won the event?’


Fabian nodded
silently.


‘Oh come on
brother!’  Mistral hissed under her breath, her eyes glued to the duelling
pair circling each other with light steps.  


Phantasm’s
emerald eyes flashed as he delivered the first strike.  Ares parried the
blow easily and countered with a well-aimed thrust to the body.  Laughing
recklessly, Phantasm sprang gracefully away, darting forward again with
lighting speed to strike Ares across the thigh.  Ares swore and stumbled
back, blood seeping through the cut in his leather trousers. 


‘Ha!  First
blood!’  Mistral hissed savagely.  ‘He’s no match for my
brother!’  she was too entranced by the duel to notice that Fabian didn’t
respond. 


Ares lunged
angrily, lashing out for Phantasm’s mid-section.  Phantasm parried the
clumsy strike with almost disdainful ease.  Then he began to duel in
earnest.  His sword reflected the sunlight in dazzling flashes of silver
as it twirled and spun in series of rapid strikes, relentlessly driving Ares
back towards the edge of the circle.  Ares was beginning to tire, his
defence weakening and allowing Phantasm to land more blows until Ares’ armour
was liberally streaked with blue chalk.  Mistral held her breath, sharing
in the fierceness of her brother’s expression.  She frowned slightly when
a shadow crossed his face, dimming the wild light in his eyes to their usual
cool green.  Abruptly, he seemed to falter and slow, allowing Ares time to
recover and fight back.


‘What’s he
doing?’ she cried, turning to stare at Fabian with an incredulous look on her
face.  ‘Why is he backing down?’


Fabian didn’t
respond but continued to watch the duel.  Slowly but surely, Ares was
gaining the upper hand.  He pushed forwards with a series of heavy,
deliberate blows that Mistral knew Phantasm could have parried and countered
with ease, but for some strange reason he seemed to struggle with them and
backed away, giving ground until his back foot slid an infinitesimal amount
over the edge of the sand line.


‘Winner!’ 
Bryden bellowed with obvious pride and raised the hand of his tribe member.


‘What!’ 
Mistral shouted.  ‘There is no way he won that bout!’


‘Mistral –’


‘Oh come on
Fabian!  You saw the bout!  Phantasm was clearly better than Ares!’


‘Mistral.’
 Fabian repeated in a more insistent tone.  ‘Phantasm is quite
clearly the more skilled swordsman, now please calm down and listen to me.’


Mistral turned
to face him, he eyes wide with righteous anger, ‘He should have won that
Fabian!’


‘Yes. 
Phantasm threw the bout.  Anyone could see that –’ 


‘Why the hell
would he do that?’ 


‘Because you
will be in the final event.  He needs to be on the outside with Phantom to
use their gift and protect you.’ 


Mistral closed
her eyes and drew in a sharp breath, ‘I don’t believe I’m hearing this.’ 


‘Don’t be
angry with him.’  Fabian said quietly.  ‘I made the request.’


‘Oh Fabian,
why?’  Mistral’s eyes flew open to be instantly captivated by his deep
black stare.  How could she be angry with him when he looked at her like
that?


He smiled
softly and raised a hand to touch her cheek, sliding a finger down to trace the
curve of her lips, ‘Because I love you.’ 


Mistral felt
her eyes close involuntarily at the pleasure of Fabian’s touch, ‘Oh, he’s going
to be so annoyed with me,’ she murmured vaguely.


‘No, Mistral,
he will not be annoyed with you.  However, he may be somewhat vexed if you
fail to praise him on his performance today.’


Mistral opened
her eyes and grinned, ‘You’ve notice the twins’ fragile egos have you?’


Fabian didn’t
reply but couldn’t quite hide the brief look of amusement that flickered across
his face.


‘I blame their
mother.’  Mistral muttered darkly, remembering Melsina De’ath forcing her
to endure an hour of being washed and dressed like a bad-tempered doll.


‘Yes, she is
rather a force to be reckoned with.’  Fabian murmured, his eyes sliding over
her trousers.


Mistral caught
his look dropped her gaze to hide her embarrassment, ‘The twins did this to
me.’ she explained in a rush.  ‘They tricked me.  I didn’t choose to
dress like this Fabian, honestly.  I hate these trousers!’ 


‘I don’t.’


Mistral looked
up to meet his gaze and felt the breath catch in her throat.  


‘And just how
good was I?’  Phantom demanded, swaggering towards them and cruelly
shattering another private moment.


Mistral closed
her eyes with a sigh, ‘Please tell me he’s not going to start doing this
again.’ 


Fabian laughed
softly and stood up, reaching out a hand he pulled her up and whispered in her
ear, ‘Remember what they’ve given up to protect you.’


‘Yes, yes.’
 Mistral muttered and forced a smile onto her face.  ‘You were amazing
Phantom!’  she gushed.


‘Overdoing
it!’  Fabian warned softly.


‘Oh for
heaven’s sake!’ 


But Phantom
didn’t seem to notice Mistral’s unusually lavish praise and grinned, ‘I was,
wasn’t I?’ he agreed, preening slightly.


Phantasm
strolled past him, smiling and shaking his head lightly, amused by his twin’s
behaviour.


‘You fought
really well brother.’  Mistral said with genuine warmth in her voice,
adding more quietly.  ‘You deserved to win.’ 


Phantasm met
her accusing look and shrugged dismissively, his green gaze sliding from hers
to meet Fabian’s, ‘Needs must,’ he replied lightly. 


Mistral raised
an eyebrow but was prevented from arguing by the arrival of her brothers, all
eagerly reliving their bouts for her to provide appropriately complimentary or
derogatory remarks depending on whether they were talking about themselves or
the other competitors.  Even Saul seemed more upbeat and laughed when she
described how one of his opponents had performed an involuntary backwards roll
out of the circle in an effort to avoid one of his strikes.  


‘What can I
say?  I’ve had good training partners.’  Saul shrugged, smiling
easily at her.  


She returned
the smile and felt her heart lift.  It looked like they were over the
awkwardness of the last couple of days. 


‘Ah, another
good day!  I think that this calls for a celebration!’  Xerxes
roared, already heading towards the huge beer tent.  


It was already
filled to bursting with Arcanes, their loud talk and raucous laughter mingling
with the victorious cheers of Bryden’s tribe welcoming their champion. 
More Arcanes were sat on benches and on the ground outside the tent, their
faces flushed by drink and the warmth of the late afternoon sunshine.  


Mistral
grinned, caught up in the atmosphere.  She watched her brothers making
their way through the unruly crowd to reach the bar then turned to fling her
arms around Fabian’s neck, kissing him until a watching group of goblins
heckled them too loudly to ignore.  


Fabian gazed
down at her, his dark eyes amused, ‘And I thought you would be furious with me
for making you miss those two events.’ 


Mistral
shrugged happily, ‘I’m in a beer tent at The Festival of the Arcane with you
and my brothers.  What’s there to be unhappy about?’


‘Only one
thing I can think of,’ he murmured, bending his head to kiss her again.


‘Please put
your wife down Fabian, and have a drink!’


Fabian tuned
to greet the warrior standing beside him with three large tankards of ale held
in his hands, ‘Ah, Samson, how fortuitous.  I’ve been meaning to have a
word with you.’  


Samson passed
tankards to Mistral and Fabian, his scarred face creasing into a wide grin, ‘I
can only assume this is going to be about my failure to restrain that impetuous
creature you married from drinking too much and brawling with a goblin at the
welcoming feast.’


Fabian laughed
while Mistral pulled a face and took a long drink.


‘What can I
say?’  Samson shrugged his shoulders and looked at Mistral
pointedly.  ‘I don’t think she heard the “obey” part of her marriage vows
–’


‘What?’ 
Mistral choked on a mouthful of ale.  ‘I never agreed to do that!’


‘You did say
“yes”, didn’t you?’  Samson asked with a frown. 


‘Of
course!  But not to that bit!’  


‘Sorry
Mistral, but it’s part of the ceremony.  You legally agreed to obey your
husband, before witnesses.’  Samson added, laughing openly at the
horrified expression on her face.


‘Don’t mention
that I agreed the same.’  Fabian muttered, turning away slightly so that
Mistral couldn’t hear.


Samson threw
back his head and laughed uproariously, revealing several gold teeth that
instantly caught the attention of the goblins sat near them.


‘I hope you
sleep with your mouth closed Samson.’  Mistral remarked archly and tilted
her head in the direction of the sharp-eyed goblins.  ‘Those thieving
little gits will pull those gold teeth from your mouth given half the chance!’ 


‘Sleep? 
I’ll do that when I’m dead!’  Samson grinned, dropping a wink at one of
the nymphs that sashayed past, fluttering her eyelashes at him.  


Mistral rolled
her eyes and looked across the crowded tent to see the twins carefully weaving
though the jostling Arcanes towards her, trying not to spill the full tankards
held in their hands.


‘Here you go
Mistral … oh, you’ve already got one!’  Phantom exclaimed, elbowing past
the goblins to reach her.


‘Two is just
fine.’  Mistral took one of the tankards from him, ignoring Fabian’s
raised eyebrows.  ‘We’ve got a lot to celebrate.  Two Ri warriors in
the final and still one more event to go yet!’


‘I think
you’ll find that’s one Ri warrior and one apprentice in the final actually.’
 Cain corrected, pushing through the crowd to appear beside them with a
grin on his face.


‘You’re just a
bad loser.’  Mistral retorted.


‘Not as bad as
Xerxes.  I don’t think he’s spoken to Grendel today.’


‘Where is
Grendel anyway?  Oh, forget I said that.’  Mistral grimaced.  ‘I
think I already know –’


Brutus, Xerxes
and Saul arrived and several conversations began at once.  Mistral smiled
and listened to her brothers talking and laughing, their good moods reflected
all around in the carnival atmosphere of the beer tent.  She leaned
contentedly against Fabian’s side while he talked with Samson, feeling at peace
with the world.  The warmth of the sun combined with the strong ale soon
dissolved all thoughts of her uncomfortable conversation with Saul and even
managed to lessen some of the gnawing guilt she felt about not having mastered
her gift yet.  She smiled in amusement at her brothers, growing more boisterous
after Cain topped their tankards up with manticore potion.  Saul caught
her eye and grinned, raising his tankard in a toast.  Mistral grinned back
then quickly looked away before he could see the guilt she abruptly felt. 
She kept her gaze locked on the half-empty tankard in her hand, wishing
fervently that Saul could find the happiness he deserved with someone capable
of loving him back.  Feeling suddenly miserable, Mistral returned her
attention to the sound of Fabian’s voice and listened to the soft tones that
never failed to sooth her.  She allowed her mind to drift, letting his
murmured words fill her mind like music until it gradually dawned on her that
they were talking about a Contract Samson was considering.  Mistral
frowned and forced herself to concentrate.  With a stab of unease she
realised he was asking Fabian to take a mercenary Contract with him.  She
closed her eyes and listened more closely, every word of Samson’s low, rasping
voice filling her with a growing sense of dread.  It was exactly the type
of work Fabian would relish.  Mistral’s heart plummeted.  Her Mage
would be leaving again soon.  Like a cloud moving over the face of the
sun, her good mood was instantly erased, leaving her feeling desolate. 
Fabian’s voice drifted across her bleak horizon, the softly spoken words taking
time to sink in. 


‘Thank you
Samson, but I’m not available for work at the moment.  Other commitments
require my attention for the foreseeable future.’ 


Mistral let
out the breath she didn’t realise she’d been holding and opened her eyes to
meet Samson’s coolly assessing look.  He raised a scarred eyebrow but
didn’t comment and Mistral quickly dropped her gaze to hide the grin that
spread across her face and found herself looking at Prospero.  He was laid
quietly at her feet with his head resting on his paws, but his hungry gaze was
fixed on the tribe of fairies hovering over a nearby table, chattering loudly
in high-pitched voices.  Mistral watched his pale eyes obsessively
following their jerky movements.  A long thread of saliva dangled down
from his mouth, stretching almost to the ground before it snapped. 
Laughing quietly, Mistral resolved to take him with her next time she had to
visit Eudora’s shop.  He might encourage the irritating shop-owner into
providing a better level of service. 


Twilight fell
over the Vale, shrouding the outrageous antics of the Arcanes in soft,
forgiving light.  Snatches of crude song and drunken shouts filled the
warm evening air.  Horses were being ridden by blindfold riders in reckless
races around the Arena; card games and mammoth tournaments of knucklebones were
being held on every available surface not taken by tankards of ale. 
Grendel had reappeared and was sat with Saul and Cain, all three ignoring the
two nymphs that were fawning over him while they played cards.  Xerxes was
in his element with one arm around one of the sylvads from the registration
tent and the other waving his tatty piece of parchment while he took bets on
everything from the winner of the final event to how many flaming torches
Hermes could juggle before he set fire to himself.  


‘Is it always
like this?’  Mistral asked Phantom when he appeared suddenly by her side,
looking slightly dishevelled.


‘Apparently
so.  There’s a lot of steam to be let off when the Arcanes are allowed to
congregate outside of the confines of Mage rule –’ he paused and hiccoughed
elegantly into his hand.  ‘Of course, drunken debauchery is not really my
sort of thing, but when in Rome –’


‘So I
see.  Phantom?  What happened to your hair?’  Mistral looked at
her drunken brother in amusement.


‘Oh you know.’
 Phantom waved vaguely in the direction of the nymph tent then took a long
drink from his tankard.


‘Oh Phantom
you didn’t!’  Mistral scowled reprovingly.  ‘Your mother will be so
disappointed!’


He promptly
choked on his mouthful of ale, ‘You won’t tell her will you?’  


Hiding the
laugh that threatened, Mistral forced her expression into something Melsina
would have been proud of, ‘Not if you promise never to do that again.  You’ve
no idea where they’ve been!’  


‘I won’t, I
promise,’ he said quickly, looking for all the world like a contrite child
caught stealing.


‘Good.’ 
Mistral nodded briskly then looked around.  ‘Now, where’s your brother?’


‘Still in
there.’


‘Oh for pity’s
sake!  Well, if either of you catch anything, don’t expect me to treat
you!’


Phantom stared
at her in mute horror before muttering something about needing a wash.  


‘A touch over
dramatic, I think.’  Fabian murmured in Mistral’s ear when he had fled.


‘Maybe. 
But, the nymphs?  Really?  The twins could do so much better than
that bunch of tarts!’


‘I agree, but
please try not to be so hard on the twins.’  Fabian responded
mildly.  ‘Their behaviour is only to be expected.’


‘Why?’  


‘They have
endured the influence of strong women in their lives.  It can have a
detrimental effect.’


Mistral
frowned at him, ‘Strong women?  There’s only Melsina and they haven’t
lived with her for years!’  


Fabian smiled,
‘I’m talking about you too Mistral.’


She glared at
him, stung by the accusation that her effect on the twins was detrimental,
‘Well I hope you don’t think I have that effect on you!’ she finally snapped. 


‘Quite the
opposite.’


Mistral smiled
as he leaned down to kiss her, the familiar ache of longing made all the more
poignant by the knowledge that it would, as ever, remain unfulfilled.  And
it was entirely her fault.  


For once, it
was she that heaved a sigh and pressed her hands against his chest, pushing him
firmly away.  Biting her lip, she looked into his eyes and sighed.


‘I’m not sure
how much longer I can do this.’  


He smiled at
her, his velvet gaze so invitingly soft and dark that she wanted to kick
herself for pushing him away.  


‘I understand,
but I will be patient.  We will be together Mistral.  I do not think
it is possible for two to feel the way we do and not.’


‘We’re doing a
fairly good job so far.’  Mistral responded grumpily.  


‘Everyone has
their limits.’


Mistral
snapped her gaze up to meet his.  Was he suggesting that he had reached
his?  He read the hope in her expression and smiled a little too knowingly
for her liking and she immediately scowled, making his smile widen.


‘Patience,’ he
breathed softly, making her instantly think the opposite.


‘Have you seen
my brother?’  


Mistral turned
to respond to Phantasm’s casual enquiry, almost grateful at being
interrupted.  She eyed him coolly for a moment, taking in the fact that
his shirt was buttoned up wrong and his usually immaculate hair was tousled.


‘Something you
want to tell me Phantasm?’ 


Phantasm shot
her a guilty look, ‘No.’ 


‘I see.’ 



A silence fell
between them and Phantasm fidgeted uncomfortably while Mistral bit her tongue
to hide the laugh threatening to ruin her act.  


‘Your brother
has gone to wash.’  she snapped, giving him a look that suggested being
very disappointed in him.  ‘And I strongly advise that you do the same,
unless you want to get something nasty.’


Phantasm’s
eyes widened then he nodded rapidly, melting swiftly away into the throng to
follow his brother.


Fabian
chuckled softly and watched Phantasm almost running along the avenue towards
the washing pool south end of the Vale. 


‘Harsh
Mistral.  Too harsh.’


Mistral gave
an exasperated sigh, ‘All I need is for Prospero to get lucky and everyone, and
I mean everyone,’ she said with a meaningful look in Grendel’s
direction, ‘but you and I are falling out of beds left, right and centre! 
And we’re the only married ones!’


‘Talking of
Prospero, you do know he’s stalking one of the fairies don’t you?’


‘Oh no!’ 
Mistral cried and spun around to see her dog crawling on his belly towards the
table of frantically squeaking fairies, a ravenous look on his face. 


‘I think you
need to feed him more Mistral.’  Samson advised, looking over at the
commotion Prospero was causing.


‘Thanks
Samson, I’ll bear that in mind.’  Mistral snapped sarcastically and
hurried over to grab her dog by the scruff of the neck, hauling him away to
roars of laughter from the table of goblins. 


It had reached
the time of night and level of drunkenness where good humour gave way to flared
tempers.  Fights began to break out, making Mistral glance around quickly
to check none of her brothers were involved.  She was relieved to see most
were gambling.  Only Cain and Brutus were absent, which meant they were in
the nymph tent.  


‘I think it’s
time we made our exit.’  


Fabian pulled
her away from the table nearby seconds before it was abruptly overturned and
flung through the air by a furious Grendel, shortly followed by the two goblins
he had been gambling with, both screaming abuse while they hurtled through the
air. 


Submitting
unwillingly to Fabian’s insistent grip on her arm, Mistral allowed herself to
be led away from the escalating mayhem into the relative calm of the avenue.


‘Just when
things were getting interesting.’  Mistral complained, throwing a glance
over her shoulder to see Grendel launching several more of the goblins into the
air with roars of anger.  


‘Perhaps, but
I would prefer to have my sword when faced with a crowd of drunken Arcanes
after being loudly called “Mage De Winter” by your brothers.’


‘Oh they
didn’t!’  Mistral gasped, looking appalled.  ‘I’m sorry –’


‘No need to
apologise.  Just be prepared for some drunken insults.’


‘Just let them
dare!’  Mistral snarled, looking around for any candidates brave enough to
try.


‘Mistral,
we’re not looking for a fight.’  Fabian warned softly, his eyes darting
cautiously left and right while they made their way along the dark avenue.


‘If anyone so
much as dares look in your direction with anything but a smile then they’ll
have me and Prospero to answer to!’  Mistral hissed back in a vehement
whisper.


‘Let’s hope
that won’t be necessary.’  Fabian murmured, hurrying her along before she
could eyeball a group of surly looking drows.  


Despite
Fabian’s concerns they reached their tent without being challenged to find the
twins sat talking around the fire.  Mistral dropped down beside them,
noting their wet hair with a supressed smile.  


Fabian settled
himself next to her and gazed questioningly at the twins, ‘Are you two sober
enough to discuss a rather intricate matter?’  he asked in a quiet
undertone. 


‘Feeling quite
refreshed actually.’  Phantasm responded lightly, poking the fire with a
stick to stir it into life again.  


‘Yes, it’s
surprising what cold swim can do for your levels of sobriety.’  Phantom
muttered, ignoring Mistral’s smirk. 


‘Good, because
I had an interesting conversation with the elves you had the misfortune to
cross last winter.’


‘Ah, that.’
 A shadow crossed Phantasm’s face.  He immediately he dropped his
gaze to stare into the campfire.  ‘I thought we might have this
discussion.’


Mistral yawned
and rubbed Prospero’s ears, instantly bored by the turn in the conversation. 


‘You are aware
of the implications of their findings?’  Fabian continued softly.  


Phantasm
nodded slowly, ‘Yes, we have been doing some investigations of our own since we
discovered it was Konrad who took the Contract.’ 


‘And what did
you discover?’   


‘Well, we went
through all the filed copies of Contracts in the Ri’s library. 
Unsurprisingly, there was no record of that particular one, so we still don’t
know who issued it.  However, we did discover something disturbing about
some of the Training Contracts issued to apprentices.’  Phantasm frowned
and poked the fire again, his expression pensive. 


‘Yes?’ 
Fabian prompted.


Phantasm drew
in a breath and frowned unhappily, ‘We noticed some discrepancies when we read
through copies of Contracts we’d taken.  The requirements didn’t
match.  For example, the Contract on a bestra we hunted last year was
there, but with no record of being instructed to retrieve the horn.  It
was then that we realised we’d been requested verbally to bring back the horn,
not contractually.’


‘What’s the difference?’
 Mistral yawned and ran a hand distractedly through Prospero’s fur.  


Phantasm gave
her a terse look, ‘It means, Mistral, that some Training Contracts issued to
apprentices are not all they seem.  They have additional requirements for
items that would certainly raise a few eyebrows if requested of a more
experienced warrior.  But, our suspicions are so far unfounded –’


‘Which are
what exactly?’  Mistral interrupted, stifling another yawn and looking at
Phantasm with undisguised boredom.


‘I think Mage
De Winter knows more about this matter than we do.’ 


Fabian
regarded Phantasm quietly before replying, the flickering firelight hiding his
face in shadow.  


‘The specifics
may have changed a little since I served my apprenticeship with the Ri,’ he began
in a brittle voice.  ‘However, I am sure you will get the gist.  


‘Apprentices
are issued seemingly routine Training Contracts with a last minute spoken
request to procure some apparently innocuous item at the same time.  Of
course, they do not question their Contracts Officer and effectively risk life
and limb to complete the request, all the while ignorant to the fact that they
are actually procuring raw ingredients for highly dangerous and illegal
potions.’


He paused and
the atmosphere around the fire grew suddenly tense.  Mistral frowned,
remembering her Contract to clear the gargoyle nest the previous year.  It
hadn’t been on the Contract itself to retrieve the eggs.  Gleacher had
asked her casually, almost as an afterthought and she’d thought nothing of it
at the time.  


‘I’ve done a
couple like that.  For Malachi actually.’ she said thoughtfully and
continued to rub Prospero’s ears.  ‘In fact, I reckon we probably all
have.  That bestra one was strange, so was the cyclops one, come to think
of it –’


Fabian made an
angry noise and she looked at him in surprise. 


‘Am I missing
something here?  Only, I really don’t see what the issue is.  So what
if Malachi is brewing up dodgy potions?  We already know he’s a bit odd to
say the least!  So long as he doesn’t apply for Bernadette’s job when she
finally kills herself with one of those vile concoctions she calls food then I
don’t really see a problem!’  


Fabian
switched his icy glare to her, ‘You think using unqualified apprentices to
unwittingly risk their lives to line the pockets of a corrupt Magnate member is
fair?  You were being used Mistral!  Do you know how much a Qualified
warrior would be paid to do this type of work by an outside agent?  I’ll
tell you shall I?  Hundreds!’


‘What’s it to
us if Malachi is saving on coin by using the apprentices?’  Mistral riled,
stung by his sharp reaction.  ‘The whole damned Magnate make money out of
us until the day we happily expire on some wretched Contract or other!’


A heavy
silence fell while Mistral glared at Fabian.


‘I apologise
Mistral.’  Fabian rubbed a hand over his face, erasing the frown.  He
opened his eyes to gaze softly at her.  ‘Please understand that I am not
angry with you.  I am angry with Malachi.  I despise the thought of
you being used so wrongly to assist that leech in growing his reserves of
gold.’


Mistral
accepted his apology with a sulky look and returned her attention to
Prospero.  


‘Why does
Malachi require a reserve of gold and who is he selling illegal potions
to?’  Phantasm asked quickly, cutting across Mistral’s moody silence.


Fabian gave
him a long look, ‘Who indeed?’ he mused.  ‘That is a difficult question to
answer.  However I do not think Malachi is able to actually brew the
potions himself.  Only a powerful Mage can brew the kind of potions that
fetch the highest price on the black market.  


‘The money is
the simple one to answer.’  Fabian continued in a cold voice. 
‘Malachi covets the role of Divinus.  By having a large amount of gold at
his disposal he will be able to buy the approval of many of the Council members
when the time comes to elect a new Divinus.’


‘The Council
get a say in who the Divinus is?’  Mistral demanded disgustedly.  ‘Do
they have a say in everything on the damned Isle?’


‘Yes,
Mistral.’  Fabian replied drily.  ‘That is their job as the ruling
Council.  And, of course, they need to ensure that whoever fulfils the
role of Divinus will be an ally, not an enemy.’


‘Oh, right,’
she muttered and quickly dropped her gaze, feeling angry with herself for
saying something so stupid.  Of course the Council would approve whoever
ran the Ri.  The wrong person could effectively challenge the Council for
control of the Isle.  


‘And so, to
the matter of who is buying the ingredients.’  Fabian mused, his voice
barely audible above the crackling of the fire.  ‘I cannot say for
certain, but I have my suspicions, and perhaps the unfortunate elf did too.’


‘And where
exactly did he fit into this exciting drama?’  Mistral demanded grouchily.



‘It transpires
that Malachi was paying the elf, Xavier, to transport raw ingredients to his
customer.’  Fabian explained in a clearer voice.  ‘Elves are the
perfect carriers.  They have no real interest in brewing potions and would
fail to recognise the purpose for which the ingredients were intended. 
However, the fact that Xavier is now dead makes me assume he must have
discovered the true nature of the goods he was being paid to carry and
attempted to blackmail Malachi with the threat of exposure.’


Mistral pulled
a face, ‘Bad move.’


‘Evidently.’
 Fabian placed a protective arm around her shoulders, his expression
suddenly tightening.  ‘Which is why this affair angers me so
Mistral.  What if you had questioned any of the additional requirements to
the Training Contracts you were issued?  Would it be your body found in
the forests?’  


Fabian let the
question hang in the air.  Mistral looked up to meet his soulful black
gaze, seeing his unspoken answer all too clearly.  Malachi would have
arranged an accident and wiped her away like an irksome splash of mud. 


 ‘So,
returning to the mysterious destination of these ingredients.’  Phantom
prompted.  ‘You say you have your suspicions, but surely any sorcerer on
the Isle worth his salt can brew illegal potions?’ 


Fabian’s eyes
narrowed broodingly, ‘Not quite.  There are several illegal potions, each
of them are extremely difficult and hazardous to brew.  It takes a very
skilled Mage to brew them successfully without killing themselves in the
process.  To complicate matters, I don’t think that the potions being
brewed were for use on the Isle, but being exported.’


Phantasm
exhaled sharply, ‘No-one would be that foolish!’  


‘Really?’
 Fabian asked quietly.  ‘Tell me Phantasm, when did you last hear of
the crime of brewing illegal potions being punished by the Council?’


Phantasm’s
ivory brow puckered while he considered the question, ‘Not for a long time,’ he
finally admitted.


‘So, answer me
this, if the goods being delivered are for the brewing of illegal potions then
where are all the finished products?’  


Phantasm shook
his head, ‘I see your reasoning, but I simply can’t believe someone would take
the risk.  The crime of exporting illegal potions is punishable by
death!’  


‘And for a
very good reason, the continued existence of the Isle rests solely on us
remaining hidden from the rest of the world.  Whoever is doing it is
jeopardising the location of the Isle and the safety of all who live here.’
 Fabian’s mouth twisted into a bitter expression.  ‘But, it certainly
appears that for someone the risk is outweighed by the benefits.  The
export of illegal potions is worth an absolute fortune.  I believe that
someone in the Council is – or was – selling potions to buyers outside of the
Isle.’ 


The twins
suddenly became completely still.  


‘You think
Count Darke was involved?’  Phantom breathed.  


‘I don’t think
it, I am sure of it.  Putreo held the responsibility for all foreign
travel until Eximius stripped him of his duties after the Desert Lands
fiasco.  Up to that point he was perfectly placed to orchestrate the export
of illegal potions.’


‘I can’t see
how it would work.’  Phantasm argued.  ‘Count Darke may have been the
Councillor for Foreign Travel but he couldn’t just keep leaving the Isle on
invented ambassadorial duties could he?  It would arouse too much suspicion. 
So how was he getting the finished product off the Isle?  Nobody travels
without Mage Grapple’s consent, and even then they usually have a Council
escort.’  


Fabian threw
him a questioning look, ‘Nobody?’ 


 Even
Mistral caught the meaning in his words.  She and the twins stared at him
with disbelieving expressions.


‘You mean ...
the Ri?’  


Fabian nodded,
‘The Ri frequently leave the Isle on Contracts.  Although the Council have
to be informed of their intention to travel they don’t get involved with the
specific details of the Contract, just the destination and expected duration,
and there is never a Council escort as it would be detrimental to the sensitive
nature of the Ri’s work.  In short, the Ri are the ideal cover.’


‘It’s so
simple!’  Phantasm exclaimed quietly.  ‘Audacious, but simple.
 Malachi uses apprentices to obtain raw ingredients for illegal potions.
 He then sells them to corrupt Council officials who have the potions
brewed and then use the Ri again to export them off the Isle to their foreign
buyer, no doubt sold for a tidy profit!’  


‘And everyone
gets a cut along the way.’  Phantom added. 


‘Except the
stupid apprentices ordered to get the items in the first place.’  Mistral
corrected, thinking of how she had nearly died whilst retrieving the gargoyle
eggs.  She had never even wondered why she’d been asked to get them ... an
unpleasant thought suddenly crossed her mind.  


‘You don’t
think Gleacher is aware of this do you?’ 


The twins
looked at her and frowned.  She could tell they didn’t want to think their
Contracts Officer was capable of such betrayal either.


Fabian’s face
grew thoughtful again, ‘Well, it’s a fair assumption that Gleacher is aware of
Malachi’s side-line in selling the items since he issues the Contracts and
makes the additional requests.  I am certain that he must also be aware
that the Ri are being used to carry the finished products off the Isle too
since he travels with the apprentices on all foreign Contracts.  In fact,
he is the obvious choice as carrier.  But, I agree with you that it
doesn’t fit with his character.  Gleacher feels a strong sense of
obligation towards the safety of his apprentices.  I can only assume that
Malachi has some sort of hold over him.’


Phantasm’s
eyes sharpened, ‘Blackmail?’  


Fabian
shrugged, ‘I wouldn’t put anything past Putreo or Malachi.’


Phantom pulled
a face, ‘Count Putreo Darke and Master Nox.  What a charming
combination!’  


‘Who else
would have the influence and position to carry out such a high-risk operation
for so long and remain undetected?’  Fabian picked a charred stick up from
the edge of fire and turned it distractedly in his hands, gazing unseeingly
into space.  ‘I’ve spent years trying to uncover the truth, but they cover
their tracks well.  Finding any kind of proof has been like trying to
catch smoke.’  he paused and looked at Mistral.  ‘Apprentices are the
weak link but also the genius behind the plan you see.’


‘Unqualified,
unregistered, untraceable and expendable.’ Mistral recited dully, echoing the
twins’ words of the night Leo had cornered them into taking the Desert Lands
mission.  


Fabian held
her gaze and nodded.


‘Do you think
that the trade will have ceased now that Putreo is dead?’  Phantasm asked
with a frown.


Fabian looked
over at him and shook his head, ‘I doubt that Putreo was working alone. 
He will have had at least one or two accomplices, not least of all for the
brewing process.  Besides, for those involved it’s far too much of a
lucrative business to let fall by the wayside.  I’m sure Malachi will be
busy negotiating with whoever has stepped into Putreo’s place at the Council
end.’ 


‘What kind of
potions are we talking about here anyway?’  Mistral asked Fabian
curiously.  ‘Surely not something as pathetic as Love Potions?’  


Fabian laughed
softly and pulled her closer to him, ‘You’d be surprised what people will pay
to buy love, and yes, there is a huge market for potions that enslave the
drinker.  However, there are a few illegal potions that would have great
appeal to the outside world.’  Fabian paused and looked first at the twins
then down at Mistral, curled against his side. 


‘Have you
heard of the Avenir Potion, first created by Alexandre Rochforte back in the
twelfth century?’


The twins
nodded but Mistral shook her head.  


‘It’s a potion
that induces a deep trance-like state, sometimes lasting days.  It
stimulates a part of the brain not normally used, allowing the drinker to
experience visions of the future.  I am sure you can see the appeal that
would have to the war-hungry leaders of powerful countries.’


‘Allowing them
to see the outcome of any action they take before committing themselves to a
long and costly war.’  Phantasm murmured.  ‘Yes, that would be very
useful.’


‘I think also
the potion that mimics the twins’ gift would be extremely sought after too –’


‘How does that
one work?  Make the drinker really annoying?’  Mistral couldn’t
resist interrupting, smiling lazily at the twins.


‘No Mistral.’
Fabian sighed.  ‘It gives control over another’s mind.  It is
virtually impossible to tell when someone has been given the Master Potion
since there are no outward signs of being under its influence.  It simply
makes the drinker very receptive to suggestion.  They literally become the
puppet of whoever is telling them what to do.’ 


Mistral looked
faintly disappointed, ‘Is that all?  I thought the potions would be more
about pain and torture, like that agony inducing potion Malachi has a bottle of
in his room.’ 


‘The effects
are too obvious.  The illegal potions produce more subtle results and are
far harder to detect.  The more surreptitious the potion, the higher its
value –’


The sounds of
drunken laughter and raised voices abruptly ended their conversation.  The
others were staggering back, hauling a dazed looking Grendel between them.


‘What happened
to him?’  Mistral asked, looking at Grendel’s battered face in concern.


‘Those damned
goblins sneaked up on him and chucked that weighted net over him again. 
They gave him a good battering with their clubs before we got the little gits
off.  I don’t think they were too pleased about being thrown around like
juggling balls earlier!’  Xerxes grunted and shrugged Grendel’s heavy arm
off his shoulder.


‘Will he be
all right?’  Mistral tilted her head to study Grendel’s unconscious body
slumped on the floor.  ‘Only, we’ve got the harpy hunt in the morning –’


‘He’ll be
fine.’  Brutus responded airily, nudging the comatose Grendel with his
foot.  ‘But talking of the hunt, we need to work out a plan.’


‘Oh, not more
talk!’  Mistral complained and yawned widely.  ‘I’m fed up with
talk.’


‘Lightweight.’
 Cain teased, throwing himself down beside the fire and yawning
himself.  


‘Takes one to
know one.’  


Mistral closed
her eyes and shifted into a more comfortable position against Fabian’s side
whilst her brothers settled themselves beside the fire and began to recount the
events of the night.  She smiled sleepily while she listened to them,
their murmured conversations and muted laughs blending into pleasant background
noise.  Sighing happily she opened her eyes to look up at the star-filled
sky, trying to recall the names of the various constellations that Imperato had
described to her earlier.  The Plough.  She could easily see that
one.  Pegasus.  She smiled at that one, thinking of the
centaurs.  Orion … she yawned, suddenly unable to remember the names of
the others.  The bright stars blurred before her tired eyes so she closed
them again let her mind drift.  Lulled by the reassuring weight of
Prospero by her side and the closeness of Fabian, she slipped into a deep
sleep.











Harpy Hunt





The persistent
sound of several voices all speaking at once woke Mistral the next
morning.  She frowned in annoyance and pulled Fabian’s cloak tighter,
clinging to the last vestiges of sleep until the repeated mention of her name
forced her mind to surface.  She opened her eyes a fraction, instantly
meeting the bright green gaze of Phantom staring impatiently at her.


‘Finally! 
We’ve been up for hours!  Samson and the other warriors have just turned
up to work out a plan for the hunt and I don’t want to miss out, so please get
up!’  


‘Why didn’t
you wake me?’  she muttered, struggling to throw off Fabian’s heavy cloak
and release her feet from beneath Prospero’s prone body.  


‘Er – I
tried!  But you sleep like the dead!’


‘I feel like
the dead this morning.’  Mistral yawned and stretched, running her fingers
through her tangled hair.  ‘I think I need a cold swim to wake up –’ 



‘No time for
that.’  Phantom said briskly.  ‘We brought you a bucket of water
instead.  It’s in the tent.’  


‘Thanks. 
I think.’  Mistral yawned again and stumbled sleepily towards the tent
entrance. 


Mistral
emerged a short while later with clean wet hair and a change of clothes. 
She smiled at Phantom’s frown of annoyance and flicked a speck of dirt from her
old, looser trousers, just to irritate him further.  


‘Oh,
really!  Did you have to put those tatty old rags on again?’ 


Mistral stuck
her tongue out at him and looked over to see all of the Ri warriors gathered
around the campfire, talking in excited voices.  Fabian and Samson were
sat together holding a quiet conversation of their own and didn’t notice her
approach, but Xerxes looked up and grinned.  


‘Ah, at
last!  Sleeping Beauty awakes.’


Mistral pulled
a face at him and sat down quickly beside to Fabian.  


‘Perhaps now
we can get on with planning this morning’s hunt?’  Xerxes reached into his
saddlebag for the event details.


‘Good
morning.’  Fabian passed her some bread and cold meat.  ‘Sleep well?’



‘Er, yes …
thanks.’  Mistral quickly took the food he offered and bowed her head to
eat, embarrassed by the fact that everyone had obviously noticed her deeply
comatose state.  She hoped that she hadn’t started talking in her sleep
again too.  Just recently her dreams had taken a turn that definitely
wasn’t for public airing.


‘Right, harpy
hunt!  Here we go.’  Xerxes announced in a brisk voice.  ‘It’s a
chase through The Emerald Forests!  Ah, that brings back memories –’ 


‘Let’s chuck a
couple of those goblins into the quota just for old times’ sake.’  Cain
suggested with a grin.


‘Might be
difficult, there’s not many of them left after Grendel had a go at them last
night.’ 


‘Filthy
maggots.’  Grendel rubbed his bruised face while the other warriors
laughed. 


‘I know you
are not going to be happy about this Mistral.’  Fabian began under the
cover of the laughter about Grendel’s fight with the goblins.  


Mistral sighed
and threw the rest of her bread to Prospero.  She had been wondering how
long it would take Fabian to try and ban her from the hunting event too.


‘But I am
concerned that today’s hunt will provide Columbine with the perfect opportunity
to attack again.  I am sure that she will have been hiding out in The
Emerald Forests and biding her time for this event.  I think it would be
better if you were to remain behind.’


Before she
could reply Samson leaned over, pitching his voice so that only Fabian and
Mistral could hear.


‘I apologise
for interrupting brother, and I appreciate your concerns, but perhaps allowing
Mistral to go on the hunt would actually serve your purpose better.’


Fabian
regarded him coldly, ‘Are you suggesting using my wife as bait for Columbine?’ 


Samson nodded,
meeting Fabian’s black stare evenly, ‘It’s a perfect opportunity to be rid of
Columbine.  We’re well prepared and Mistral will be safe in a hunting
party of warriors.’


Fabian’s eyes
flicked over to Saul, ‘I am not sure that her being with Ri will be enough to
satisfy me today.’


Samson
followed Fabian’s glance, ‘You mistrust the yarthkin?’ 


‘He covets
what he has no right to.’ 


Mistral
clenched her fists, mashing the remains of bread between her fingers. When
Fabian talked about her like a possession it always infuriated her.  She
fought the urge to get up and walk away, determined not to cause a scene. 



Samson
frowned, ‘Well, in that case perhaps we should speak with Bryden.  If he
knew the full story he might be persuaded to allow you to join the hunt.’ 



‘Bryden is not
interested in what he perceives to be essentially a Mage quarrel.’  Fabian
shook his head angrily.  ‘He has made it perfectly clear that my continued
presence at the festival can only be tolerated as an observer.’


‘Fabian,
please don’t worry, I’ll be fine.’  Mistral muttered quickly, noticing
that Brutus and the twins had started listening in.  


Fabian turned
to her, his eyes still angry, ‘No Mistral.  I would prefer you to respect
my wishes and refrain from entering this event.’ 


Mistral
blinked, momentarily shocked by the curtness of his tone.  Xerxes grinned
and quickly bent his head over the parchment and the twins winced in
anticipation of Mistral’s inevitable explosion.  Another second passed
then Mistral’s eyes blazed, Samson’s jibe about her promising to obey echoed
mockingly in her mind.  Opening her mouth to deliver a seething retort,
she suddenly caught Samson’s amused look and paused.  Fabian had turned
down the Contract Samson had offered him and Phantasm had forgone his rightful
place in the winners’ event, both to protect her.  She sighed, it was time
to give a little back.  


‘Fine. 
If you really don’t want me to enter the event, then I won’t.’ 


Xerxes glanced
up from the event specifications to give the twins an astonished look, ‘Have I
missed something?  Or did she just agree to do something without making a
huge fuss and nearly killing someone?’


Phantom raised
his eyebrows in astonishment but his brother was looking thoughtfully at
Fabian. 


‘May I suggest
a compromise?’  


Fabian turned
to him with an expression of polite enquiry, but Mistral could tell he was only
humouring her brother and had already made his decision.


‘Mistral
attends the hunting event with you positioned on the outskirts of The Emerald
Forests, close to where we enter, just in case Columbine appears –’


Fabian cut
Phantasm off with an impatient gesture, ‘I fail to see how I will know if
Columbine has appeared from the outside of the forest!’ 


‘My brother
and I will let you know.’  


Fabian
narrowed his eyes and regarded him in silence while Phantasm went on to outline
his proposal.


‘You won’t
violate the restrictions Chieftain Wolfsnare has set in place by waiting on the
treeline.  If Columbine does make an appearance my brother and I can use
our gift to inform you, enabling you to ride straight to where we are.’


‘That’s
actually quite clever.’  Samson said in a surprised voice.


‘He’s not just
a pretty face.’  Mistral grinned, trying not to look too hopeful. 


‘Mage De
Winter won’t have been directly involved in the actual event.  If he
enters The Emerald Forests it will be to protect Mistral from a danger that is
totally unrelated to the hunt and Chieftain Wolfsnare will have no cause to be
offended.’  Phantasm concluded.


‘So long as
the other Arcanes see it that way and don’t decide to shoot an arrow first then
ask questions later.’  Cain added grimly. 


Mistral looked
at Fabian in alarm, ‘Maybe it’s not such a good plan after all!’


‘Actually,
it’s the only plan.’  Brutus interrupted in a loud voice.  ‘The
rules,’ he continued, stabbing a finger at the parchment held in his brother’s
hand, ‘clearly state that all contestants must enter two or more events to be
eligible for their place in the final.’


‘What?’ 
Samson frowned and leaned over.  ‘I’ve never heard of that before –’ 


Xerxes
squinted down at the parchment, ‘Neither have I, but he’s right.  Look, it
says here that a new rule has put in place to avoid unfair advantages.’ 
Xerxes’ eyes moved quickly over the writing.  ‘Something about preventing
tribes from helping their champion win at their favoured event then resting
them ready for the final.’ 


Mistral chewed
a fingernail anxiously, ‘But I’ve only competed in the horse race so far. 
So, you’re saying that I actually have to go today or I’ll lose my place
in the winner’s event?’  


‘Looks that
way.’  Xerxes muttered and continued to study the rules.


‘Then it is
the perfect solution.’  Fabian snapped coldly.  ‘You can bow out of
this event and forgo your place in the winner’s event, which is usually
unnecessarily dangerous.’ 


Mistral stared
at him, her face crestfallen.  Miss out on the hunt, which suddenly
included the tantalising possibility of settling her score with Columbine … and
forgo the final?


Xerxes cleared
his throat loudly, ‘Not quite so simple I’m afraid, Mage De Winter.’ 


‘Oh?’ 
Fabian raised an eyebrow, the eye beneath dangerously cold.  


‘No.’ 
Xerxes met his black look unflinchingly.  ‘This festival is all about
tribes.  We are tribe, that’s what I was taught as a child.  Together
we are strong, alone we are weak.’  Xerxes rolled his eyes. 
‘Utter rubbish if you ask me, but Bryden’s all about the tribe and this is his
festival so we must obey his rules, which state quite clearly that if Mistral
forgoes her place in the final, so do her tribe.  Namely, the Ri.’


‘A perfectly
acceptable disappointment.’  Fabian snapped.


‘Maybe to
you.  Mage!’  Brutus leapt to his feet and began pacing back and
forth agitatedly.  ‘But to the Arcane this festival is a celebration of
our identity.  We compete with pride and sometimes our lives just for the
honour of a place in the final.  My brother and I grew up dreaming of
being chosen to represent our tribe at the festival but we were never chosen
because we are half-breeds!’  Brutus spat the word and paused in
his pacing to fix Fabian with a belligerent look.  ‘You don’t have the
right to take this chance away from us!’


Fabian sprang
up and leaned threateningly towards Brutus, his eyes shining with a dangerous
light, ‘Pride is a foolish and wasteful emotion!  It is certainly not
worth dying for!’


‘And
love?  Isn’t that a foolish and wasteful emotion too?’  Brutus
argued, glaring furiously back.  ‘You seem quite keen to die for that
cause!  Taking a poisoned arrow at Holdridge for a start –’ 


Mistral
glanced up at Fabian’s face and flinched when she saw that it was devoid of any
emotion.  To someone who didn’t know him he looked rigidly controlled, but
she didn’t need to read his aura to tell that he was on the verge of losing his
temper, which usually resulted in someone losing their life.


She looked at
the twins.  Quickly catching Phantom’s attention she widened her eyes in a
silent plea.  


Mistral
watched Brutus anxiously while he continued to argue with Fabian, rising slowly
to her feet to stand quietly beside Fabian, ready to leap forwards and hold
them apart if it came to it.  She was suddenly aware of the tense stares
of the others warriors gathered around the campfire.  Most of them
obviously knew Fabian well enough to recognise that Brutus was heading for
trouble.


‘– not to
mention being a Mage and being foolhardy enough to enter the Vale during The
Festival of the Arcane –’


Brutus
suddenly stopped talking and a hazy look drifted across his face.


‘Damn!  I
completely forgot!’ he exclaimed, clapping a hand to his forehead.  ‘Back
soon!’  


The other
warriors shared confused looks and watched Brutus running along the avenue of
tents but Fabian turned to Phantasm.  


‘Courtesy of
you two I presume?’ 


Phantasm
shrugged, ‘We thought it might be prudent to remind Brutus to double-check our
entries with the sylvads at the registration tent.’


‘What?’ 
Xerxes exploded, leaping to his feet and glaring furiously at the twins. 
‘You used your gift on my brother?’


‘Come on
Xerxes, surely you could see where that conversation was going to end!’ 
Mistral snapped and moved closer to Fabian, her posture defensive.


‘He was saying
what needed to be said Mistral!’  Xerxes shouted and turned to glare at
Fabian.  ‘This is our festival!  Mage rule doesn’t apply here! 
And unless you’ve forgotten, Mistral may be your wife, Mage De Winter, but
she’s also an Arcane!  She rode damned well in that race and deserves her
place in the final, as does Grendel!  And I for one am not going to be the
one to tell him he’s not competing because you wouldn’t let Mistral hunt some
damned harpies!’


A heavy
silence fell while Fabian glared back at Xerxes, his fingers curled ready to
grab the dagger in his belt.  Mistral quickly laid a restraining hand on
his arm, murmuring softly into his ear while she pulled him away from the camp
fire.


‘Fabian. 
Please listen to me.  I won’t be reckless, I promise to stay with my
brothers.  I won’t even hunt, just go for the ride ... and you will be
there, near enough to reach me in a few short minutes if Columbine does dare to
make an appearance.  Please … please don’t make me ruin the festival for
them.’


Her eyes roved
over his face; the familiar uncompromising set of his jaw, the fierce light in
his eyes, all making her smile with affection.  Impulsively, she reached
up to kiss his rigid lips until he relented and returned her embrace.  The
sound of the twin’ voices resuming a conversation about rules eventually made
him sigh and push her gently away.  


‘I am sorry
Mistral but I still cannot allow you to go.  To watch you ride into that
forest knowing Columbine is in there and be completely unable to protect you,
it would be –’ he paused and shook his head.  ‘I simply cannot do it.’


‘Yes you can.’
 Mistral insisted quietly.  ‘I watched you ride away from me to take
a Contract on Putreo.’ she watched his eyes darken with stubbornness again and
reached up to touch his jaw, stroking the ridged muscles.  ‘Do this one
last thing for me Fabian, and then I promise, I promise to fulfil my wedding
vows and obey you.’


Mistral held
his gaze imploringly, watching his eyes gradually softened to the velvet she
adored.  Fabian shook his head and abruptly laughed, his face losing all
of its tension, reminding her of the first time she had ever seen him laugh on
the ride to the River Amber, when she had fallen utterly in love with him.


‘I have a
confession to make,’ he murmured, catching her around the waist and pulling her
into his embrace again.


‘Oh yes?’ she
breathed, caught by the intensity of his gaze.


‘I promised to
obey you too.’


‘Really?’
 Mistral’s eyes widened at the world of possibilities that suddenly
presented themselves.  


Fabian caught
her look and smiled, ‘Within reason.’  


‘Let’s start
small then,’ she said quickly.  ‘I hunt this morning, and take part in the
event this afternoon, then we leave first thing in the morning and I do nothing
but focus on mastering my gift until I have it.’


‘Or until the
winter solstice when we gracefully admit defeat and resign ourselves to a life
of Contracts, hunting and travel on mercenary work –’


Mistral’s
smile faltered as Fabian repeated Saul’s words to her.  Noting instantly the
change in her expression, his eyes tightened.  


‘Something I
said?’ he asked softly.


‘No ... yes …
oh!  Only that is what I want more than anything!’ she admitted in an
agitated voice. 


‘And?’ 


His
penetrating black gaze bored deeply into hers, forcing the truth from her as
easily as though the twins had used their gift to make her confess in a voice
small with guilt. 


‘You’re not
the first person to offer me that life.’   


‘Did he
really?’  Fabian growled softly.  ‘He obviously knows you better than
I gave him credit for.’


‘No, he
doesn’t.’  Mistral corrected quickly and held his iron stare with her
own.  ‘Or he wouldn’t have even opened his mouth and wasted breath on the
words.  You are the only one for me Fabian.  You know me better than
I know myself and nothing is going to come between us!  Let’s just get
today done with and then tomorrow we leave for the Valley and I focus on
mastering my gift.’


Fabian looked
at her for a long moment, holding her sincere gaze as her eyes willed him to
accept the truth.  She didn’t want Saul, she wanted him … and if that
meant being a Seer, so be it.  As far as she saw it her destiny was just
another brief stumbling block on the path of what she really wanted.  A
life with Fabian, the man gazing at her now with shining eyes of ebony and a
smile she would walk through fire to see. 


‘Then let me
tell you about harpies –’


He breathed
the words in whisper more seductive than a thousand sweetly murmured
promises.  Gently pulling her down to sit beside him, he began to describe
the prey she and her brothers were to be hunting that morning.


‘They are
vicious, of course, and very similar in size and mannerisms to their other
mountain-dwelling cousins, the gargoyles.’


‘Are they
poisonous too?’ she interrupted in a breathless whisper.


‘No.’
 Fabian smiled at her disappointed expression.  ‘But they are more
intelligent than gargoyles are also armed with incredibly sharp teeth and
talons.  Do not doubt that they will make a formidable prey.  They
will have been caught in the Southern Range and brought to the forests
especially for today’s hunt.  The forest is not their natural habitat so
they will be nervous and more aggressive than usual.’


‘What’s
stopping them flying back?  Will their wings have been clipped?’  


‘No, that
would be unnecessary.  Have you ever visited The Emerald Forests during
summertime?’


‘No, only in
early spring.’


Fabian nodded,
‘Well, The Emerald Forests are more like a cave during the summer.  The
hanging moss will make it almost impossible for the harpies to fly out through
the branches overhead.  They are effectively trapped there until they find
their bearings and start to head for the edges.  I am sure they will have
only been released this morning, so they will still be disorientated.’


‘Weak
spots?’  Mistral demanded, her eyes narrowed in concentration. 


‘The hide is
tough, arrows and bolts are not so effective on the body … but their eyes …
that is their weak spot –’


‘Hear that
brothers?’  Mistral abruptly called out in an excited voice.  ‘We …
er, I mean you … need to aim for the eyes!’


‘Thanks!’
 Cain called back while he strapped on his knife belt.  ‘Are you
coming then or what?’  he added in slightly impatient voice.


‘Of
course!’  Mistral leapt excitedly to her feet.  ‘But wait!  Am I
allowed Prospero or is he classed as an “unfair advantage”?’


‘Definitely
falls into the category of unfair advantage, more’s the pity.  This is one
hunt he’ll have to sit out.’  Xerxes replied with an apologetic look at
the dog, excitedly wagging his tail at the mention of the word “hunt”.


‘I will take
care of Prospero.’  Fabian rubbed the dog’s head fondly.  ‘And I will
feed him too.  Something other than fairies.’


Mistral smiled
and gave her dog a rueful pat.  He would have been a great help during the
hunt today, not just for the harpies either.


‘Wait a
minute!’  Xerxes called loudly over the noise of warriors preparing for
the hunt.  ‘There’s a restriction on the number in the hunting party!’


Samson swore
and reached out for the parchment in Xerxes’ hand, ‘And there was me thinking
we had this one in the bag with fifteen of us going out!’


‘Yes, I think
that’s the point of the restriction.’  Xerxes said drily and pointed to
the paragraph he had been reading.  ‘We can only submit a hunting party of
five.’


Mistral
smiled, confident in the knowledge that place was assured.  She had to
enter or the Ri would forfeit their right to enter the final. 


‘Which must
include any competitors already eligible for the final, so that’s Mistral and
Grendel in for definite.  Which only leaves three places up for
grabs.’  Xerxes looked up to meet a host of eager stares.  ‘Er …two
of which have to be the twins, if we’re going to stick to the original
plan?’  he glanced quickly at Fabian who nodded tersely.  


‘Which only
leaves one place.’  Samson finished in a growl.


‘Um,
right.’  Xerxes swallowed and looked to Phantasm for help.  


‘Names in a
bag.’  Phantasm said quickly.  ‘It’s the only fair way. 
Agreed?’


After a
moment’s pause the warriors all reluctantly gave their assent.  Phantom
quickly tore up a piece of parchment and passed around the pieces with a quill
while Phantasm emptied his saddlebag and held it open for the warriors to place
their slips of parchment into. 


‘Right, I’ll
put Brutus’ name in as well, since he’s not back yet … now, someone neutral to
select the names … Mage De Winter?’  Phantasm asked politely and held the
bag out.


Fabian reached
into the bag and drew out a folded scrap of parchment then passed it to Phantom
unopened.


‘Samso –’ 


‘Ha!’ 
Samson’s victorious shout rang out before Phantom had finished calling his
name. 


Fabian glanced
up to catch Samson’s eye.  Mistral observed their silent communication
with narrowed eyes; she may not have Prospero with her on the hunt, but it
looked like she would still have a guard dog.


Suddenly the
camp was alive with noise and activity as each warrior began to offer advice on
the hunt, all competing with each other to appear the most knowledgeable on
either the prey or the terrain.


‘Arrows! 
Poisoned will be best of course!  I brew quite a nice one myself actually,
definitely what you need today!’ One warrior was insisting to Phantasm, who
nodded politely and concentrated on repacking his saddlebag.


‘Don’t be
stupid Jareth!  Arrows in The Emerald Forests won’t work!  You’ll
never get a clear shot!’  Scoffed another warrior and elbowed Jareth out
of the way to take his place beside Phantasm while he tightened the straps on
his full saddlebag with a glazed expression on his face.  ‘Throwing knives
are what you need today!  Poisoned of course –’


‘And aim for
the eyes!’  Jareth interjected, determined not to be left out. 


Phantasm
nodded vaguely and caught Mistral’s amused look.  He quickly hid a grin
when Jareth turned to include her in the conversation. 


‘You can
behead them too!  I did on my last Contract in the Southern Range. 
Now that was a hunt to remember!  I nearly died –’


‘I do
apologise Jareth.’  Fabian murmured, pulling Mistral away from the warrior
enthusiastically reliving his near-death encounter.  ‘But we really need
to be going.  I’m sure Mistral would love to hear your adventure another
time.’ 


Mistral threw
Jareth an apologetic look while she was led away then turned to hiss under her
breath to Fabian, ‘Oh, thank you!  I thought I was going to have to kill
him to make him shut up!’ 


Fabian laughed
softly and ducked inside the tent, ‘Jareth likes to tell a tale or two.  I
think he could probably rival the twins.  Now –’ he was suddenly
business-like, opening her saddlebag and pulling out her armour. 
‘Definitely full armour today … for you and Cirrus.’


Mistral sighed
and obediently stood still, letting thoughts of the hunt fill her mind while
Fabian adjusted the straps of her armour until he was entirely satisfied that
every buckle was securely fastened.


‘Throwing
knives.’  he ordered, passing the leather belt of sharp knives to
her.  ‘Cain’s already told me he has a special poison prepared for you all
to use today.  Now, crossbow … ah, here it is … good.  Have you got
your dagger?’  he asked, looking up and frowning at her amused expression.


‘Of course I
have Fabian!’  Mistral laughed, tying back her hair before strapping her
swords on.  ‘Please stop fretting!  You’re starting to remind me of
the twins!’ 


Fabian didn’t
return her smile but stepped closer to take her hands in his.  She looked
up to see something alien in his dark gaze.  He looked troubled,
uncertain.


‘Mistral?’ 


‘Yes?’


‘I want you to
swear to me you will try to restrain your reckless nature today.  If you
ride off alone and become separated from the others –’


‘Stop right
there Fabian.’  Mistral said quickly.  ‘I’ve already promised to just
go along for the ride.  Well, obviously I’ll have a go at anything that
crosses my path, but I won’t be stupid!  I’ll stick by the twins. 
And let’s face it; we’ve got Grendel with us!  The harpies are going to
smell him before we even get into The Emerald Forests, so –’


‘Mistral!’
 Fabian snapped angrily.  ‘It is taking nearly all of my will power to
let you do this without me!’  he closed his eyes and drew in a
breath.  When he opened them again the anger was gone, leaving in its
place a raw agony that tore at her heart.  ‘Please promise me you will
leave Columbine for another day, when we are together.’  


She remained
silent, trapped, while Fabian’s eyes travelled slowly over her face, finally
coming to rest on her impatient gaze, fixing her with a coal black stare that
never failed to steal every thought from her mind and leave her utterly
powerless to his will.  


‘My sun rises
and sets with you Mistral.’ 


Fabian’s
softly spoken words belied the strength of emotion shining in his dark
eyes.  Spellbound by the intensity that suddenly flowed between them
Mistral gazed silently back, her stupefied mind floundering for the right
words, or any words, to somehow express to him that she felt the same. 


‘I –’ she
began and faltered, frowning and biting her lip as she struggled to shape her
emotions into coherent speech.  They seemed too vast, too overwhelming to
be confined by mere words.  She smiled suddenly and lifted a hand to touch
his face, marvelling at the feel of his skin beneath her fingers.  She
traced the line of his jaw to meet his lips and stretched up to kiss him,
trying to convey the depth of her emotions in that one simple action. 


‘My soul lies
with you Fabian.  I think it always has.’ 


He closed his
eyes and sighed deeply, holding her tightly against him, ‘I would also quite
like to have the casing that goes with it, if you don’t mind.’


‘You could
have that any time you want.’  Mistral smiled and wound herself sinuously
around him, tilting her face up to his. 


Samson’s
rasping voice abruptly filled the tent, rupturing their private moment.


‘I would
apologise but I won’t.  Quite frankly, it’s not natural for a married
couple to behave with such passionate impropriety.  Please hurry up
Mistral or we’re going to be late!’  


‘I suppose I
ought to get Cirrus ready.’  Mistral tore herself away, giving Fabian a
look that could have set the tent on fire.


Fabian watched
her leave before meeting Samson’s amused gaze with a shrug, ‘What?’


Samson laughed
and shook his head, ‘Fool.’ 


Mistral halted
outside the tent and closed her eyes, drawing in a deep breath to clear her
mind.  Exhaling slowly she opened her eyes and immediately grinned to see
Xerxes watching her with a sour expression on his face. 


‘Looks like
you’re going to be the one watching today brother.’ 


‘Don’t joke
with me Mistral!  I’m not in the mood!’  


Mistral
grabbed Cirrus’ tack and stalked past him, her icy glare speaking volumes.


‘Ignore him.’
 Phantasm murmured, strolling up alongside her.  ‘He’s just sore
about not being selected for this event.’


‘And with us
for sending his brother off on a wild goose chase.’  Phantom added,
appearing almost soundlessly on her other side.


‘In fact.’
 Phantasm continued in a thoughtful voice.  ‘You could say that this
festival has been a pride-denting affair for Xerxes, what with being
outperformed by Grendel in the nymph stakes and losing in every event so far.’


‘And Xerxes is
not famous for his ability to lose gracefully.’  Phantom pointed out
helpfully.  


Phantasm
sighed, ‘Which is such a shame, considering that he appears to be rather adept
at it.’


Mistral walked
to the horse enclosure with the twins, laughing at their acerbic
comments.  They paused at the fence and looked over at the small herd of
horses.  Cirrus was grazing contently a short distance away from the rest
of the horses but Mistral was not fooled by her horse’s apparent relaxed mood. 


‘Well, here we
go again.’ 


Throwing
Cirrus’ tack to the ground she vaulted over the fence and pushed her way
through the horses to reach Cirrus.  She stretched out a hand for his
mane, cooing soft words of encouragement.  He took one look at her and
promptly cantered away.  


Biting back
swearwords, Mistral played the game until Cirrus finally submitted to being
caught.  By the time she had persuaded her bad-tempered horse to stand
still long enough to be groomed and tacked then have his battle armour buckled
on, the twins had both long since prepared their quiet horses and were talking
with Cain at the edge of the enclosure.


‘This is a new
one I’d like you all to try.  One dip of your bolts should do it.’
 Cain instructed and handed out small black bottles of poison.


Phantom gave
his bottle a dubious shake and watched the murky liquid swirl, ‘Have you tested
it?’


‘Oh yes. 
It’s potent enough, drops knuckers in seconds.  I distilled it from the
quills of a venomous species of atelerix.’


‘A
what?’  Phantom lowered the bottle to frown at Cain.  


‘A
hedgehog to you brother.’  Phantasm said with a smile.  


‘Here,
try not to drink it won’t you.’  Cain passed a bottle to Mistral when she
finally hauled Cirrus over.  She shot him a contemptuous look and stowed
the bottle carefully away in the top pocket of her jerkin. 


‘Are
you ready yet?’ Samson asked, striding over to retrieve his own horse from the
enclosure.  ‘I want to work out a plan before we leave.’


‘Great,
more talk.’  Mistral muttered under her breath and gazed longingly over to
where Fabian was engaged in a conversation with another of the Ri warriors from
Samson’s camp.  She had hoped to spend some more time with him before the
hunt.  


‘Do
try and concentrate Mistral.’  Phantasm swung himself into the saddle and
gathered his reins, all brisk efficiency.  ‘There’ll be plenty of time for
your Mage later.’


‘Unless,
of course, Columbine achieves her heart’s desire and finally manages to see you
off once and for all.’


‘Oh
do shut up Phantom!’  Mistral snapped, pulling herself up onto Cirrus’
back.  ‘We all know that’s not going to happen.  She’s more likely to
have become a harpy snack by now!’


‘You
don’t really mean that Mistral.  I know that you dream of exacting
bloodthirsty revenge on the poor creature.’


‘You
have no idea what I dream of!’  Mistral retorted, privately hoping that he
really didn’t have any idea of what she dreamt of, because it certainly wasn’t
Columbine.


‘Oh
really?’  Phantom leaned over to fix her with his inquisitive green gaze.
 ‘And now you’re so going to have to tell me.’  


‘Can
we focus please?’  Samson cut across them in a frustrated voice.  ‘Or
is it normal for you to bicker like children instead of preparing to hunt a
highly dangerous predator?’


They
all spun round to look at him.  Noting guiltily the exasperated expression
on his scarred face they were instantly contrite but before any of them could
utter an apology, Grendel appeared. 


‘Normal.’
 Grendel grunted, swinging his battle axe enthusiastically by his side. ‘But
it’s only to be expected.  Apprentices.’  he spat on the
ground.  


‘What? 
Still no horse brother?’  Phantom said acidly.


Grendel’s
ugly face creased into a heavy scowl, ‘Get a new joke blondie.’


‘When
you get a new face –’


‘Enough!’ 
Samson bellowed.


‘Sorry
Samson, I’ll make sure they behave from now on.’  Mistral quickly leaned
over to tighten Cirrus’ girth to hide a grin when Phantom pulled a face at her.



Samson
glared at them all in silence for a moment then shook his head and laughed,
‘No, I apologise.  I think I can just about remember how it feels to be
young.  And it’s wrong for me to assume the role of leader.  We
should vote on it.’


Grendel
growled and ran a finger along the blade of his axe, ‘Better you than that
reckless would-be Seer.’


‘I
am not reckless!’  Mistral retorted hotly then paused.  ‘Oh, hang
on.  Maybe I can be a bit impulsive –’


‘Hmm,
and in view of that revelation I think my brother and I will vote for you
Samson.’  Phantasm looked pointedly at Mistral.  ‘Mistral?  Your
vote?’


Mistral
smiled sweetly at Samson, ‘Experience gets my vote any day.’


‘Are
you calling me old?’


‘No! 
Just ... experienced-looking.’


Samson
eyed her innocent expression mistrustfully, ‘I’m beginning to see how you went
through three Training Lieutenants in your first year.’ 


‘It’s
a gift.’  Phantom smiled and gathered his reins in one hand, holding
Cirrus with the other to allow Mistral to fasten her crossbow across the pommel
of her saddle. 


Phantasm
spoke, his quiet voice taking control instantly, ‘Please outline your plan
Samson.  I assure you that we are perfectly receptive to whatever ideas
you may have.’ 


Samson
blew his cheeks out and regarded their carefully composed faces, ‘Why do I
suddenly feel like the unsuspecting supply teacher to an unruly class?’


Mistral
grinned at him, ‘Come on Samson!  Surely you can handle three apprentices
and one half-troll with the intellect of a stone block!’


‘Easy
sister!’  Grendel growled.


‘Right!’
 Samson cut across them in a decisive voice.  ‘We arm up with
crossbows, bolts pre-dipped in poison.  I take point and track. Phantom,
Phantasm?  You’ll be flanking Mistral armed with crossbows. 
Grendel?  I want you to bring up the rear.  Whatever prey comes our
way, we do not split up.  Is that understood?’


‘Yes
Samson!’ they chimed obediently. 


‘We
hunt in silence.  If we need to communicate we use the Ri code. 
Remember to aim for the eyes and if they get too close for bolts, use
swords.  No heroics with daggers please!’


‘No
talking, aim for the eyes.  Got that.’  Mistral nodded.


‘No
dagger heroics.’  Phantasm reminded her sharply.  


‘Whatever
–’


‘Are
you going to be difficult today Mistral?’  


Mistral
pouted, ‘Might be.’


‘Good
luck.’  Grendel grunted to Samson and hefted his battle axe onto his
shoulder.  


Samson
closed his eyes and shook his head, ‘Let’s just get going –’ 


Mistral
laughed and kicked Cirrus on, cantering away along the avenue of tents. 
The twins quickly caught her up, leaving Grendel pounding along in their
wake.  Behind them came the rest of the Ri, still calling helpful
advice.  


‘Brother. 
I will ride with you.’   Samson held his horse back, waiting for
Fabian to mount his restless mare.   


Pulling
Spirit sharply under control, Fabian whistled for Prospero and rode alongside
Samson at a steadier pace.  They rode in silence until Fabian eventually
spoke in a tense voice.  


‘I
have a favour to request of you brother.’ 


Samson
nodded and raised his eyes to regard the same thing as Fabian; Mistral laughing
with the twins.


‘We
have known each other a long time Fabian,’ he said quietly.  ‘I cannot
tell you how surprised I was when Gleacher sent word through the Agents of your
wedding.’


Fabian
smiled briefly, ‘Did you expect to be stood around my funeral pyre before such
an occasion arose?’ 


‘Something
like that.’  Samson gave a short laugh.  ‘But I could see why you
felt the need to marry her.  I think she would be the type to be lost
easily without being tied.’


‘I
disagree.’ 


Samson
frowned, ‘She is willful and seems to have a natural ability to attract
trouble.  She must take some handling and I confess, despite her obvious
appeal, I don’t envy you.  I’m not sure I would have the patience.’


Fabian
smiled, ‘It is a little like trying to hold burning sand sometimes.’  


‘But
are the blisters worth it?’


‘I
treasure every burn.’  Fabian replied solemnly. 


Samson
laughed, ‘Ask your favor brother.  You know I will do my utmost to fulfill
whatever you require from me.’


‘Then
I ask for you to keep her safe for me while I cannot.’


‘Of
course I will.’  Samson immediately replied.  ‘But I have to say that
I might be surplus to requirements.  She has the twins, who never seem to
leave her side, and that half-troll would be a force to be reckoned with. 
I would not wish to offend any of them by suggesting they were incapable of
dealing with Columbine.’


Fabian
did not respond immediately and they rode in silence past rows of tents, now
mostly empty with the bright morning sunshine already making it too warm to
stay inside.  A group of elves rode past them at a canter, talking
excitedly about the hunt while they headed along the path leading out of the
Vale. 


‘I
do not expect you to understand.’  Fabian finally continued in a low voice
when the elves had passed them by.  ‘But Mistral … she means more to me
than my own soul.  She completes me.  To watch her willingly ride
into danger, yet be forbidden to protect her because of Bryden’s damned rules
is almost more than I can take!’  Fabian’s voice had risen in anger, the
frustration he was feeling plain on his face.  ‘It is tearing me apart
brother!’


Samson
studied his old friend carefully, ‘I can see you two are kindred spirits, in
fact, I have never seen two more suited.  It’s almost as though she were
created to be yours.’  he paused and gave a short laugh.  ‘Like you,
she has a reckless streak wider than the Amber River!’


Fabian
frowned and shook his head, ‘She has a wild nature Samson.  Do not be
fooled into thinking that I ask this favor of you lightly!   That
recklessness you speak of burns in her like an inferno.   Despite the
assurances she has given me I do not doubt that her true nature will take
control today.  I warn you, she will be trouble.’


Samson
held Fabian’s burning stare evenly, ‘I swear to you that I will do all I can to
keep her safe for you.’


Fabian
closed his eyes briefly then opened them to look over at Mistral once again,
‘Thank you.’


The
twins kept up a constant stream of lively banter while they rode out of the
Vale, making Mistral laugh.  Once they left the narrow path and reached
the open grasslands the rest of the Ri rode up alongside, converging into a
single noisy group.  Cain passed around his battered hipflask of manticore
potion and before long the mood grew more boisterous with Xerxes bursting into
a rendition of his favorite goblin stuffing song, encouraging everyone to join
in the chorus.  Mistral declined the flask with a quick shake of her head
when it came her way and glanced over her shoulder, looking for Fabian. 
She immediately saw him riding next to Samson a short way back, deep in conversation. 
As though sensing her look, Fabian glanced up and met her gaze, his brief smile
enough to make her heart skip a beat.  He turned away to speak with Samson
again, leaving her gazing wistfully at his dark hair.  She sighed and turned
her head back to see Saul looking at her.  His brown eyes held hers for a
moment before she blinked and quickly looked away. 


‘I
am glad his name didn’t come out of the bag.’  Phantasm muttered quietly.


Mistral
glanced sharply at him, ‘Do you miss nothing with those damned green eyes of
yours?’


‘Not
very often, and especially not when I’ve been specifically instructed to keep
my damned green eyes on one thing particular.’


Mistral
frowned, ‘You mean Saul don’t you?  Damn it!  When did Fabian ask you
to watch Saul?’  


‘While
you were still asleep this morning.’


Irritation
flickered across Mistral’s face, ‘You know what brother?  I never thought
I’d say this, but I’ll be glad to get back to the Valley and have some privacy
again!’  


Phantom
sighed longingly, ‘Ah yes, what I’d give for a bathroom door that locks.’ 



‘Why
does that bother you?’  Mistral asked, giving him a bemused look.


‘You
try having a wash with a bunch of thieving goblins going through your stuff the
moment you step into the water!  They actually nicked the laces out of my
boots last night!  I had to take Cain’s while he was still asleep this
morning!’


Mistral
laughed and Cain spun around to fix Phantom with a blazing look. 


‘Is
that where they went?’  he demanded angrily.  ‘I thought Xerxes was
having a laugh with me!  I’ve been searching through his saddlebag all
morning because of you!  I want them back!  Right now!’


‘Come
on Cain!  I won’t be able to hunt very well if my boots keep falling off
will I?’  Phantom argued.


‘I
don’t give a stuff if you head falls off, never mind your boots!  I want
my laces back – or at least be paid some compensation for the loss of my
property!’


‘I
don’t think so!’ Phantom snorted. 


They
were still bickering when The Emerald Forests loomed before them in a lush haze
of green.  The Ri joined the rest of the tribes waiting quietly at the
outskirts of the forest, forcing Cain and Phantom to shelve their disagreement
for a later date.  


 ‘Knows
how to set the scene, doesn’t he?’  Phantasm whispered when Bryden
Wolfsnare rode into view on a handsome pale grey stallion.


Mistral
made a dismissive noise in response.  Bryden’s mannerisms were too similar
to Leo’s for her liking.  


While
they waited for Bryden to begin the event Mistral gazed around curiously at the
gathered tribes.  The elves, tall and lithe, dressed in traditional
leather trousers and loose shirts with their long hair tied back ready for the
hunt.  The small tribe of graceful sylvads, fair-haired and pale skinned,
their almost ethereal beauty reminding her instantly of the twins.  The
fearsome amazons, long-limbed and olive-skinned, most wearing disdainful sneers
beneath dark, close-cropped hair.  The goblins, surly-faced and squat with
greedy black eyes that slid covetously over anything that didn’t belong to
them.  Perhaps not surprisingly a large space had been left between them
and the next tribe of Arcanes; the mischievous hob, talking and laughing
merrily.  The reclusive tribe of centaurs had stopped a short distance
away from all the other tribes, their proud faces composed and confident while
they waited patiently for the hunt to begin.  Mistral’s eyes moved from
the centaur tribe to suddenly lock gazes with Fabian.  He had halted
Spirit a respectful distance away and was staring at her, his face suffused
with an emotion so powerful that she immediately began to pull Cirrus around to
ride over to him.


‘No
time Mistral!’  Phantasm hissed, reaching out to grab Cirrus’
bridle.  ‘Look!  Chieftain Wolfsnare is about to speak!’


A
respectful hush fell as Bryden held his arms open wide in a gesture of
welcome.  Mistral smiled when Phantom nudged her.  It was a look
painfully reminiscent of Leo, only Bryden wore his regal expression with
natural ease, whereas Leo only ever managed to look pompous. 


‘Brothers! 
Sisters!  Welcome to the last event before the winners’ battle for the
glory of being crowned ultimate champion.  There is one place still to be
taken in this afternoon’s final.’  Bryden paused and let his gaze travel
slowly around the circle of tribes.  ‘Which of you, I wonder, is worthy of
that honour?’


Bryden’s
words heightened the already charged atmosphere.  For the fiercely proud
Arcanes a place in the final was something they had dreamed of since
childhood.  The harpy hunt represented their last opportunity to fulfill
that dream.  


Smiling
at the sense of urgency he had created, Bryden continued to speak.


‘Twenty
harpies have been released within the confines of The Emerald Forests. 
You have two hours to bring down as many of them as you can.   


‘When
your allotted time has passed, a hunting horn will be blown thrice to signal
the end of the hunt.  The party to bring me the most harpies will have the
honor of nominating one of their own to compete in the final.’


A
resounding cheer rang out from the Arcanes.  Bryden smiled indulgently and
raised his hand to call for silence.


‘Now,
to the small matter of cheating –’


A
ripple of laughter ran through the tribes.  


‘You
will all now be issued with bottles of coloured dye to douse your arrows and
bolts in.  Any harpy shot by a member of your party will be stained with
that colour.  Each hunting party has a different colour to prevent any
unlicensed “borrowing” of other hunted prey.’


The
few remaining goblins grumbled loudly but were quickly silenced by a piercing
look from Bryden.  


‘If
any of you do not feel that you can hunt satisfactorily within my rules then
please, take your leave.’


The
goblins fidgeted in sour-faced silence but stayed put.  Mistral stifled a
grin.  They had obviously been planning to do quite a lot of “borrowing”.


‘Thieving
little gits!’  Xerxes muttered, eyeing the goblins with ill-feeling.


‘Sometime
Xerxes, you really are going to have to share your reasons for disliking our
vertically challenged brothers so much.’  Cain said in an amused voice.


Xerxes
scowled darkly at the goblins but didn’t reply.


‘My
eleven warriors will position each party at different starting points around
the treeline.  There is no favoritism!  Each tribe has the chance of an
equally successful hunt from any of the starting positions –’


‘Oh,
I’ll bet they have.’  Brutus muttered under his breath.  ‘You just
watch where his tribe’s hunting party is placed!’


Mistral
nodded disinterestedly, she was looking over at Fabian again. Filled with the
sudden desire to feel some sort of contact with him, she instinctively began to
read his aura.  The cloud that swirled obediently into view around his
dark hair fluctuated between a bright amethyst and a heavy purple, signifying
anxiety and frustration.  


‘Mistral?’


She
snapped her gaze around to meet Phantom’s. 


‘Are
you ready?  We’re being led to our starting position.’


She
turned to look at Fabian again.  He was staring straight at her.  


‘Come
on Mistral!’


She
kicked Cirrus on half-heartedly, continuing to hold Fabian’s dark gaze until he
was lost from sight by the curve of the forests. 


They were led
around to northern facing edge of the forest and halted a short distance away
from a tribe of sylvads.  The leader eyed them with open hostility and
began muttering with the others, pointing at Xerxes.


‘I think you
upset them with your antics with the sylvad from the registration tent last
night brother.’  Brutus whispered. 


‘Did I?’ 
Xerxes replied airily.  ‘Can’t say I remember her … oh well, point her out
to me later and I’ll see if something about her jogs my memory.’


Mistral rolled
her eyes at Cain who grinned and shook his head.  It was apparent the
manticore potion was doing a lot to help repair Xerxes’ dented ego.  


The Ri halted
their horses in a long line facing the forest.  Mistral stared at The
Emerald Forests and could instantly see why Fabian had likened them to a
cave.  Lush and thick, the treeline formed a solid green wall encircling
the living fortress beyond.  


The elf from Bryden’s
tribe called for the hunting party to ride forward.  Following Samson’s
lead, Mistral and the twins rode up and gave their names, followed by Grendel
stomping up behind on foot.  The elf quickly scribbled down their names,
his pale eyes flickering up when Mistral gave hers.  His task done, he
passed a bottle of dye to Samson and promptly took his leave.  Samson
uncorked the bottle and squinted at the contents.


‘Purple.’ 



He poured some
onto the ends of his crossbow bolts then passed it to Mistral to repeat the
process.  By the time the twins had dowsed their bolts too the bottle was
empty.


‘Sorry
brother.’  Phantom held the bottle upside down, indicating to Grendel that
it was empty.  


Grendel
shrugged, ‘Wasn’t enough for my axe anyway.’


‘I don’t think
there’ll be any disputes over your kills Grendel.’  Samson remarked
drily.  ‘You’ve got the kind of face people don’t like to argue
with.’  


A chorus of
cheers drew their attention to the starting signal; a single flaming arrow that
arced high across the unblemished blue summer sky.


‘Ready?’ 
Samson demanded abruptly.


‘Ready!’


‘Then let’s
hunt!’  Samson kicked his horse into a gallop. 


With the Ri
roaring at their backs and Samson at their head they thundered towards The
Emerald Forests, reining to a sharp halt at the treeline.  As its
overgrown appearance had suggested, the greenery was too dense to ride
through.  


 ‘Grendel!’ 
Samson shouted.  ‘Cut a path!’


The horses
wheeled impatiently while Grendel hacked a path through with his axe.  He
stepped back, wiping his sweating face to let Samson, Mistral and the twins
ride in first then followed, assuming his place at the back of the party. 
With a sensation similar to stepping into a warm shower they were immediately
engulfed in the oppressive heat of the Forests.  


Heavy swathes
of damp moss hung from the branches and coated every tree trunk in a vivid
green sheaf.  The air was heavy with moisture and even the sunlight that
filtered down through the thick canopy had a liquid quality, creating the strange
impression of being underwater.  The silence was absolute.  Dense
cushions of moss absorbed any natural sounds and muted the horses’ hoof beats
to dull thuds.  With not a single breath of wind to disturb the sultry air
it was unbearably hot.  Before long they were all sweating
profusely.  Even the droplets of water that sprayed back at them when they
pushed through the undergrowth were tepid, as though the forest itself was
perspiring.


Occasional
muffled sounds reached their ears; the distant cries of the other tribes
calling out encouragement to their hunting parties; a shouted warning and the
high-pitched whine of arrows.  It was all heard and discounted. 
Their focus was set on hunting harpies.


Mistral’s eyes
raked the interlacing branches above their heads while they rode.  The
abundant foliage gave ideal camouflage for any creature wishing to remain
undetected.  Her skin prickled uncomfortably, feeling the unseen eyes of
forest animals watching them riding past.  Picking up on her tension,
Cirrus shied nervously.  Mistral checked him absently with one hand,
keeping the other gripped around the stock of her crossbow.  Excitement
grew inside her with every step Cirrus took, sending the blood coursing through
her veins.  The recklessness that defined her nature was taking over, her
promises to Fabian already fading to a vague nagging memory, easily
ignored.  


They trekked
deeper, following Samson’s silent lead at a frustratingly slow pace.  The
dense layer of ferns covering the forest floor hid a multitude of half-rotten
logs and tree roots that made riding at anything more than a walk
impossible.  Before long, the occasional sound made by one of the other
hunting parties became fainter then faded away completely, leaving only the
horses’ muffled hoof beats and their own quiet breathing to break the
sepulchral silence.  Warm beads of water dripped down onto them from the
hanging drapes of moss but Mistral barely noticed.  Her eyes moved
relentlessly over the thick vegetation, searching for any signs of the harpies
… or Columbine.  She caught the twitch of a fern out of the corner of her
eye and reacted instinctively, swinging her crossbow round as the swaying
fronds parted to reveal a snake, winding quickly through the undergrowth. 



The silence
was suddenly broken by Grendel muttering a stream of swear words under his
breath.  Mistral and the twins turned sharply, their crossbows raised
ready only to be disappointed by the sight of the half-troll waving his battle
axe irritably at the cloud of insects clustered in the humid air above his
head.  


‘They could
well be the only winged creatures you get to hunt today brother.’  Phantom
muttered sourly and wiped moisture from his face with an equally damp sleeve. 


‘Shh!’ Samson
abruptly hissed.  


Pulling his horse
to a halt he raised a hand and signalled for them to ride up alongside. 
Instantly alert, Mistral and the twins reined in beside him and lifted their
crossbows again, staring around tensely until Samson motioned towards the
branches a short distance ahead of them.


Mistral
narrowed her eyes and stared at where Samson pointed but couldn’t see
anything.  With her free hand she signalled her confusion, using the
silent code all Ri warriors were taught.  Phantasm responded with a quick
motion, drawing her attention to a faint grey blur almost entirely obscured by
the thick shield of leaves.  She nodded once and tensed, her eyes locked
onto their target.  


Samson held up
four fingers, indicating how many harpies he had spotted.  Reaching for
his crossbow and priming it quietly he turned to look at Grendel, gesturing
silently to the leather sling looped in his belt.


Grendel nodded
and pulled the sling free.  Reaching into the pouch strapped on his belt
he drew out a handful of heavy lead balls.  Fumbling slightly, he dropped
them into the sling then looked expectantly at Samson.


Samson held
his hand up, instructing Grendel to wait then gave a series of swift signals to
the twins and Mistral.  They watched him carefully, deciphering the rapid
code.  When he finished Mistral and the twins nodded once, indicating that
they had understood.  


His plan was
simple; first the twins were to conceal themselves on the ground armed with
crossbows, then Grendel would fire a sling of lead balls into the group of
harpies to flush them out.  Mistral was to remain mounted beside Samson,
drawing the harpies towards them and allowing the twins clear shots from either
side with Grendel providing back-up.


Satisfied that
his instructions had been understood, Samson indicated to where he wished the
twins to be positioned.  They immediately slipped from their saddles and
dropped to the ground, crawling quickly away through the damp ferns. 
Samson waited until he heard the soft double click of their crossbows being
primed before looking at Mistral.


‘Ready?’ 
he signalled.


She nodded and
immediately returned her attention to the four ghostly shapes just visible in
the trees ahead.  Raising her crossbow she gripped it tightly, feeling the
heady sense of anticipation build.  Samson gave a downwards flick of his
hand and the taut silence was broken by the creak of Grendel’s leather sling
being drawn.  


The harpies
stirred in response to the warning noise and became four distinct shapes. 
With a resounding snap Grendel released his sling and the lead balls flew
through the air, pattering like heavy raindrops through the foliage.  The
resulting chorus of shrieks told them that the lead balls had found their
marks.  The hunt was on.


In a cacophony
of screeching the enraged harpies burst from their hiding place, swooping down
on translucent wings, their snarling mouths open wide to reveal curved
needle-sharp teeth.  Gripped by a rush of adrenaline that obliterated any
lingering memories of her promises to Fabian, Mistral grinned and levelled her
crossbow at one of the harpies.  Noting fleetingly that the surprisingly
large iridescent blue eyes were exactly the same colour as Leo’s, she adjusted
her aim straight for one of them and fired.


The harpy
twisted sharply in the air and the bolt flew past, embedding deeply into a
branch with loud thud.  Mistral swore and hastily began to reload. 
The twins and Samson had also fired but the lethal hail of bolts only seemed to
infuriate the harpies further.  Snapping back the lock and raising her crossbow
Mistral fired again.  This time her aim was true and the bolt struck the
harpy cleanly, but instead of driving into the grey skin it snapped in two and
fell away without even drawing blood.  Emitting a high scream of fury the
harpy immediately dropped into a steep dive, heading straight for her. 
Cirrus gave a snort of terror and wheeled, desperate to escape the creature
bearing down on him.  With a shouted oath Mistral grabbed at his reins
with one hand, clinging fiercely to her crossbow with the other.  In the
brief moment it took for her to regain control the harpy was upon her, its
sharp talons reaching out to rake at the exposed skin of her face and
forearms.  


High-pitched
whines sounded out as Samson and the twins fired at the harpy attacking her,
their bolts finding their target but barely marking the harpy’s tough
hide.  Lashing out blindly with her unloaded crossbow, Mistral struck the
harpy hard in the face.  Giving an ear-shattering shriek it veered away,
flying back to the three circling above them.  


Looping her
reins swiftly over the pommel of her saddle, Mistral rammed another bolt into
her crossbow took aim again.  But the harpies were no longer easy
targets.  They darted through the air with rapid, jerky movements, their
dragonfly-like wings allowing them change direction with startling speed,
making it nearly impossible for Mistral to get a clear shot.


‘Damn
it!  They’re going to mob us!’


Samson’s
shouted warning came a split-second before the harpies grouped and dived,
hurtling down in a grey mass of teeth and claws. 


Chaos
erupted.  Cirrus snorted and shied violently, knocking Mistral’s crossbow
from her hands.  She cursed angrily and grabbed for her reins while Samson
and the twins fired frantically, but their bolts seemed to have almost no
effect on the harpies.  With piercing screams the harpies converged on the
vulnerable target of Mistral, unarmed and struggling to control her rebellious
horse.  Rolling his eyes in terror, Cirrus reared and finally succeeded in
throwing Mistral from his back.


Mistral
crashed heavily to the ground, the deep cushioning of wet ferns and moss
breaking her fall but leaving her winded.  She opened her eyes with a
groan that immediately became a gasp of panic when she saw all four harpies
diving towards her, their saucer-shaped eyes gleaming with vicious intent. 


Before she had
time to reach for her swords everything was obscured by Grendel’s huge bulk
looming over her, roaring and whirling his battle axe above his head to drive
the harpies away.  Gratitude gave her strength and Mistral rolled
clear.  Stumbling to her feet she hastily drew her swords and angled them
upwards, turning slowly, her eyes fixed on the circling harpies.  They
dipped and dived, screaming in frustration, held back by Grendel’s axe.  A
movement on her right caught Mistral’s eye, she turned quickly and swore. 
Phantom had left his hiding place to help her.  His sudden appearance
immediately drew the harpies’ attention.  With a chorus of ear-splitting
screeches they dived for him. 


Giving a shout
of pure rage Mistral launched at the mob of harpies, slashing wildly with her
swords.  The harpies scattered, regrouping swiftly in the air above them
but the few seconds was all the time Phantom needed to draw his sword. 
Leaping up with his sword outstretched he struck, cutting deeply into tough
grey hide.  The wounded harpy shrieked furiously and rounded on him with
teeth and claws bared.  Dropping one sword, Mistral shoved Phantom out of
the way and lunged for the harpy, grabbing it around the throat and holding it
at arm’s length while its sharp talons tore at her.  Oblivious to the pain
in her arm, Mistral glared into the harpy’s unblinking blue eyes and drew back
her remaining sword.


‘Don’t hurt my
brother, bitch!’  She thrust the sword into its body, watching its eyes
widened briefly then glaze to a flat, lifeless stare.


Tossing the
limp body aside Mistral quickly grabbed her dropped sword and spun around ready
for the next harpy.  She realised with a spasm of irritation that both Phantasm
and Samson had joined the fight and were blocking her from getting a clear
strike at the three remaining harpies. 


‘Get out of my
way!’ she snarled and arced both swords through the air to slash at the exposed
belly of a harpy diving towards her.


Samson barged
past and knocked her over, lunging at the harpy she had injured and spearing it
with a clean thrust.  Mistral clambered to her feet and threw herself back
into the fight with an outraged shout. 


‘Stay
out!’  Samson growled, shoving her roughly behind him.  


He held her
back with one arm and immediately drove his sword straight into one of the
circling harpies, killing it instantly.  Leaving the harpy to tumble
lifelessly to the ground, Samson turned and grabbed hold of Mistral, shoving
her roughly towards Grendel. 


‘Keep her out
of this!’  Samson ordered sharply then turned back to the fight.


Grendel
grunted and lifted Mistral from her feet.  Tucking her easily under one
arm he carried her, struggling furiously, to a safe distance away from the
fight. 


‘Let me go!’
 Mistral howled and kicked uselessly against Grendel’s massive arm. 


Grendel
ignored her and stood passively waiting for the fight to finish while Mistral
swore and cursed, calling him every name under the sun while she remained firmly
locked under his arm.


‘You can
release her now.’  


Samson’s
rasping voice called and Mistral cursed again when Grendel immediately released
his grip and dropped her unceremoniously to the ground.


‘Why the hell
did you do that?’ she screamed, leaping to her feet and striding over to thrust
her face in Samson’s.


He held her
enraged glare calmly, one scarred eyebrow slightly raised, ‘Do you recall any
of the promises you made to Fabian this morning?’  


Mistral’s eyes
widened in fury, ‘Don’t you dare to lecture me Samson!  You’ve no
right!’


‘I have every
right.  I swore to Fabian that I would keep you safe for him, and I have.’



Mistral glared
at him, her lip curling in anger.  She started shout at him again and
suddenly Phantasm was by her side, speaking softly in her ear, making no sense
at first until his repeated words gradually sank through the red mist and
finally registered.


‘– Fabian let
you hunt today.  Don’t betray his trust in you.  He loves you Mistral
–’


The rage
drained from her body.  Deep, crippling shame crept into the void left
behind.  How easily, willingly even, she had broken every single promise
made to Fabian only hours earlier.  Her word was nothing, worthless. 
Like her. 


She stared
wretchedly at Samson, ‘He knew I’d fail him, didn’t he?’ 


Samson met her
stricken gaze and shook his head slowly, ‘No Mistral.  He just knows you.’


Mistral
dropped her head into her hands, ‘I’ve let him down.  He trusted me and I
– I couldn’t even keep my word for two hours –’


Suddenly she
was consumed by the need to be with Fabian, to tell him that she loved him,
that she was sorry … so sorry … that he had been right not to trust her and
plead for his forgiveness.  The compulsion to hear his voice was
undeniable.  Nothing else mattered. 


Mistral’s head
snapped up, her eyes filled with fearful urgency, ‘I’ve got to go!’  she
turned and sprinted towards Cirrus before Samson could stop her.


Flinging
herself onto Cirrus’ back she dug her heels into him.  The powerful horse
responded immediately, leaping away with a surprised snort before her feet were
in the stirrups.


‘Hell
fire!’  Samson cursed, running towards his own horse.  ‘Get those
harpies Grendel!’  swinging himself into the saddle he pulled his horse
around to chase after Mistral before anyone else had moved. 


‘She hasn’t
even got her crossbow!’  Phantom bent to retrieve Mistral’s dropped
crossbow.


‘I don’t
believe that girl.’  Phantasm muttered and ran to his horse.  ‘Let’s
hope she doesn’t meet any more harpies.’


‘Or
Columbine.’  Grendel added, shoving the limp bodies into a large sack and
slinging it over his back.


The twins
shared a brief look and kicked their horses after Samson.  


Mistral clung
to Cirrus’ neck, urging him to go faster.  He responded to her frantic pleas,
crashing recklessly through the tangled undergrowth and stumbling unchecked
over fallen logs and hidden tree roots.  Heedless to the sharp pain of the
branches that whipped at her face and arms, Mistral could only think of the
expression on Fabian’s face when he had watched her ride into The Emerald
Forests.  He had known … he had known all along that she would betray him;
that she would be unable to resist her stupid, cursed selfish nature.


Tears of shame
at her own weakness blinded her as they galloped through the trees. 
Giving Cirrus his head, Mistral closed her eyes and buried her face into his
mane, sobbing mindless words of encouragement to him, begging him to go
faster.  


In less than
half the time it had taken them to travel into the forest Cirrus was bursting
out into the open grassland again, galloping wildly into the startling bright
sunshine.  Mistral felt the cool air on her face and looked up, staring
around desperately for the face that she so longed to see.  Wild sobs
wracked her, fear and desperation making her frantic.  The sight of a lone
figure on a burnished gold horse brought her senses to a crashing halt. 
Hauling Cirrus to a jerky standstill, Mistral threw herself from the saddle and
landed in a heap on the ground.  Staggering to her feet she began to run
towards Fabian, crying and calling his name in a hoarse voice. 


And then he
was there, gentle hands holding her face, forcing her to meet his panic-filled
eyes.  


‘What is
it?’  he demanded urgently.  ‘Where are you injured?’


‘I’m n-not,’
she sobbed.  ‘But, I’m so sorry –’


‘For what?’
his black gaze travelling quickly over her, frowning at her torn clothes and
scratched arms. 


‘Please …
please, forgive me Fabian!’


‘Mistral, I
want you to calm down and tell me what has happened.’ 


‘I-I let you
down Fabian … you were so right not to believe a word I said this
morning!  I couldn’t help myself … the hunt … I –’ she trailed off and
gazed tearfully up at him. 


‘Ah, and now I
understand.’  Fabian smiled, his eyes softening to deepest black velvet,
filled with such love that it made her cry even harder.


‘Don’t … I
don’t deserve for you to l-look at me like that!’


‘How can I
not?’ still smiling, he kissed her tear-streaked face.  ‘You are safe,
almost in one piece, and back where you belong.’


‘How can you
not be angry with me?’  Mistral whispered, twisting in his arms to gaze up
at him.  ‘I’m angry with me!’


‘Mistral, when
will you realise that I love you?  There are no exceptions to how I
feel.  I love all of you, unconditionally.’  


Closing her
eyes, Mistral sighed and let her head sink against his chest, ‘I really don’t
deserve you.’


‘I
agree.  You deserve someone far more respectable.’


Mistral looked
up, her eyes blazing with emotion, ‘Never say that!  You are everything to
me Fabian.  I love you with my heart and my soul.’


‘Then I am the
one who does not deserve such love.’ he lifted a hand to brush a leaf from her
hair. 


‘I swear –’ 


‘Hush.’ Fabian
pressed a finger to her lips and smiled.  ‘Make me no more promises
today.’ 


Bending his head
to kiss her, Fabian vanquished all her guilt and remorse with an ease that left
her sinking with relief into his arms.


A hunting horn
sounded loudly in three short blasts.  The two hours were up.  Fabian
released her and looked up at the sound of approaching hooves.  Mistral
followed his gaze to see the rest of the Ri warriors riding towards them to
greet their returning hunting party.


‘Oh no,’ she
groaned, dreading explaining her lone appearance. 


‘Let me deal
with this.’  Fabian strode to meet the warriors.


‘Mistral! 
What happened to you?’


‘Where are the
others?’


‘Did Columbine
attack you?’


Mistral
blinked under the hail of questions … Columbine … she hadn’t even given her a
second thought. 


‘There is no cause
for alarm.’ Fabian called in a clear voice.  ‘Mistral became separated
from the rest of the party during the course of hunt and thought it safest to
return here and wait.’


Her brothers
regarded her with openly dubious expressions but said nothing.  The rest
of the warriors seemed to accept Fabian’s simple explanation and immediately
began talking amongst themselves again, turning to watch the treeline for the
first glimpse of the hunting party.


Relieved to
have been let off so lightly, Mistral avoided the questioning look Saul was
giving by bending to fuss Prospero.  


‘Here they
come!’  


Mistral looked
up; apprehension and guilt mixing on her face when she saw Samson cantering
towards them flanked by the twins.  They were too far away for Mistral to
see their faces but their auras were like thunderclouds above their heads.
 Grendel followed at a slower pace, weighed down by the bag of harpies.


‘Looks like it
was a good hunt!’  Xerxes grinned.  ‘How many harpies did you all get
Mistral?’ he called, reaching automatically for the tatty piece of parchment in
his top pocket.


‘Four,’ she
responded distractedly, her anxious gaze not leaving the approaching party. 


‘Four! 
Good haul!’  Xerxes exclaimed and traced a finger down the piece of
parchment.  ‘Ah!  Brutus, my favourite brother –’


‘Oh favourite
now am I?  Try only!’  Brutus responded sourly.  ‘That’s
means I won the sweepstake and you don’t want to pay me!’


‘I was
actually going to suggest an off-set against your next bet!’  Xerxes said
in wounded tone.  


‘Hail
brothers!’ 


The Ri
warriors swiftly gathered around Samson in response to his greeting, all eager
to hear about the hunt and examine the slain harpies.


The twins
halted and swung themselves down from their saddles, leaving their docile
horses to graze they slipped through the crowd of warriors and walked quickly
towards Mistral.  Their abrupt exit unnoticed thanks to Grendel opening
the bag of harpies and pulling one out to be passed around and examined.
 Leaving the warriors exclaiming over the lifeless creature, Samson
dismounted and strode over to greet Fabian.  They turned away from the
rest of the warriors and began walk slowly together, talking in low voices. 


Mistral
watched Fabian walking away with a sinking feeling.  Turning back to meet
Phantasm’s stony look she realised that she would have to deal with his anger
on her own. 


‘What the hell
did you think you were doing riding off like that?’  Phantasm immediately
snapped.


Mistral sighed
and swiftly revised anger up to fury. 


‘Reckless …
stupid … none of it quite covers what you did this time!  You have
absolutely no thought for the consequences of your actions do you?’


Suddenly
exhausted, Mistral had no fight left and hung her head dejectedly.


‘What if
Columbine had attacked you?  What if you had fallen and broken your neck
riding like that?  After everything my brother and I have done to try and
protect you during this festival!  Not least of all giving up a place in
the final just for you to go and pull a ridiculous stunt like that! 
Sometimes, Mistral, I almost wish I’d never met you!  You’re more trouble
than I can take!’


Mistral looked
up to meet his furious green eyes and felt tears sliding down her face again.


‘Don’t be so
harsh brother.’  Phantom moved quickly to Mistral’s side.  ‘She probably
saved my life today.’


Phantasm
glared at his brother, ‘That may be so, but it doesn’t excuse her
behaviour!  Riding off like that was –’


‘Ill-advised,
I agree.’  Fabian cut in quietly.  ‘However, I would appreciate it if
you did not cause my wife any further distress.’ 


‘Distress? 
Have you any idea how much distress your wife just caused us?’


Fabian
stiffened.  Mistral turned quickly to catch his hands, the action more
than one of comfort, she was preventing him from reaching for his sword or
Phantasm’s throat. 


‘He’s right to
be angry with me.  Please Fabian – just give me a moment to explain
myself.’


Fabian held
her beseeching look for a long moment then gave a tense nod, ‘Two minutes.’


She reached up
and kissed him, letting her lips linger against his to breathe words no-one but
he could hear.  Then, sliding her hands from his, she quickly turned and
strode past Phantasm without speaking to him.


He watched her
go and turned to give Fabian an astounded look, ‘She expects me to chase after
her again?’


Fabian
returned his look expressionlessly and shrugged.


Inhaling
sharply, Phantasm shook his head and abruptly strode after Mistral, catching
her up to walk beside her in icy silence. 


Mistral stood
his disapproval for what felt like forever before trying a hesitant, ‘Brother
–’ 


‘I am not sure
I want you to call me that anymore!’  


‘Oh Phantasm!
 Please don’t!’  Mistral stopped and turned to face him, tears
filling her eyes once more.  ‘I’m really sorry!’


Phantasm made
a derisive noise and looked away.


‘Don’t turn
away from me!’  Mistral begged.  ‘I – I know I’m impulsive … reckless
… and so ungrateful it astounds even me!’


Phantasm
flicked his gaze back to meet hers, his eyes giving their silent verdict. 
Guilty as charged.


‘And … and I
know I don’t deserve to have brothers like you and Phantom –’


Phantasm
snorted.  


‘Today, on the
hunt … I didn’t just let Fabian down did I?  I let you down too.’  


Mistral
dropped her gaze from his and hesitated for a moment before reaching out to
take hold of his hands.  Phantasm stared at her in stunned silence while
she interlaced their fingers.


‘I know what
you and Phantom go through for me.’  she looked up and smiled briefly at
his astonished expression.  ‘Without you two keeping me on the straight
and narrow I’m sure I would have been mauled to death long ago by something
with more claws than that bag of harpies.  But you do more than
that.  I want … no, that’s not right.  I have to let you know
that I need you, both of you, so much.’  Mistral paused and drew in a deep
breath, holding his gaze steadily.  ‘What I’m trying to say is that you
mean a lot to me brother.’ 


A silence fell
while Phantasm gazed at her speechlessly.


‘You know what
I’m trying to tell you don’t you?’  she asked, frowning at him a little
uncertainly.


‘I think so –’



‘Good.’ 
Mistral suddenly grinned.  ‘Because I’ve said it twice already today and
that’s probably a record for me.’ 


‘We were so
worried about you!’  Phantasm exclaimed and abruptly pulled her into a
tight hug.


‘Yes, well,
you can see I’m fine – so you can let me go now!’  Mistral muttered,
squirming uncomfortably from his arms.


‘Did I miss
something or did the iceberg just succumb to physical contact?’  Phantom
enquired, strolling over with a wide grin on his face.


Mistral glared
at him, ‘Not willingly I assure you!’   


‘Ah, normal
service has resumed I see.’  Phantom sighed theatrically.  ‘But I’ve
really interrupted this touching moment to tell you that one of Bryden’s tribe
is here to tally up.  We may have three Ri warriors in the final
yet!  Are you coming to find out?’


‘Yes brother.’
 Phantasm turned to follow his twin back towards the rest of the
warriors.  After a pace he looked over his shoulder at Mistral, his bright
green eyes continuing to hold hers while he walked away. 


Fabian was
waiting for her, holding Spirit and Cirrus.  He smiled as she
approached.  Meeting his amused gaze Mistral gave half-shrug.


‘Killing stuff
is easier than apologising.’ 


‘Always.’ 
Fabian laughed softly and held Cirrus steady while she mounted.


‘One more
event to go, then we’re going home.’  Mistral glanced down at her
dishevelled state and sighed longingly.  ‘I’ve missed that bath.’


Fabian swung
into his saddle and looked across at her enquiringly, ‘Would you like to have a
swim before the last event?  We do have quite a bit of time.’


‘Really?’ 
Mistral looked at him, a wicked grin spreading across her face.  ‘You’re
coming with me?’


Fabian gave
her a half-smile and kicked Spirit into a trot, ‘Perhaps I should clarify my
intentions.  I will only be accompanying you to and from your swim, not in
the water.’ 


‘Too bad,’ she
murmured, giving him a long look.  


Fabian met her
frank look and smiled before returning his attention to controlling his
excitable mare.  They were nearing the party of Ri, all gathered around a
harassed looking elf from Bryden’s tribe.


‘So let me get
this straight.  None of these harpies were actually shot using the
coloured dye?’  the elf prodded one of the harpies with his boot.  


‘No.’ Samson
replied through gritted teeth.  ‘For the third time, we killed them with
swords.’


‘Hmm, so you
say.’ The elf made a note on his parchment before giving Samson a suspicious
look.  ‘But what you are actually telling me is that you have no proof
that you killed these harpies.’


Samson fixed
the elf with an icy glare, ‘Would you like me to stab you with my sword so that
you can compare the wounds?’  


‘There’s no
need to threaten me!’  the elf snapped.  ‘I’m merely trying to ensure
that no cheating has taken place!  I personally can’t see why you didn’t
use crossbows.  Then we wouldn’t be wasting time having this discussion!’


‘Have you ever
shot a harpy with a crossbow?’  Samson asked coldly.


The elf
snorted and gave Samson a condescending look, ‘Why would I use a Ri
weapon?  I’m a pure-blooded forest elf!  Our skill with the bow is
legendary!’


‘And so is
your ignorance!’  Samson snarled.  ‘Bolts are useless on harpy
skin!  In fact, tickling them with a peacock feather would have been more
effective!’


The elf
bristled, ‘I dislike your tone!’


‘And I dislike
you.’  Samson’s took a step closer, his scarred face twisted into a
frightening mask of anger.  Around him the Ri stirred, their hands moving
instinctively for their sword hilts. 


The elf shrank
back, ‘Er, I think our business is concluded.  Four it is then.’  he
made a quick note and hurried away, nearly tripping over his own feet in his
haste.


‘Wait!’ 
Xerxes shouted over the noise of the other warriors laughing.  ‘How did we
fare against the other tallies?’  


‘Second!’ 


‘What?’ 
Samson roared.  ‘Who got more than us?’


‘Centaurs,
with six –’


‘Damn it!’
 Samson swore, banging his fist into his hand with frustration.  ‘I
thought we had another place in the final for certain with four!’


‘You can take
my place Samson.’  Mistral offered, the quietness of her voice letting him
know that she was serious.


He shook his
head, scowling heavily, ‘I think the officials would notice that I’m not you
Mistral.’


‘Oh, I don’t
know.’  Phantom eyed Mistral’s bedraggled appearance.  ‘You two look
quite similar at the moment.’


‘You could do
with a tidy up before you represent the Ri in the final.’  Phantasm
remarked, reaching over to pull a leaf from her hair.  ‘Would you like to
go for a wash?  I can come and keep guard.’


‘Thanks, but
Fabian’s coming with me.’  Mistral quickly kicked Cirrus on to hide the
blush creeping over her face. 


‘Mage De
Winter’s taking you to the pool?’  Phantasm hissed when he caught her
up.  ‘You know the two of you shouldn’t be alone together, especially not
in situations that involved being undressed!’


Mistral turned
to glare at him, her initial embarrassment giving way to anger, ‘We are married
you know!’


‘Don’t be
obtuse Mistral!  You know what I’m referring to!  You two can’t be
together until you have the Sight!’ 


Mistral turned
away, her expression haughty, ‘Fabian’s a perfect gentleman.’   



‘I doubt you
have any notion of what constitutes gentlemanly behaviour!’  Phantasm
snorted.  ‘But let me tell you this Mistral, even gentlemen have their
limits and you are certainly no lady!’  


‘I am
actually.  I’ve got the title to prove it.’


Phantasm
pinched the bridge of his nose, fighting to hold his temper, ‘Mistral. 
Really.  Is this wise?’  


‘Perfectly.’
 Fabian replied coolly, riding up alongside Phantasm.  ‘However, I do
appreciate your continued concern for my wife’s wellbeing.’ 


Phantasm was
at once stiffly polite, ‘Mage De Winter.  I should be more than happy to
escort Mistral to the pool.’ 


‘Thank you,
but your offer is unnecessary.’ 


‘Fighting over
you now are they?’  Phantom whispered to Mistral, jogging up alongside her
on Mars. 


‘Don’t! 
I want to die!  Come on, let’s leave them to it!’ she muttered and kicked
Cirrus into a canter, leaving Phantasm and Fabian to continue their
conversation.  


Phantasm
watched Mistral and his twin ride on ahead before speaking, his tone clipped,
‘I sincerely hope you are not labouring under the misconception that I would
behave inappropriately.’ 


‘No Phantasm,
I do not think that of you.’  Fabian replied flatly.  ‘I know that
the bond you two share is very different to mine.’


Phantasm
frowned, ‘If not that, then you have other concerns?’


Fabian nodded
once and glanced over at Mistral and Phantom, her dark head bent close to his
blond while he whispered something that made her laugh. 


‘Columbine.’


‘But there was
no sign of her in The Emerald Forests.’  Phantasm’s brow furrowed. 
‘We searched for tracks and there were none, and I don’t recall Columbine being
particularly adept at woodcraft during our apprenticeship.’


‘And shouldn’t
the lack of evidence that she has been living there give more reason for
concern?’  


Phantasm’s
frown deepened, ‘I am not sure I follow your thinking.  To me it appears
that she has fled.’


‘Or not gone
anywhere at all.’ 


Phantasm’s
face cleared, ‘Of course!  Oh, that’s clever!  Almost all of the
Arcanes were out of the Vale for the hunt, either watching or taking
part!  It would provide the perfect opportunity for Columbine to move
around the camp undetected and conceal herself somewhere close to where Mistral
will be!’


Fabian nodded
tensely, ‘Samson and I reached the very same conclusion.  Columbine was
almost successful in her attempt on Mistral’s life at the pool before and I believe
that she may well try there again.’


Phantasm
looked up to watch Phantom pulling another leaf from Mistral’s hair, earning
himself an ungrateful slap on the arm in the process.  


‘She saved my
brother’s life today,’ he said quietly.  ‘But I was too angry to thank
her.’


Fabian watched
Phantom rubbing his arm and complaining while Mistral laughed.  


‘I think she
would willingly die for you two.  I am sure she would not expect or even
desire your gratitude.’  


‘And we would
die for her too.’  Phantasm responded then sighed.  ‘Nearly have a
few times actually.’ 


Fabian gave a
short laugh, ‘Near-death experiences do seem to follow my wife around like a
shadow.’ 


‘Your
wife.’  Phantasm mused softly and gave Fabian a sideways look.  ‘I’ve
heard you say that a lot today.  Is it a phrase that pleases you because
of its novelty or its meaning?’


Fabian turned,
the smile on his lips not touching his eyes, ‘You doubt me still?’


‘I see you
freshly returned from an assassination Contract to a wife you left.  Two
things you swore never to do again.’


‘Life is not
like the pages of a book Phantasm.  There are no rules when it comes to
how I feel about Mistral.  I would kill anyone –’ he paused, his cold eyes
full of unspoken meaning ‘– who threatened to hurt what is mine.’


‘Mistral is
not a possession!’


‘Is she
not?  I beg to differ.  I see her as something precious to be
treasured, protected and cared for, by whatever means necessary.  Do I own
her?  Why not ask of her the same about me?  But I’m sure you know
the answer already.  I am hers and she is mine.  We belong to each
other.  And so do you by the way.  But that’s something else you
already know.’  


Fabian
abruptly urged Spirit on, leaving Phantasm alone with his thoughts in the
middle of a celebrating crowd of Ri warriors.  Despite not having won the
hunting event they had secured two places in the final and were looking forward
to an afternoon of entertainment.


‘There’s no
shame in losing to a centaur in a hunting event anyway, everyone knows they
could shoot mosquitos with a bow!’  Jareth was saying loudly.


‘Still, it
would have been good to have three of the Ri in the final.  Might have
knocked some stigma from being a half-breed –’ 


‘Or make them
look down on us even more!’  Jareth argued.  ‘No doubt Bryden would
decide that having mixed blood somehow gives an unfair advantage. 
Huh!  He’d probably go and invent some limit on how much Mage blood you
could have to be eligible to enter next time!’ 


‘Brothers! 
We mustn’t be greedy.’  Samson laughed and slapped the sweating neck of
his horse.  ‘We have two places in the final; any more would be frankly
embarrassing!  Now, there’s just time for a drink or three before the
final begins.  First round’s on me!’


Samson pulled
his horse to a halt by the beer tent and was swiftly joined by most of the
other warriors.  Talking and laughing loudly, they dismounted and vanished
into the tent.


‘That’s the
last we’ll see of them until the final starts.’  Phantom glanced over at
the already rowdy interior of the tent.  ‘I think I’ll go collect the
details of the final from the registration tent.  See you back at the
camp.’


Mistral
watched him ride off along the avenue of tents before looking round for
Fabian.  He was still talking to Phantasm, his expression serious. 
She was glad they didn’t appear to be arguing anymore.  Whistling
Prospero, who was casting hungry looks in the direction of the fairies again,
Mistral pushed her tired horse into a canter back towards their tent.


By the time
she had turned Cirrus out and fed Prospero some leftover meat, the rest of her
brothers had returned.


‘Why are you
lot here and not in the beer tent?’  Mistral asked with a surprised look.


‘We’re hiding
Xerxes.’  Brutus explained with a rueful grin.  ‘He owes too much
money on that hunt.’ 


‘It’s not
funny!’  Xerxes snapped.  ‘I took some really good odds on us
winning, which we nearly did!’


‘But nearly’s
not good enough is it brother?’  Brutus sighed, playing the patronising
older brother.  ‘And I really can’t believe that even you would take a bet
against a centaur in a hunting event.’


Xerxes scowled
angrily and muttered something under his breath.


‘What’s that
brother?’  Brutus frowned.  ‘Blaming the beer again?  That’s the
excuse Marietta said you always use –’


Xerxes cut him
off with a few choice words and stormed out of the tent, letting the canvas
flap fall closed with a forceful snap.


‘Oh dear,
“Exceptional Lover” crown slipped a bit further has it?’  Cain remarked,
strolling back with Saul after turning their horses out.


‘I think it’s
more of a necklace than a crown now.’  


Mistral
listened to their merciless teasing with a smile while she unbuckled her
armour.  It was a relief when the last piece dropped to the ground,
leaving her sweat-damp shirt clinging to her back.  She was looking
forward to a cooling swim; maybe even trying to persuade Fabian to join
her.  


Picking up her
saddlebag she turned to see Fabian and Phantasm walking towards the camp. 
Fabian was looking at her, a smile lifting one corner of his mouth while his
eyes travelled over her torn trousers.  She would have blushed but
Phantasm’ recent comments about her being no lady made her hold her head a
little higher and stride confidently towards him, heedless of the rips
revealing more than a lady ever should.  


‘Ready?’
 Fabian enquired softly.


 A
hundred inappropriate responses filled her mind.  Determined to be the
lady she voiced none but smiled her yes and even managed a thank you when he
took her saddlebag and slung it over his shoulder.  Ignoring Phantasm completely,
Mistral took Fabian’s hand and walked away, feeling quite pleased with her
performance.  


Saul walked
out of the tent to see Mistral and Fabian walking away hand in hand with
Prospero trotting along at their heels.


‘Where’s she
going?  We need to plan the final!’


‘For a wash
probably.’  Cain replied disinterestedly and rummaged in his saddlebag for
some food.  ‘She looked like brought half the forest back in her hair –’


‘To the
pool?  With him?’  Saul interrupted.


Cain looked up
with a frown, ‘It would appear so brother, what’s it to you?’  


‘You know
why!’


‘Yes, yes,
much to Mistral’s displeasure I think the whole Isle knows that she must remain
the lovely sweet innocent creature she is until her gift is mastered.’
 Cain muttered with a roll of his eyes.  ‘But no-one wants her to
achieve Sight more than her Mage does, so I really think she’s going to be
perfectly safe with him.’


‘Safe? 
With a stone-cold killer like De Winter?’  


‘I wasn’t
referring to him killing her.’


Saul scowled
and began to pace agitatedly, continually glancing over at the receding figures
of Fabian and Mistral.  


Cain watched
him for a moment then threw his saddlebag down in frustration, ‘Look brother,
you really are going to have to drop your infatuation with her!  She will
get the Sight one day and then she will be his, completely.’


Saul paused in
his pacing and looked at Cain, his expression thoughtful, ‘Maybe, but until
that day arrives –’   


‘No!’ 
Cain cut in sharply.  ‘You do not have a chance, or a hope, or even a prayer! 
What you do have is a death wish!  Right, that’s it!  As soon as the
damned final is over I’m taking you to the nymph tent and no arguments!  I
could even find you one with dark hair and a bad-temper if you want!’


Saul shot him
a disgusted look and stalked into the tent.


Mistral cast
long sideways looks at Fabian as they walked.  She didn’t want to be
caught staring but she loved to look at him, admiring his sharply defined cheek
bones, and his skin, so pale beneath the tousle of dark hair, gleaming like
polished jet in the sunlight. 


She sighed
deeply.  Her happiness was so nearly complete but for that final missing
piece, so insignificant compared to how much she already loved him, yet still
it rubbed like a grain of sand.  She found herself musing that it was
unusual for Fabian to willingly put them in a situation where temptation, with
a little help, might overcome them.  A suspicion crept into her mind,
making her turn to him with a frown. 


‘Fabian?’


He looked at
her, his dark gaze gently enquiring.


‘Why are you
coming with me and not the twins?  You don’t really think anything
untoward of Phantasm do you?’ 


He shook his
head unconcernedly, ‘No, of course not.’


‘But, then …
why?’ she let her voice trail off, suddenly hopeful that Fabian wanted to accompany
her for another reason altogether. 


‘I suspect
that Columbine may have used the opportunity of the Vale being almost entirely
empty to conceal herself near to you again.’   


‘Oh.’
 Mistral couldn’t disguise the sudden disappointment she felt.


Fabian
immediately halted and turned to face her.  Lifting her hand to his lips
he caressed the skin softly.


‘Our time will
come Mistral, you must know it.’


She gazed at
him for a long moment, her expression hesitant, ‘Sometimes … I – I see things …
the future, I think ... and I know they are real.  But it’s only ever in
my dreams.’


‘Tell me what
you dream of Mistral.’ 


She gazed
back, trapped in the velvet prison of his eyes, ‘You.  I only ever dream
of you.’


He smiled and pulled
her closer, into the bittersweet pleasure of his embrace, releasing her, as
ever, long before she wanted him to.


‘Wait here for
me.’


Mistral was
left blinking dazedly in the bright sunlight.  She was surprised to see
they had reached the pool, which was mercifully deserted save for Prospero
doing excited circuits.  She turned to watch Fabian striding over to the
waterfall concealing the cave where she and Columbine had fought.  As he
approached the edge of the pool to climb across to the waterfall Mistral
suddenly called out.


‘Fabian! 
Wait!’  


He stopped and
Mistral ran to him.  She slowed to a walk, finally halting before him.


‘You’ll get
soaked –’ she began to slowly unbutton his shirt.


Fabian froze,
his face expressionless, but his eyes … they seared into hers with an intensity
that burned.  Without taking her gaze from his she unfastened the last
button and slid her hands beneath the thin cotton, pushing it away to reveal
the scarred skin of her dreams.  She ran her hands across the lean muscles
of his chest, luxuriating in the sensation of them tensing when he pulled her
closer.  Closing her eyes, Mistral let every thought leave her mind to
live solely in that one blissful moment, wishing it could go on for ever. 
All too soon he was sighing her name in a softly exhaled plea.


‘Mistral –’


She let her
touch linger on his sun-warmed skin for a moment longer then reluctantly
stepped away, for once she the one to release him.  She watched him stride
back to the pool, admiring the lithe grace with which he moved over the rocks
to reach the waterfall, never once hesitating or losing his balance. 
Turning quickly, he stepped beneath the waterfall itself, vanishing from her
sight into the cave.


Mistral held
her breath, listening for any sounds of a fight.  She reached around to
the back of her belt, wrapping her fingers around the hilt of her dagger, her
grip tightening with every second that dragged by.


‘Nothing!’
 Fabian’s voice echoed out from the cave.  


Mistral
released her held breath in a rush of relief then abruptly stopped breathing
again when Fabian reappeared through the waterfall.  He was soaked but
didn’t seem to notice.  Water rolled from his bare shoulders, leaving the
skin glistening white.  She stared, transfixed by the tiny rivulets of
silver sliding down his back.  He was so beautiful it made her heart
ache.  He reached the bank and began to walk towards her.  She
noticed distractedly that more drops shone in his hair and clung,
diamond-bright, to every eyelash.


He stopped a
short distance away from her, a dripping wet statue of perfection.  Her
Mage.  They stared wordlessly at each other until Fabian finally spoke,
his voice strained and hoarse.  


‘Please. 
Go and take your swim Mistral.’ 


She held his
burning stare for the length of another heartbeat, a deep sonorous boom that
vibrated through her chest, so loud she was sure he could hear it too. 
Abruptly she turned and strode towards the pool, kicking off her boots and
yanking her shirt over her head as she went.  She ran the last few steps
to the water’s edge and dived in, still wearing her trousers.


Mistral stayed
under until she was desperate for air, needing the water’s cooling touch on
both her body and her mind.  Breaking the surface with a gasp, she trod
water awkwardly, hampered by her sodden trousers, and immediately regretted her
impulsive action.  The only dry trousers she now had were the ones Melsina
had given her. 


Cursing under
her breath she swam back towards the bank with Prospero paddling along in her
wake, a struggling fish clamped between his jaws.  Leaving her dog to his
breakfast, Mistral pulled herself out onto the rocks and looked around for
Fabian.  He had put his shirt on and was sat with his back towards
her.  She noticed with a sigh that the sun had already dried the water
from his hair and no doubt also burned away the passion she had seen in his
eyes earlier.


Reaching
grumpily for her discarded shirt she pulled it on and walked over to him.


He looked up,
his expression polite, ‘Better?’ 


‘Not really,’
she scowled, indicating to her wet trousers with an irritated wave.  ‘I’m
going to have to put on those other ones that make me look –’ she pulled a face
and struggled for the words to describe how horribly exposed she felt in the
close-fitting black trousers.


‘Ravishing.’
 Fabian finished quietly and passed her saddlebag over.  


Mistral
snorted and opened the flap of her saddlebag, yanking out the trousers and a
clean shirt, ‘More like one of those damned nymphs my brothers seem so intent
on wearing out!’


Fabian smiled
and watched her march away to change her clothes. 











The Final Event





Fabian and
Mistral returned to the camp just as Phantom arrived back from the registration
tent, grinning and waving an official looking piece of parchment. 


‘I’ve got the
details of the final event!’  he called excitedly.  


‘Share
brother, share!’  Xerxes called out, reaching automatically into the top
pocket of his jerkin for his tattered betting sheet.  ‘I’ve been taking
bets on what they’ll be all weekend!’


‘I’ll bet you
have.’  Phantom said under his breath.  ‘Just give me a minute –’ he
folded his lean body gracefully down onto the ground beside his brother and
scanned the parchment rapidly.  ‘Oh!’  


‘What?’ 
Mistral demanded eagerly, dropping down at his side to try and peer at the
parchment. 


‘It’s quite an
event!’


‘What exactly
does it entail Phantom?’  Fabian asked tersely.


Phantom
glanced up and almost flinched when he met Fabian’s glacial look, ‘Sorry, just,
well – I’ve never seen so many endangered species up for the chop in one go
before.’


Mistral let
out an excited squeak and Fabian continued to stare at Phantom, ‘Please,
enlighten us.'


‘Well, let’s
start with the contentious issue.  Each competitor gets to nominate a
second to take into the Arena with them.’


‘Which won’t
be you.  Mage.’  Saul muttered.  


A muscle
jumped in Fabian’s jaw but he didn’t take the bait.


‘So, these
seconds, do they fight too or what?’  Xerxes promptly briskly.


‘Wait –’
Phantom frowned, reading further down the parchment.  ‘No ... they get to
assist –’  


‘Assist?’ 
Xerxes scoffed.  ‘You mean cheer and shout encouragement?  What use
is that?’


‘No, you
misunderstand.’  Phantom held up a hand impatiently.  ‘Give me a
second … ha!  They can offer guidance, re-load, pass weapons, and also
patch up any wounds that might prevent their competitor from continuing, er –’


Phantom shrank
slightly from the sudden intensity of Fabian’s glare.


‘– although
I’m sure Mistral won’t sustain wounds of any kind.’


 ‘I
choose Cain.’  Mistral said quickly.


 ‘Cain?’
 Fabian looked at her sharply. 


‘Yes.  He
can patch me up better than anyone if I manage to lose a limb, or something
equally disastrous!’  Mistral laughed then caught Fabian’s expression and
instantly stopped.  ‘Sorry.  Um, what I really mean is that Cain
deserves to be in the Arena today, more than I do in fact.  He nearly won
the horse race and he’s competed in more events than me.’ 


‘I
accept!’  Cain said promptly and grinned at Mistral.  


‘Saul.’
 Grendel grunted.


‘Sure about
that Grendel?’  Brutus asked.  ‘Only, I’m fairly handy with a sword
too you know.’


‘Injured.’
 Grendel looked pointedly at Brutus’ stitched arm.


‘I’m hale,
hearty, and willing!’  Xerxes offered with a wink.


‘Huh! 
You’ll be taking bets while I take a beating!’  Grendel snorted. 
‘No, I’ll stick with the yarthkin.’


‘Right, now
that’s settled, read out the details brother!’  Cain called
enthusiastically.


‘Just give me
a damned moment will you?’  Phantom muttered, looking harassed. 
‘Right, so we have the five finalists: Mistral, Grendel, Bellona – that’s the
scary amazon who won the melee, Ares – the elf that Phantasm threw his sword
duel to,’ Phantom paused to give his brother a reproachful look, ‘and finally
Dravite; he’s one of the centaurs.  Together with their seconds they will
each face one of five beasts –’


‘And they
are?’  Mistral demanded breathlessly.


‘A gryphon, a
manticore, a gargoyle, a sphinx, and a chimera.’


‘Really?’ 
Mistral burst, oblivious to Fabian’s increasingly stony expression. 


‘There’s a
final creature to overcome … a gorgon.  Whoever deals the death blow to
the gorgon wins the competition.’


‘A
gorgon!’  Mistral echoed in an awestruck voice.  ‘I wonder … do you
think Bryden will let us keep the skin for armour?’


‘Let’s focus
on how to kill it first.’  Phantom pointed out practically.


‘Simple!’
 Mistral cried.  ‘Stab it!’


Phantom eyed
Fabian warily.  He was bone-white and staring rigidly at Mistral’s wildly
glowing face.  


‘Hmm, let’s
run through some of these creatures and their known weak points shall
we?’  Phantom continued quickly.  ‘Gryphons – ’


‘Never had the
pleasure.’  Mistral shrugged happily.  ‘But I’m really looking
forward to it!’


‘Beaks, claws,
wings … what can I say?  A fearsome opponent.’  Brutus offered
helpfully.  ‘Although, the wings will probably have been clipped to stop
it from flying away, so it’s going to be just the talons and sharp beak to
worry about.’


‘Clipped?’ 
Mistral shook her head.  ‘The poor thing.’  


‘Grendel?’
 Phantasm said quickly, ignoring Mistral’s disappointed expression. 
‘Did you bring any sarisas?’


Grendel gave
his universal response, a grunt.


‘Good. 
Take one into the Arena with you.  It’ll be useful for fending off some of
these creatures.’


‘Right! 
Next on the list.’  Phantom slid his finger down the parchment. 
‘Manticore –’


‘Easy!’ 
Mistral cried enthusiastically.  ‘I’ll get that one!  They love my
scent!’


‘I think
they’ll prefer you to the amazon.  She’s barely going to register as female.’
 Xerxes muttered. 


‘Just avoid
the poison barbs in the tail.’  Cain hid a wink behind his raised
waterskin.


‘Hush
brother!’  Mistral hissed, glancing anxiously at Fabian.  


‘So, tackle
that one with what?’  Phantom frowned at Mistral.  ‘Crossbow?’


‘No
chance!  Sword or dagger!  Anything less is just not
worthwhile!  What’s next brother?’  Mistral clapped her hands
together eagerly.  


Noting the
glowering look Fabian was giving her, Phantom quickly returned his attention to
the parchment in his hand, ‘Gargoyle –’


‘Behead the
nasty little beasts!’  


‘Squash them.’
 Grendel agreed in a low growl. 


‘Nice
response.’  Phantom murmured and moved his finger down the
parchment.  ‘Which brings us to the sphinx.’


‘New one on
me.  Basically a big cat though isn’t it?’  Mistral enquired
brightly.


‘Not quite.’
 Fabian snapped icily.  ‘They are creatures with telepathic powers
capable of disabling their enemy, effectively making them defenceless.’


‘So it’s a big
cat with a gift like the twins have.’  Mistral summarised then
shrugged.  ‘It still bleeds right?  No problem’s there then. 
Next!’


Phantom ducked
his head to hide from the fury in Fabian’s gaze, ‘Chimera –’


Mistral hid a
smile and caught Fabian’s eye, recalling their chimera hunt.  Just the two
of them, the mountains and a savage creature to hunt.  Heaven.


‘Mistral?’


‘Yes?’ 
she looked up guiltily, caught out. 


‘You’ve hunted
a chimera before haven’t you?’


‘Yes.  It
was great.’ her voice trailed off dreamily.


‘I’m sure it
was.’  Phantom muttered drily.  ‘But can you tell Grendel and your
seconds anything that might be useful?’


‘Er, well … we
stalked it and took it down with daggers.’  Mistral turned to gaze at
Fabian with shining eyes.  ‘Do you remember?  It was snowing and the
chimera had its winter coat.  We could barely see it!’


‘I remember.’
 


‘But was it
easy to take down?’  Phantom demanded impatiently.


‘No!  It
fought like hell!’  Mistral exclaimed.  ‘In fact, I don’t think I’ve
ever hunted such challenging prey!  I hope I get that one this afternoon!’


‘I don’t.’
 Fabian said flatly.


‘So.’
 Phantom said loudly to cover the sudden tension between Mistral and
Fabian.  ‘That brings us to the final beast.  The winner will be
whoever defeats the gorgon.’


‘They’re so
rare!’  Brutus exclaimed.  ‘I can’t believe Bryden managed to get one
for the festival.’


‘He must’ve
called in some favours.’  Phantasm agreed.  ‘Not least of all at the
Council.  They’re a protected species.’  


‘Protected! 
I’d like to see someone try and protect one of those things!’  Brutus
shook his head.  ‘They’re meant to be unbelievably vicious!’  


‘Where would
you like me to begin?’  Fabian’s voice was granite hard.  ‘Perhaps
the fact that gorgon skin is used to make the toughest armour money can buy
provides you with some idea of how difficult they are to kill.’


‘Is it true
that one look from their eyes can turn you to stone?’  Mistral breathed,
her eyes lit with a fanatical gleam.


‘Myth.’ 
Fabian snapped then continued in a more measured tone.  ‘However, they are
possessed of a powerfully hypnotic stare that renders their victim helpless to
their attack.’


‘No stone?’
 Mistral sounded slightly disappointed.  ‘And the hair? 
Snakes?  Is that real or myth too?’


‘Real.’
 Fabian confirmed shortly.  ‘However, that should be the least of
your concerns.  If the gorgon is close enough for you to be in danger from
the snakes on its head then you are already dead.  They are formidable
archers.’


‘But it won’t
be armed today will it?  Or it would’ve taken out Bryden’s elves by
now!’  Mistral laughed, not seeming to notice when no-one else joined
in.  ‘So, crossbow from a distance or swords if I get close enough.’
 she concluded breezily.


‘A crossbow
would be too cumbersome to carry through the first round of creatures.’
 Phantasm ventured thoughtfully.  


‘Cain?’ 
Fabian turned to fix him with a hard look.  ‘As Mistral’s second, will you
carry a crossbow for her?’


‘Of course –’


‘I think that
was my question to ask wasn’t it?’  Mistral cut in sharply.


‘Can you thicken
a poison into paste so that it can be smeared onto the bolts in advance?’ 
Fabian continued, ignoring Mistral. 


‘Good
idea.’  Cain nodded and reached for his saddlebag.  ‘I could use
chalk powder to thicken a hemlock brew I’ve got.  I think that would work
quite well.’


‘Grendel?’


Grendel
squinted at Fabian. 


‘Could I
request that you protect Mistral as much as you can during the event?’


‘Just hold on
Fabian!’  Mistral cried.  ‘You obviously think I’m incapable of
competing without having my hand held but could you just try and remember that
I actually managed to earn my place in the final without your
interference?’  


‘Mistral. 
For once, please just try to be sensible –’


‘Sensible? 
You mean be nurse-maided through the damned event!’  Mistral flared. 
‘Well I won’t be sensible because I can’t!  I think the wretched harpy
hunt showed us that didn’t it?  I can’t be sensible and I can’t keep a
promise … a selfish, reckless liar, that’s me!’


‘Right! 
I’ll go mix the poison!’  Cain announced, rising quickly to his feet and
vanishing into the tent.


‘I think that
we need to tend to the horses.’  Xerxes gave his brother a meaningful look
and hurried away, swiftly followed swiftly by Xerxes.


‘Lunch needs
to be prepared.’  Phantasm said, glancing pointedly at his twin who nodded
quickly. 


Grendel merely
grunted and stomped off in the direct of the nymph tent. 


‘I’ll be over
here if you need me Mistral.’  Saul walked over the far side of their camp
and began to sharpen his sword.


Mistral glared
silently at Fabian while her brothers made their excuses and left.  They
moment they were all gone she opened her mouth but Fabian cut across her in a
quiet voice. 


‘Mistral, you
are not selfish and you are not a liar.’ 


‘No? 
Then I’m worse!  I can’t keep a promise to the man I love!  What does
that make me?’  


Fabian smiled,
‘Wilful, impulsive … mine.’


‘Oh
Fabian!’  Mistral let out an angry breath.  ‘I will always be yours,
but I let you and my brothers down today.  Please, please don’t make
Grendel wreck his own chances of winning by asking him to babysit me.’


Fabian sighed
and reached out to take her hand.  He turned it over, tracing her lifeline
with a frown, ‘I would rather be the one looking after you Mistral.’  


Mistral fought
the distracting lure of his touch, clinging vainly to her fading anger to
mutter half-heartedly, ‘You could actually try and have a little faith in my
abilities.’ 


‘I do not
doubt that you could win this event Mistral.  You have the skills, courage
and complete disregard for your own life to make you the perfect
competitor.’  Fabian paused to look intently at her.  ‘But this is
not just about winning the festival.’


‘How could I
forget?’  Mistral snatched her hand from his.  ‘It’s all about the
damned Sight!  Surely I can’t be the only wretched Seer on the Isle!’


Fabian
regarded her patiently, ‘Tell me what Imperato told you about Seers.’ 


Mistral made a
dismissive gesture, ‘He told me that his tribe had produced three Seers over
the last thousand years, so?’


‘And with the
Divinus, that makes four … in a thousand years.  How common is that?’


Mistral glared
at him until her defiant expression wilted, ‘Not very,’ she admitted then
scowled.  ‘So, Sight is rare and I’m the lucky one supposed to have
it!  But I don’t have it do I?  It’s so frustrating Fabian!  All
my life I’ve done exactly what I’ve wanted and now I feel like I’m beholden to
everyone – the whole Isle in fact!


Fabian sighed
and reached for her hand again, but Mistral pulled back sharply, denying him
her touch.


‘No Fabian,
don’t talk me round like you always do!  You, the twins, Leo, even Mage
Grapple!  You all want to change me into something I’m never going to
be!  I feel like everyone is pushing and pulling me in different
directions until I hardly know what I want anymore.’  she paused and shook
her head.  ‘Apart from you that is.’ 


Fabian smiled,
his dark gaze instantly drawing her in.  When he reached for her hand
again she didn’t resist but gazed helplessly, adrift in the black pools of his
eyes. 


‘Mistral. 
I have no desire to change or even tame any part of your beautiful, wild
nature.  Please understand that I never imagined I was even capable of
feeling the way I do about you.  You are my first, my last, my
absolution.  Do you understand how important you are to me?  I am
begging you now.’  Fabian moved onto one knee, mimicking the traditional
pose of a suitor.  ‘Please.  Please do not deny me the chance to
spend my life with you by throwing yours away in a worthless competition.’


Mistral
sighed, ‘You know I could never deny you anything.’ 


‘Even though
you understand that my wish to protect you is based purely on selfishness?’ 


‘Now
selfishness I can do.’  Mistral rolled her eyes.  ‘Selfish, reckless
–’  


‘Oh I
disagree.’  Fabian shook his head slowly.  ‘You have already given so
much to me that to ask for any more is sheer greed.’


‘Ask
Fabian.  There is nothing in me that I cannot give to you.’


‘Then allow me
to protect you in any way I can today.’


‘How can I
refuse when you look at me like that?’  Mistral complained.  ‘And
what part of me is so selfish and bent on self-destruction to make me even want
to?  I’m sorry Fabian, yet again, I know that I’d feel the same about you
if the situation were reversed; in fact no, I would be worse, much worse. 
You are, without doubt, my better half.’


‘I think to
call me that may be stretching things a little too far.’  Fabian laughed
and raised her hand to his lips, brushing the skin with a soft kiss.  ‘But
you are agreeable to a few compromises?’


‘I’m
listening.’ 


‘Permit me to
request your brothers to do their utmost to protect you during the event –’


‘Does that
include the twins?’ 


‘Yes, but only
if it becomes absolutely necessary.  I am certain that Bryden not take
kindly to the twins using their gift to secure a Ri champion.  What I
really want is for you to listen to Cain.  Follow his advice and take
whatever help he offers you.’


Mistral pulled
a face, ‘That might be a bit difficult.  Cain and I don’t always agree on
how I should behave –’


‘Mistral. 
You don’t agree with anyone on how you should behave.’  Fabian interrupted
wearily.  ‘Please just listen to him today.’


Mistral
shrugged and looked sullen. 


‘Well?’


‘Well what?’


Fabian sighed,
‘Do you agree to heed Cain’s advice?’


‘Oh, I suppose
so.’  Mistral rolled her eyes.  ‘So long as it’s nothing too
ridiculous like –’


‘Not drinking
poison?’  Fabian suggested quietly.


Mistral
flinched, her petulance diminished by shame, like her voice, ‘Sorry.’


‘Then we are
agreed on the first part.’  Fabian continued firmly.  ‘Secondly –’


‘There’s
more?’


‘Yes, Mistral
there is most definitely more.  Now please try to just listen or you may
find that your persistent interruptions cause you to miss the event entirely.’


Mistral pouted
and shrugged sulkily.


‘Thank you for
that, which I think was your agreement not to interrupt further. 
Secondly, whichever creature you are presented with, I want you to use the most
effective method to dispatch it and not the most challenging.


Mistral
hesitated then nodded reluctantly.


‘And finally, whichever
competitor reaches the gorgon first I am certain Grendel will not be far
behind.  He could probably take on all the finalists plus the five
creatures and still be standing!’


Mistral gave a
short laugh, ‘Definitely.’  


Fabian’s brief
flicker of humour was gone, leaving him deadly serious once more, ‘I need you
to promise Grendel his moment of glory.’


Mistral looked
at him, her brow knitting into a small furrow, ‘Are you saying I can’t have a
go at the gorgon?’


‘No.  I
think that would be expecting an unrealistic amount of restraint on your
part.  I am merely requesting that you to wait for Grendel before you
attempt to approach the gorgon.  Crossbows, throwing knives and longbow
are all perfectly acceptable weapons to use from a distance.  But if you
could please refrain from rushing in with your swords, or worse, just your
dagger, then I would feel that I stood slightly more chance of having you back
still alive at end of the event.’


‘Not even a
gorgon could take me away from you Fabian.’


‘Perhaps.’
 Fabian smiled.  ‘However, I am not willing to take that risk. 
All I ask is that you allow Grendel to be the one that deals the final
blow.  Gorgons fight hardest when they know death is imminent.’


Mistral was
silent for a moment, her expression puzzled, ‘Can I get this straight? 
You’re giving me permission to compete – ’


‘Within the
boundaries we agreed upon.  Namely listening to Cain and allowing your
brothers to assist you.’


Mistral waved
a hand, ‘Whatever.  Back to the main point.  I get to hunt some
seriously fun sounding creatures plus the chance to fire a few bolts into a
gorgon, and in return all I have to do is let Grendel deal the actual death
blow?  Which is usually the most boring one, by the way.’


‘I’m not sure
I’ve ever heard any of those creatures described as being “fun” before.’
 Fabian sighed.  ‘But yes, I do not want you anywhere near that
gorgon once it realises that its time has come.’


‘Fine, so,
just to double-check; I can have a go at the gorgon, but if it’s just me and
Grendel at the end he can kill the gorgon and be the winner?  Because
winning is definitely not what I’m interested in!  I would rather walk out
of the Arena leaving the gorgon still standing than have to do any bowing and
scraping and “thank you Bryden” speeches.  That’s no compromise
Fabian.  That’s just good all round!’


 ‘So, you
agree to my terms?’  Fabian opened his arms, his smile inviting. 


‘Oh, yes, they
are perfectly acceptable.’  Mistral slid into his embrace, shameless in
defeat.


Fabian closed
his arms around her and drew in a deep breath, ‘And now all that remains is for
me to find it within myself to actually let you step foot into that Arena.’


‘Let me offer
you some incentive.’  Mistral tilted her head up to kiss him, stopping
only when Cain announced his presence with a polite cough to request her
throwing knives. 


‘I’ll get
them.’  Mistral sighed, throwing Fabian a burning look she slipped from
his hold and followed Cain back into the tent.


Fabian sat
quietly, seemingly lost in thought.  After a while he rose to his feet and
walked over to where Saul was sat, calmly rubbing a polishing cloth along the
bevelled edge of his sword.  


‘Saul.’


Saul didn’t
look up from his task, ‘Mage De Winter.’ 


‘We both know
that Grendel has no need of a second and that as a Mage I am not permitted to
enter the Arena, whereas you are.  This leaves me in the unique position
of being forced into asking a favour from you.’


Saul smiled
humourlessly and ran the cloth down the length of his sword, ‘The irony of your
situation is not lost on me.’


Fabian gritted
his teeth, ‘I need to request that you protect my wife when I cannot.’


Saul looked
up, meeting Fabian’s cold stare unflinchingly, ‘I will fight for Mistral.’ 


Fabian’s eyes
narrowed, reading the double-meaning in Saul’s words, ‘Do not shorten your life
by goading me!  It is only out of respect for her wishes that you still
draw breath!  Mistral is not free to fight for!’


Saul smiled
slowly, ‘You can’t kill me.  Mistral would never forgive you.’ 


Fabian drew in
a sharp breath and exhaled slowly, ‘Saul.  She is not yours and while
there is breath in my body she never will be.  Do not waste your own life
waiting for me to die so that you can fulfil some fantasy – because that is all
it will ever be, I assure you of that fact.’


Saul pressed
his sword point down into the ground, his usually mild gaze aflame with anger,
‘She would have a happier life with me!  I would never force her to
embrace a gift she doesn’t want.  You, Mage, are a hypocrite!  You
deny your blood yet force her to accept hers when anyone that cares can see she
doesn’t want it!’  


‘Would you
shorten her life by allowing her to burn so brightly and die just as
quickly?’  Fabian leaned closer, hissing his words into Saul’s face. 
‘Because that is what she will do without the tempering power of Sight! 
Are you so blinded by obsession that you cannot see what she is doing? 
She’s running from her destiny Saul!  All her recklessness, her innate
wildness – it’s all an unconscious fear, an attempt to shield her from what she
was born to do!’


Saul shook his
head stubbornly, ‘If she was mine I would respect her wishes.’ 


Fabian’s reply
was dangerously soft, ‘Ah, but she is not yours.  She is mine.  And I
respect her more than you have even the right to imagine.’


Saul snorted
and returned his attention to his sword. 


Fabian
abruptly stood upright, ‘This conversation does not serve the purpose to which
I intended.  I ask of you, brother of the Ri, will you defend your sister
today?’


‘With my
life.’


Fabian eyed
him coldly, his killer’s stare boring deep into Saul’s, ‘Despite the just cause
you offer me, I do not wish that.’


‘Fabian?’


Mistral’s
voice cut through the frosty atmosphere.


‘Yes?’ he
responded quietly, his black gaze still fixed on Saul’s.


‘Can you help
me with my armour please?’  


‘Of course.’
 he turned on his heel and strode over to the tent.


‘What was that
about?’  Mistral whispered over her shoulder while he pulled on the straps
to tighten her armour.


‘We were just
reaching an agreement Mistral, nothing for you to be concerned about.’


‘It didn’t
sound like nothing!’


‘Well it
was.’  Fabian turned her around and began to adjust the clavicle straps,
his eyes avoiding hers. 


‘Fabian!’ 



Fabian finally
met her gaze, his expression inscrutable, ‘I asked Saul to assist Cain in
protecting you,’


Mistral
frowned, ‘You did?  But I thought you’d want the opposite.’


‘Why would I
want that?’  Fabian asked, concentrating on tugging a vambrace up her
forearm.  


Mistral
sighed, ‘I wasn’t sure how comfortable you’d be with the idea of Saul being in
the final when you couldn’t.  You know I’d rather have you with me than
anyone.  But that’s impossible, since you’re a Mage and this is the
Festival of the Arcane ... d’you think I should have Phantasm?’ she suddenly
asked.  ‘He’s a lot taller than Cain and might draw some of the attention
away from me –’


‘Definitely
not.’  Fabian snapped, taking his anger out on the leather sheaf on her
arm.  ‘The twins need to be together or their gift is useless.’


‘But what if I
had Phantasm and Grendel had Phantom as a second?’  Mistral persisted, her
voice rising in excitement. 


‘No.’


‘Why
not?’  


Fabian
finished positioning the vambrace and looked up, ‘What if one of them sustained
an injury, or worse?’


Mistral’s face
abruptly fell, ‘I hadn’t thought of that.’


‘They wouldn’t
be able to use their gift to help you or Grendel, and you may have lost a
brother in the process.’


‘Don’t say
that Fabian!’  Mistral’s expression grew distraught.  ‘Phantom was nearly
savaged by a harpy today because he was running to help me!  I hate
the thought of the twins putting themselves at risk just to protect me! 
I’m really not worth it –’


‘You are to
me.’  Fabian gazed intently at her.  ‘And to the twins.  In
fact, I don’t think there is one of your brothers who would think twice about
risking everything to protect you.’


‘Well I have
no idea why!  All I do is storm around shouting at them most of the time!’


‘Maybe so, but
let me ask you this; would you hesitate to help if one of them were in
need?  Even if it meant risking your life?’  


‘Of course
not!  If any of my brothers needed help I would be there in a heartbeat!’


He lifted a
hand to caress her cheek, ‘Such fierce loyalty can only inspire the same in
return.’ 


‘But you
always come first.’  Mistral quickly caught his hand, holding it against
her skin, her eyes locked on his.  ‘Before anyone or anything.  You
know that don’t you Fabian?’


Fabian stared
at her, his face consumed by intense emotion, ‘Today … it is my worst
nightmare.  To be forced to stand back and watch you be placed in danger,
over and over, and be powerless to prevent it, or even allowed to try and
protect you –’ 


‘It’s torture,
I know.’  Mistral whispered, thinking of the feelings Golden had forced her
to endure.  ‘But you are protecting me Fabian.  You will be there
with the twins, ready to use their gift, and I will have Cain, Grendel and now
Saul right beside me … and I promise –’


He suddenly
smiled and bent his head to kiss her lips, stopping her from speaking, ‘No more
promises today, remember?’ 


‘Is it safe to
plan this event yet?’  Cain demanded impatiently from the tent
entrance.  ‘Only some of us actually like to be prepared before entering
life-threatening situations!’


‘Are you
ready?’  Fabian asked quietly.


Mistral
smiled, ‘Oh yes.’  she turned and walked from the tent, nodding a curt
greeting to Cain as she passed.  ‘Second.’


Cain turned to
follow her, ‘I’m not calling you “First”!’  


‘Cain?  A
moment please.’


Cain paused
and turned back to meet Fabian’s fathomless black gaze, ‘Mage De Winter?’


‘Tell me what
you have prepared for the event.’ 


Cain nodded
and pulled his saddlebag from his shoulder, ‘Basic medical kit, antidotes … a
Theriac actually, I was very impressed with the results on you … a flask of
water, poison, two daggers, more throwing knives –’


‘Tourniquet?’ 
Fabian asked sharply.


Cain hesitated
then nodded, ‘Yes, I have one.  There’ll be no time to stitch any wounds,
so a tourniquet will enable me to slow any serious blood loss on the
extremities.’


Fabian closed
his eyes briefly before continuing in a cold voice, ‘How do you plan to treat
body wounds?’   


‘I have plenty
of linen gauze and clean bandages.  If she sustains anything that causes
serious bleeding or loss of consciousness then I’ll withdraw her and forego my
place to treat her.’


‘Pain relief?’


Cain shook his
head, ‘None.  I didn’t think it advisable to mask pain in Mistral. 
It might make her even more reckless.  She’s proven to be quite
susceptible to stimulants.’


Fabian’s eyes
hardened, ‘I know.’


Cain scratched
his temple, ‘About that manticore liquor –’


‘I am not
concerned with the past Cain, only the next two hours.’  Fabian said
quietly.  He walked over to the tent flap, pausing at Cain’s side. 
‘You have prepared well for this.  I am grateful to you.’ 


Cain shrugged,
‘I admit she can be a bit difficult at times, but Mistral’s a sister and she’d
do the same for any us.’  he gave a quick flash of his impish grin.  ‘And
if she ever gets the hang of her gift she’ll be a handy person to have in a
card game!’   


‘I hope her
gift will mean more to the Isle than a winning hand for you!’  Fabian
snapped and strode from the tent.


‘No sense of
humour.’  Cain muttered under his breath once he was certain Fabian was
out of earshot.  


‘I think we
should get down to the Arena and work out a strategy.’  Xerxes rubbed his
chin speculatively.  ‘They must have the put up some barriers or cages to
stop the creatures from attacking each other.’  


‘I agree.’
 Brutus stood up.  ‘Ready Mistral?’


‘I think so.’
 Mistral finished tying her hair back and looked around.  ‘But
where’s Grendel?’


‘Last minute
visit to his adoring fan club.’  


Mistral smiled
at Xerxes’ suddenly sour expression, ‘Don’t worry Xerxes.  You’ll be
heading back to your own army of sweethearts tomorrow.’


‘Ah, I’ve
missed them.’  Xerxes sighed, a faraway look in his eyes.


Brutus
smirked, ‘Any of them in particular?’  


Xerxes gave
his brother a reproachful look, ‘Of course not!  That would be
favouritism!’


Mistral
strapped on her swords, ‘Well let’s just hope they’ve missed you as
much.’  


‘Of course
they will have!  I’m an –’


‘Stop!’ 
Mistral quickly held up both hands.  ‘Don’t say it brother!’ 
  


‘Ready
now?’  Fabian murmured softly in her ear.


‘Oh,
yes.  Sorry, I was just –’ she turned to face Fabian and instantly didn’t
want to go.  She didn’t care about the final, her gift, or anything other
than the sudden urge to walk away with him right now, to leave and never look
back, never face another day of struggling to master Sight or fight against the
desperate longing to be with him.  


Before her
wild thoughts could take root and become full blown rebellion she was being
swept away along the avenue by her brothers.  They fell short of hoisting
her onto their shoulders but there were definitely times when her feet weren’t
touching the ground.  Samson and the rest of the Ri warriors quickly
joined them, their buoyant mood at having two Ri in the final considerably
heightened by a liquid lunch. 


‘Hey
Xerxes!’  Samson called loudly.  ‘You do realise that it’s fairly
short odds on a Ri warrior winning!’  


‘I know, I
know.’  Xerxes’ grin became a scowl.  ‘I’m just glad you didn’t get
in as well.’


‘Centaurs!’ 
Samson shook his lion’s mane of hair.  ‘Six harpies they shot. 
Didn’t even go further than the outskirts of the forest apparently.  Just
lined up and took aim from the edge!  Can you believe it?’


‘Frankly,
yes.’  Brutus replied.  ‘Centaurs are famous for the bow, even more
so than elves.  I’ve seen one shoot down another arrow before.  Their
aim is never off.’


‘Well I wish
it had been today!’ 


Mistral
glanced at Fabian as she was hurried along.  He hadn’t spoken a word since
they’d left the camp.  His face was rigid with tension, his aura black
with despair.  She suddenly curled her hands into fists and closed her
eyes, feeling tears prick as a strange certainty washed over her.  She
suddenly knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that something terrible was going
to happen.


‘Fabian!’


Mistral gasped
his name before she could stop herself, her mind filled with thoughts of
begging him to leave with her now, slip away before the event started and avoid
whatever disaster.


‘What is it?’
he immediately frowned at the panic in her eyes. 


‘I – I don’t
know!  Something … I don’t know, nothing –’ A premonition? 
Mistral couldn’t even bring herself to say something so dramatic. 


‘Mistral.’
 Fabian’s voice was low, urgent.  ‘You are a Seer, whether you want
to be or not.  Your gift lives within you as the Craft lives within every
Mage.  It will protect you and warn of any impending danger.  You
must tell me now, what have you felt?’


Her eyes raked
his face, wild and frantic, her confession gathering force, preparing to erupt from
the tip of her tongue, then the sound of laughter dragged her gaze away from
his.  Cain was laughing with Saul, his face glowing with pride at being in
the final.  She closed her eyes, swallowing down the burning words on her
tongue.  There was no way she could take that away from her brother. 



‘Nothing. 
Just last minute nerves.’


‘Since when do
you suffer from nerves?’  Fabian hissed furiously.


Mistral forced
a hollow laugh, ‘Oh, I don’t know, I was pretty bad at our wedding.’  


‘Mistral!’ 
Fabian gripped her arm tightly and jerked her round to face him.  ‘If you
have felt something then you must let me know, right now!’ 


She wrenched
her mouth into the semblance of a smile, but even she knew it looked like it
felt.  Weak.  False.


‘It’s nothing
Fabian, really.  I’m just worried I’ll let the Ri down.’


Fabian studied
her face, his eyes black with anger, ‘You are a terrible liar Mistral.  If
you don’t tell me what you have Seen then I will have you thrown out of the
damned final!’


Mistral seized
upon the chance to be angry, anything to wash away the clawing fear building
inside her, ‘Thrown out?  And just how will you do that?’ 


‘I will go to
Bryden and tell him of your plans to use the twins’ gift to control the other
competitors.  You and the Ri will be disqualified for cheating.’


‘You
wouldn’t!’  Mistral’s false anger quickly became astonishment, but she
didn’t need to read his aura to know he was deadly serious.  She rubbed a
hand across her forehead, knowing she was beaten.  Confess and he would
stop her from entering, Cain too.  Try to lie further and he would get the
Ri disqualified.  What was left but the truth?  ‘But it’s nothing
Fabian!  I just had this … oh, I don’t know … really bad … feeling.’ she
finished lamely. 


‘A
premonition.’ 


Mistral grimaced
and said nothing, keeping her eyes fixed on the boots walking her towards the
Arena.


‘Of
what?’  he persisted.


‘I don’t
know.  But I wanted to cry.’  Mistral looked up, her expression
suddenly fierce.  ‘Promise me, swear to me on my life that you won’t enter
the Arena, no matter what happens Fabian!  I can’t lose you!’


He shook his
head slowly, ‘I cannot promise you that.’ 


‘You must!’


He held her
anguished gaze, ‘I will promise you that unless it is to protect your life, I
will not enter the Arena.’


‘No!  I
don’t want you to –’


Her words were
lost in a deafening roar.  Mistral looked up wildly, expecting to see a
dragon or some other creature worthy of such a noise but what she saw terrified
her more.  She stared at the vast crowd assembled around the Arena, all
chanting and shouting.  Every single attendee at the festival had turned
out to watch the event; the final, the ultimate celebration of the festival.


‘What the
hell?’  her shocked gaze slid over the sea of faces.


‘Did you think
you’d be competing in front of a small panel of select judges, sister?’ 
Cain enquired, appearing beside her with a grin.  ‘This is the
final!  Of course everyone’s here to see it!  You’re practically
famous now!’


‘What?’


‘Ah, but of
course.  You didn’t realise there would actually be an audience, did you?’
 Cain pulled her away from Fabian with a roll of his eyes.  ‘Forget
them Mistral.  They’re just the background.  We need to study the
layout.’


‘Do we?’ 



Cain hauled
her on, ‘Yes, we do!  Just when will you start to realise that it is all
about the details?’


‘Never.’


Cain laughed
and dragged her to the edge of the Arena where the twins were stood, gazing
silently across the open space with calculating expressions.


Mistral followed
their looks and stared with uncomprehending eyes at the contraption that had
been placed in the centre of the Arena.  It was made of metal grids to
form a huge circle.  A cage.  Five doors were positioned around the
outside.  A cacophony of shrieks and howls could clearly be heard coming
from the enraged occupants.


Cain raised
his eyebrows, ‘Don’t sound too happy do they?’


‘No.’
  Mistral muttered distractedly and looked around for Fabian but
couldn’t see him anywhere.  ‘Where is he Cain?’  she whispered
urgently. 


‘Who?’ 
Cain frowned, then his face cleared.  ‘Oh, you mean your Mage?  He’s
there.  Look –’


Mistral
followed his pointing finger to see Fabian talking intently to Imperato. 
The centaur’s face was composed but Fabian’s was drawn into tight lines of
stress, reflected in the swirling colours of his aura.


‘Looks pretty
intense.  What’s it about, I wonder?’  Cain mused softly.


‘Cain!’ 
Mistral grabbed his arm and pulled him around to face her.  ‘I – I’ve had
this –’ she faltered, unable to express exactly what she’d felt.


‘What is it
Mistral?  What have you had?’  Cain suddenly grinned.  ‘Is it a
vision of me on the winner’s podium?’  


‘Oh, it’s
nothing .  Forget I said anything.’  Mistral muttered quickly when
Brutus suddenly appeared and launched a torrent of advice at Cain. 


‘Mistral.’
 Phantasm was suddenly by her side, his green eyes troubled.  ‘If you
have felt something, you need to tell us!’


‘I’m getting
fed up with saying this brother, it’s nothing.  Really.  I’m just
being a bit overemotional.’  Mistral tried to laugh.  ‘Typical
woman!’ 


‘There’s
nothing typical about you Mistral.’  Phantasm frowned and gazed over to
where Fabian and Imperato were still talking.  He watched them for a
moment then turned back to her.  ‘We are here Mistral.  We will be
ready.’


She gazed into
his eyes, twin pools of emerald, and was unable to hide the fear in her own,
‘Be ready brother.  Please.  Be ready.’  


He nodded once
and turned away to speak with his twin and Mistral’s gaze was drawn back to the
cage in the centre of the Arena. 


‘Looks like
each competitor will be entered from individual positions around the edge.’
 Cain nudged her and pointed to markers placed around the sides.  ‘Do
you see how the markers line up with each of the hatches on the cage?’


Mistral forced
herself to focus on what Cain was telling her.  She could see the markers
he was referring to set around the edge of the Arena.  Looking over at the
cage again she realised that he was right, each one was set to opposite a
hatch-like door on the cage.


‘I see.’


‘I wonder how
we get to choose our position – ah!’ he exclaimed and pointed to one of the
markers.  ‘They’re different colours!  I bet we have to draw coloured
lots to decide our starting positions!  But where does the gorgon come into
play?  There’s only five doors –’


‘Arcanes!’ 



Bryden
Wolfsnare’s commanding voice rang out.  Mistral looked up to see him stood
on a wooden dais overlooking the Arena.  


‘I humbly
welcome you all to the final!’ he opened his arms in a distinctive gesture,
eliciting a resounding cheer.  ‘Tonight we will crown a new champion and
honour the fallen.  Remember that there is no greater glory than to have
competed in the final of The Festival of the Arcane.’  he paused and gazed
around, his eyebrows raised in a humorous expression.  ‘Except of course,
to have won … or died trying.’


The resulting
burst of laughter made Mistral feel sick.  An inexplicable dread washed
over her.  She rubbed her temples, trying to sooth the throbbing ache in
her skull.


‘Finalists!’


Bryden’s deep
voice called the Arcanes to order once more.  


‘Your
attention for a moment please.  You see before you a cage containing five
suitably formidable creatures for you to prove your worth against.  You
will each choose a coloured disc from this bag.’  he held up a white bag
ornately embroidered in gold thread with the symbol of Bryden’s tribe, a
snarling wolf’s head. 


‘You will
begin from the marker that corresponds to your chosen colour.  The rules
are simple.  Defeat the creature that is released before you and battle
the other finalists to reach the rope on top of the cage –’


‘See
it?’  Cain muttered quickly and pointed to a thick length of rope coiled
on the roof of the cage, right in the centre.


‘This will
release your final challenge.  A gorgon!’  


A deafening
roar of approval reverberated around the Arena.  Bryden smiled and raised
his arms again, calling for silence.


‘Now, to
prevent you from allowing your fellow finalists to do all the hard work of releasing
the gorgon and saving your energy for delivering the final blow –’


Laughing
shouts of ‘would we?’, ‘how could you!’ and ‘but there’s no goblins in the
final!’ rippled through the crowd.


‘Whoever
releases the gorgon will be awarded an equal chance of being the
champion!  Should one finalist release the gorgon and another finally slay
it, then we have a stalemate.’


A resounding
hush fell across the crowd.


‘What happens
then?’  Mistral whispered to Cain.


‘Fight.’ 
Cain muttered back.  ‘To the death –’


Mistral looked
up to meet Fabian’s tortured gaze.


‘Finalists! 
Approach!’


Suddenly Cain
was dragging her across the Arena towards Bryden Wolfsnare.  Mistral
looked over her shoulder, trying to see Fabian but he was lost in the crowd of
jostling Arcanes.    


‘Looking
forward to this glorified hunt then?’ 


She turned to
see Saul walking beside her.  Meeting his warm brown gaze she felt a
strange lurch of foreboding.


‘Um, Saul?’
 


‘Yes?’


‘Will you
promise me something?’


‘Anything.’


Ignoring the
emphasis he had placed on that one word, Mistral looked at him, her expression
suddenly hard, ‘I don’t want any heroics Saul.  I know Fabian has asked
you to try and protect me but I’m telling you not to.’


Saul smiled,
‘You know I’ve always got your back Mistral.’ 


‘No Saul,
please!’ she whispered urgently.  ‘Just second Grendel and ignore
me!  I’ve got Cain –’


‘And what more
could any woman want?’  Cain quipped, forcing himself between them like an
excited terrier on a walk.  ‘Ah, this is more like it brother!  Four
Ri in the final!’


‘Even if two
are seconds.’  Grendel growled and stomped up alongside them, a long
sarisas tucked under one arm and his battle axe held in his other hand.  


‘Finalists. 
Welcome.’ 


Bryden
addressed the knot of finalists stood before him, ending any hopes Mistral had
of trying to continue her whispered conversation with Saul.


‘I
congratulate each of you on earning a place in the winners’ event.  Your
success has already brought glory to your respective tribes.’


Mistral hid a
look of scorn.  Glory?  She didn’t give a damn for glory!  Right
now, she would have gladly given her place in the final to quell the gnawing
anxiety consuming her.  Something wasn’t right.  Worse than
that.  Something was wrong, very, very wrong – 


‘And now, I
will ask you each to choose a coloured disc.  We shall begin with the
winner of the first event – ’


Mistral was
shaken from her thoughts by Bryden holding the ornate linen bag out to
her.  She had won the first event, the horse race, so she had the right to
choose first.


Reaching
slowly into the bag, Mistral closed her fingers around the first disc her
fingers brushed against.  She could tell by the porous texture that it was
made of bone and dropped it into Bryden’s open hand without looking at it.


‘Green!’ 



Bryden’s shout
rang out and the crowd cheered.  Mistral glanced quickly at Cain to see
where that placed them in the Arena.


‘On the north
east side.’ he whispered quickly.


Bryden moved
along the line of finalists and held the bag out to Grendel, the winner of the
second event.


‘White!’


‘South west.’
 Saul murmured to Grendel as he blinked confusedly across the Arena.


The
olive-skinned amazon chose next, her long fingers drawing a disc of dyed bone
out of the bag and holding it up in the air.


‘Blue!’  


Bryden’s tribe
member, Ares, chose next.  Reaching into the bag, he met his chieftain’s
gaze with quiet confidence. 


‘Red!’


Bryden’s gaze
lingered briefly on his kinsman and Mistral shared a brief look with Cain, both
of them wondering if Bryden was privately wishing his champion had chosen
another disc.


Finally the
centaur, Dravite, pulled the last disc from the bag, barely glancing at it
before he passed it to Bryden.


‘Black! 
The finalists have chosen!’  Bryden announced in a ringing voice. 
‘It is time for the event to begin!’


‘Good luck
brother.’  Mistral muttered quickly to Grendel before they separated to
find their markers. 


‘No such
thing.’  Grendel grunted and stomped off, already twirling his battle axe
by his side. 


Cain grinned
at Saul, ‘I’ll see you in the crowd from the winner’s podium.’  


‘Likewise
brother.’  Saul laughed then cast a final glance at Mistral before he was
gone, running to catch up with Grendel. 


Mistral was
left staring after him with the strangest feeling of having forgotten to say
something when Cain grabbed her arm and yanked her into a brisk walk.


‘Come on
Mistral!  We’re in the damned final and you’re standing there dreaming
your life away!’


Feeling numb,
she let Cain almost drag her across the Arena, noting dimly the cheers and
tumultuous applause coming from the crowd.  She took her place at the
painted green stake on the north east side of the Arena and stood there feeling
exposed and awkward.


Cain gave her
a sharp nudge, ‘Time to get ready.’  


She nodded
distractedly and began pulling on a pair of leather fingerless gloves, her eyes
travelling over to the cage door opposite.  She could see something moving
inside.  Narrowing her eyes to focus more clearly, she felt a sudden leap
of excitement.


She, a nobody,
just another abandoned half-breed, was in the final of The Festival of the
Arcane.


Adrenaline
flooded through her, washing away all unnamed fears to leave her filled with
fierce excitement.  She eyed the creature turning impatiently in its
cage.  It was big.  She grinned over her shoulder at Cain to see him
knelt close by with his saddlebag open and a variety of objects already laid
out in preparation.


‘Ready
brother?’  


‘Born ready
sister!’  Cain confirmed with a grin.  ‘Now, what to start with ...
crossbow?’  


‘No!’ 
Mistral snorted, giving him a disgusted look.  ‘Not unless whatever we get
takes flight!’


‘Fine.’ 
he reached swiftly into the saddlebag again.  ‘I’ll get more throwing
knives ready.’


Mistral turned
back to face the cage and drew her swords.  Dropping into a fighting
crouch she slid her right foot back, her boot crunching on the parched
grass.  She spun both swords by her side, warming up her wrists then
angled them forwards, her eyes glued on the metal door facing her. 


‘Finalists! 
Ready!’


Bryden’s voice
rang out and a deathly hush fell across the spectators.  Even the caged
beasts quietened, as though sensing the sudden uplift in tension. 


‘Here we
go!’  Cain hissed.


Mistral
growled and levelled her swords.  Five of Bryden’s elves ran towards the
cage.  They stopped in front of each door and quickly slid back the heavy
bolts, sprinting back before the creature within scented freedom.


With a series
of shrieks and clangs the cage doors were slammed open by their enraged
occupants.  Mistral bared her teeth at the sphinx that bounded gracefully
from the cage facing her.  It saw Mistral and skidded to an abrupt halt,
regarding her through slitted eyes.  Emitted a low rumbling purr, it began
to pace slowly back and forth. 


‘Oh,
hello.’  Mistral purred back.  She ran her eyes over the creature,
admiring the muscled flanks and heavy paws, no doubt concealing formidable
claws.  Her gaze travelled up to the sphinx’s face, shockingly alien to
its feline body.  It was hairless and unmistakably human in features and
shape except for the eyes.  Feeling her scrutiny the sphinx opened them
wide and stared back, unleashing the full power of its golden stare. 


A vision of
sands and hot sun suddenly filled Mistral’s mind.  She was struck by the
odd compulsion to simply lie down and relax, enjoy the heat of the sun’s rays
and forget all about fighting.  She deserved a rest didn’t she? 
After all, she was in the final!  Mistral sighed and lowered her swords a
fraction.  She could dimly hear Cain offering her poisoned throwing knives
but it was somehow unimportant.  She didn’t need throwing knives. 
What she needed was to lie down in the sun, somewhere like The Desert Lands,
where she had fallen in love with Fabian …


Fabian.


‘You’re going
to have to do better than that kitty.’  Mistral’s gaze snapped sharply
back into focus.  ‘I detest sunbathing!’  she lifted her swords and
began edging towards the sphinx.  


It blinked and
tilted its head on one side, its long tail waving sinuously.


‘Seer – ’


A disembodied
voice sounded in Mistral’s mind, warm and rich like honey.


‘Tell
me.  What do you See?’  


The beguiling
voice tugged irresistibly at Mistral’s thoughts.  She felt her eyes close,
giving in to images of forests, the trees heavy with golden leaves. 
Autumn.  Her favourite season.


‘Watch out for
the telepathic stuff Mistral!’  Cain’s shout ripped through her vision,
jarring her back into reality.   


Shaking her
head irritably, Mistral opened her eyes again to see the sphinx crouched before
her, preparing to spring. 


‘I’ll tell you
what I see shall I?  A new rug in front of my fire!’  


Mistral
suddenly sprinted towards the sphinx at precisely the same moment it sprang for
her.  Laughing recklessly, she flung herself sideways.  Tucking both
swords tightly to her body she rolled across the hard ground, tasting dirt and
dried grass.  She caught a glimpse of golden flanks and huge splayed paws
as the sphinx soared over her then quickly sprang to her feet.  Ignoring
her spinning head, Mistral dropped into a half-crouch, both swords raised
ready.  The sphinx landed and whipped around, barely pausing before
springing at her again.


Mistral
watched the creature bound towards her, the human mouth open to reveal teeth
that were definitely catlike.  The muscles in its hind legs bunched and
flexed, pushing the heavy body into a leap.  She heard Cain swear and
smiled.  If he was panicking then it was time to act.  


She dropped
backwards onto the rock-hard ground and thrust both swords straight up into the
sphinx’s exposed belly.  Her wrists jarred painfully at the impact, the
sphinx screamed and hot blood sluiced down over Mistral’s hands and arms. 
She rolled quickly to see the sphinx smashing down, its belly dripping
blood.  It snarled and began to clamber to its feet.  Mistral lunged
towards it –


‘Cloth!’ 



Suddenly Cain
was rubbing at her hands, clearing away the slick of blood.


‘Not now
brother!’  


Mistral shook
him off but the split second of interruption had cost her dear.  The
sphinx was upright again.  It was weaving unsteadily but experience had
taught Mistral that injured creatures were twice as savage.  She couldn’t
risk it attacking again.  Swearing loudly at Cain, Mistral flung herself
the few remaining paces, her outstretched arms plunging both sword points deep
into the sphinx’s flanks.  Blood gushed out, flowing over the golden hide
to gather in a dark pool on the ground.  


Breathing
hard, Mistral sank to her knees beside the dying creature.  Her legs and
arms ached, sweat stung her eyes, every breath hurt – and it was only the start.  



Mere seconds
passed but Mistral could feel Cain moving impatiently in the background. 
It was time to move.  She drew herself up and reached for her swords then
suddenly halted, her attention claimed by another, oddly familiar sound. 
Hearing a second too late Cain’s shout of warning, Mistral jerked round to see
something huge hurtling towards her.  She managed to swear before it
crashed into her, wrenching her hands away from the hilts of her swords and
slamming her to the ground. 


Stunned and winded,
she groaned and tried to move.  Something heavy was pressing on her chest,
suffocating her.  Warm liquid trickled down her face and into her open
mouth, the salty taste instantly telling her that she was bleeding.  Her
eyes instantly flew open to see the flattened features of a manticore gazing
down at her.  Mistral swore, short, foul and apt.  In the background
Cain was shouting, but his voice was lost in the manticore’s cry, low and
harmonious.  Hungry.


A world of seduction
lay within that sound, but Mistral was wise to its tricks.  Gritting her
teeth she bent her knees and worked her boots up so they were flat against the
manticore’s belly.  The effort made more blood run down her face and the
manticore’s eyes widened greedily.  Its mouth opened and a long tongue
appeared, running rapidly back and forth over a triple row of sharp teeth.


‘I am not your
dinner!’  Mistral hissed.  Shoving with every ounce of strength she
possessed she pushed with her feet, managing to shift the manticore enough to
roll out from beneath its crushing weight.  


Swordless and
injured, Mistral staggered to her feet and hastily dragged her hand across her
eyes, wiping away the blood.  She locked gazes with the manticore, now
padding softly towards her.  It paused and lifted its head to sniff the
air, drawing in the scent of fresh blood.  Emitting a soft cry the
manticore prowled towards her again, its face suffused with intense
longing.  Not taking her eyes off the manticore, Mistral automatically
reached over her shoulder for her swords and swore, realising that they were
still lodged in the sphinx.  


‘Oh, what the
hell.’  she quickly reached for her dagger instead and brandished it at
the manticore, smiling invitingly.  


‘Swords!’ 



Cain’s voice
hissed urgently in her ear.  He snatched her dagger away then shoved both
swords into her hands.  She was vaguely aware of him quickly dabbing
something stinging onto the cut on her head then he was gone.  


Mistral
adjusted the grip on her swords and spun them experimentally by her side, her
eyes glued to the manticore pacing towards her.  Ignorant to the roars of
the crowd and sounds of the other fights going on around her, Mistral’s world
narrowed down to contain only herself and the creature stalking her.  Time
slowed.  She could see every minute detail with perfect clarity, the
swirls of dust rising beneath every step the manticore took, the flare of its
nostrils drawing in the irresistible scent of her blood and the black pupils
dilating with desire. 


‘Details,
details.’ Mistral glowered at the manticore.  ‘How I hate details.’


Giving a
vibrating cry, the manticore lunged, claws outstretched and teeth bared.


Mistral threw
herself at the creature, swords outthrust.  They met in the air, the
manticore’s claws ripping at Mistral’s armour while her swords plunged deep
into its chest.  They tumbled to the ground as one, rolling over and over,
leaving a crimson trail on the dusty ground until they fell still. 
Mistral drew in a sobbing breath of earth and blood and sweat and knew she was
still alive.  The manticore was laid beside and over her, entwined
together like sleeping lovers.  She clambered from its embrace, streaked
with their shared blood.  Disorientated, Mistral jerked round and instantly
met Cain’s urgent gaze.


‘Go! 
You’re the first to get clear!  Get the rope!  Get the gorgon! 
Go Mistral!  Go!’


Mistral held
his blazing while a grin spread across her face.  She was about to face
one of the most feared creatures on the Isle.  A gorgon.  


Sheathing her
bloody swords, Mistral sprinted over to the cage and hauled herself up. 
She crouched on the top and glanced quickly around.  The centaur, Dravite,
was cantering around the chimera firing arrows at it.  Further across the
Arena Mistral could see Bryden’s tribe member, Ares, fending off a gryphon with
his sword.  A familiar roar drew her gaze to Grendel and she almost
laughed.  The huge warrior had been pitted against a gargoyle.  It
was a hardly a fair match.  He had already speared it with his sarisas and
was in the process of plucking its lifeless body from the spiked end. 
Saul stood motionlessly beside him, his eyes fixed on her.  Their eyes met
and Mistral felt the inexplicable fear implode in her stomach again.  She
froze.  It was him.  The fear was for him.  


A hand gripped
her ankle, pulling her back towards the ground.  Mistral gasped and
grabbed at the cage, curling her fingers through the meshing to hold on. 
She twisted to try and see who or what had grabbed her and immediately
swore.  Bellona glared back.  Keeping a tight hold on Mistral’s
ankle, the amazon began to pull her off the cage. 


‘Get off
me!’  


Mistral
stamped down hard with her free boot, crushing the amazon’s fingers against the
metal cage.  Bellona’s face contorted but she didn’t release her
grip.  Giving a harsh snarl she yanked savagely at Mistral’s ankle with
both hands.  Mistral clenched her teeth and held on tightly, ignoring the
stinging pain of the meshing cutting into her fingers.  She lashed out
again with her boot, missing Bellona’s hands and throwing herself off balance.
 She clung desperately to the cage, cursing in frustration as her fingers
begin to slip, wet with her own blood.  Bellona gave another powerful tug
and Mistral’s fingers lost their hold.  She was slammed to the ground and
straddled by the amazon, her throat held in a choking grip.


Mistral
writhed, kicking uselessly while her hands clawed at the amazon’s wrists but
Bellona was stronger.  She smiled evilly and gripped harder, crushing
Mistral’s windpipe.  Spots of colour burst before Mistral’s eyes. 
Fire ripped at her lungs but she had no air to scream, no strength to fight …


A raw scream
rang in Mistral’s ears that seemed to come from a long way off.  Air
rushed into her lungs in a painful gasp.  She rolled onto her side and
vomited, every gagging retch and ragged breath confirming her existence and
reminding her she that she still had a job to do.  


The gorgon.


Mistral
staggered to her feet and stared around wildly for her attacker, her stupefied
mind struggling to make sense of what had just happened.  Where was
Bellona?  There!  Her bloodshot eyes focused on the confusing sight
of Ares fighting with Bellona. 


‘Drink!’ 



Cain was
suddenly by her side, forcing a waterskin to her mouth.  Mistral choked as
the liquid stung her sore throat.


‘Why did Ares
pull Bellona off me?’ she gasped hoarsely.


‘The twins are
using their gift!’  Cain hissed under his breath.  He shoved the
waterskin back into his saddlebag he looked around urgently.  ‘Now
go!  Quickly!  Grendel is holding off Dravite!  Go Mistral!’


Mistral spun
around, her eyes raking the Arena until she saw Grendel.  He had
positioned himself in front of the cage and was fending Dravite off with his
sarisas.  Saul was nearby but he was watching her, his face lit with a
look of pure jubilation.  His lips framed words she couldn’t hear but the
expression on his face spoke louder than any yelled encouragement.   


‘GO!’


With Cain’s
shout ringing in her ears Mistral sprinted over to the cage.  She vaulted
up and ran towards the rope coiled at the centre.  She could hear Cain
following her, his booted steps rattling loudly against the metal
framework.  Euphoria struck her in a heady rush.  She reached out for
the rope with both hands then looked over her shoulder at Cain.  


‘Ready to meet
your future wife, brother?’ 


‘I’m not the
marrying kind Mistral!  Now just pull the damned rope!’  Cain
crouched down next to her, his saddlebag gripped firmly in his hand, the flap
already undone. 


Mistral braced
herself against the rope and gave it a hard tug but whatever the rope was
connected to was heavier than her.  Her blooded hands slipped, burning
painfully against the rope.  She swore and wrapped a length around her
hands to try again but it didn’t budge.  


‘Come
on!’  Cain exploded, casting anxious glances over his shoulder at Bellona
and Ares.  The pair had stopped fighting and were running towards the
cage. 


‘I’m trying
damn it Cain!’  


Mistral wedged
her heels into the cage and leant back, pitting her weight against the
rope.  It suddenly gave, throwing Mistral onto her back with a shout of
surprise.  A series of resounding clangs followed and the entire structure
began to collapse.  Mistral heard Cain cursing then joined him as the cage
fell away from beneath them, sending them crashing to the ground amidst a
jumble of fallen metal sides.  At once the air was filled with the roar of
the crowd, urging their respective champions on to face the final challenge. 


With a savage
shout Mistral leapt to her feet and had both swords drawn before she was fully
upright.  She spun around to see the last of the metal sides falling away,
finally revealing the hunched figure of the gorgon. 


Mistral
instantly knew that something was wrong.  The green-skinned creature lay
supine in its collapsed cell.  The snakes that should have been writhing
and twisting on its head coiled limply around a slack face.


‘What the
–?’  


Mistral’s
exclamation was drowned out by Cain’s shocked cry as a second figure sprang
from behind the gorgon’s lifeless body.  Mistral instantly recognised the
wolf-bitten features, black-eyed with malice. 


‘Columbine!’ 


She spat her
name and Columbine flew at her, screaming maniacally.  Mistral just had
time to register that her enemy was dressed in rags and armed with mismatched
swords before her instincts kicked in and she threw herself to the side,
narrowly avoiding Columbine’s lunging attack.  Rolling swiftly, Mistral
heard Columbine’s swords strike metal where she had been only moments before. 



‘Keep moving!’


She didn’t
need Cain to tell her twice.  Holding her swords close to her body Mistral
rolled again then made to leap to her feet only to be jerked back again. 
Something was holding her tight against the cage.  With a flash of alarm
Mistral realised that her armour buckles had caught in the metal meshing. 
She was trapped. 


Mistral
immediately shouted for Cain, her voice unnaturally high with panic.  When
he didn’t reply she craned her neck up to look for him and immediately saw him
struggling with Columbine.  They grappled for a few seconds then Columbine
shoved him off with an angry scream and rammed her boot into his mid-section,
knocking him to his knees.  Turning to see Mistral trapped on the cage,
Columbine’ scarred face twisted into something like a smile.  She grabbed
her dropped swords and began to run towards Mistral, her grin suddenly changing
to a snarl when Cain lunged for her legs, sending her sprawling.  Time
seemed to slow.  Mistral didn’t see Columbine’s face contort as she lost
balance or hear her shriek of fury.  She was watching the swords leave
Columbine’s outstretched hands, heading straight for her helplessly trapped
body.  


She felt no
fear, no panic.  Unreality flooded through Mistral, stupefying and heavy,
like a drug, detaching her from the moment.  She gave up struggling and
lay still, watching the swords arc in slow motion through the air, hypnotised
by the sunlight glinting on the bright steel points falling towards her. 
Her mind was suddenly filled with an image of Fabian.  Every detail so
perfectly clear that she knew with absolute certainty that she was about to
die.  She drew in a single, final breath, savouring the scent of parched
grass and sun warmed earth before closing her eyes to see all she ever wanted
to.


Fabian.  


Something
heavy crashed into her, crushing the air from her lungs with the force of its
landing.  For a confused moment Mistral thought the manticore had launched
itself at her again then a double thud struck the mass laying over her and she
felt convulsions wrack the body covering hers.


‘Mistral!’ 
Cain’s desperate cry forced her to open her eyes.


She choked and
forced air into her winded lungs, staring around wildly until she focussed on
Cain’s stricken face.  She felt the buckles on her armour give as he
wrenched her out from beneath the deadweight laying on her, then he was gone,
leaving Mistral lying dazedly on the ground.


Disconnected
sounds reached her ears; shouting, a gurgling scream, the distinctive sound of
something heavy striking the ground and closer, the laboured breathing of
someone dying.


Was the
breathing hers?  Panic stabbed through her stupor.  She didn’t want
to die.  Forcing her leaden body to move she dragged herself onto her
knees and stared with uncomprehending eyes at the chaos in the Arena.  Her
brothers were crowded around something on the ground a short distance away, but
she couldn’t make out what it was, the twins’ blonde heads were bent close
together, shielding it from her view.  Cain was knelt close by, leaning over
a tall figure laid out on the ground with two horrific gaping wounds in his
chest.  Her gaze travelled up to the waxen face where two brown eyes
stared unseeingly up at the blue sky.  


‘No!  Oh,
please no!’  Mistral crawled over on hands and knees, reaching out with
trembling hands for his still face.  ‘Saul.’











The Fallen





Saul’s eyes
suddenly rolled.  He gasped for breath, bubbles of blood breaking from his
open mouth.


‘Saul! 
Saul!  Look at me!  I’m here, see me … I’m here … look at me!’ 
Mistral wiped the blood from his lips with a shaking hand.


‘Mistral?’ 



‘I’m
here.’  Mistral’s voice cracked.  ‘Hold on Saul, just hold on. 
Cain’s here too, we’re going to fix you up.  You’ll be fine –’


She glanced
quickly at Cain working silently beside her.  His hands glistened with
blood, the thick gauze he was holding over the wounds in Saul’s chest were
sodden.  She swallowed hard.  Cain met her frightened stare and shook
his head imperceptibly.


‘Mistral –’


‘I’m still
here Saul.  I haven’t left … I’m here.  It’s all going to be fine –’


‘Terrible
liar.’  Saul laughed and coughed.  More bubbles of blood broke on his
lips.


Mistral gazed
into his eyes and began to cry.


‘Don’t,’ he
whispered faintly.  ‘I want to remember you … angry … the Mistral I love
–’


‘Don’t die
Saul!  Oh, please don’t die!  You can’t die yet!  I wanted to
see you happy!’


‘I have
been.’  Saul raised a finger and slowly stroked it down her cheek then his
hand fell lifelessly to the ground.  


‘No!’
 Mistral sobbed but only glazed eyes stared back.  Saul was
gone.  


‘Come away.’


Mistral felt
hands pulling her upright, dragging her away.  Blinded by tears she was
aware of nothing until she felt warm arms taking hold of her then she gave way
to the grief that tore at her, wrenching the breath from her lungs in
uncontrollable sobs. 


Voices spoke
around her.  She felt herself being lifted and carried but she closed her
eyes and buried her head against Fabian’s chest and let her tears fall. 
She refused to hear anything but the beat of his heart and the rise and fall of
every breath, the sound of life.  His voice echoed softly through his
chest but she heard only the sound, not the words they made.  Nothing made
sense anymore.  


‘Cain. 
Do you have any valerian?’


‘Yes.’


‘I think it
would be best.’


Silence, the
clinking sounds of glass bottles then a voice calling her name registered
distantly somewhere in Mistral’s numbed mind. 


‘Mistral? 
Look at me.  I want you to drink this.  It will help.  I will be
here.  I won’t leave you.’


Mistral stared
dully into Fabian’s deep gaze and nodded.  She obediently drank the cup of
liquid he pressed to her lips then let her head sink back onto his chest; her
mind blank, her body limp.  A heart was beating.  She listened numbly
to the sound while the drug pulled her down into oblivion.


‘Is she
under?’  Phantasm asked quietly.


Fabian glanced
down at Mistral curled in his arms, ‘Yes.’


‘Good. 
We need to tend to Saul.  I think it’s best she doesn’t see.’


‘What of
Columbine?’


‘In the
Arena.  She will burn later.’


‘No.  No
warrior’s death for her.’  Fabian looked at Phantasm, his black stare
cold.  ‘Leave her body for carrion.’


Phantasm
nodded expressionlessly and walked over to stand with his brother and Grendel,
waiting  in respectful silence for Saul to join them for the last
time.  Cain emerged from the tent, buttoning up a clean shirt.  He
took his place beside Grendel, watching Xerxes and Brutus walking slowly
towards them carrying Saul’s body between them.  


‘Ah, brother.’
 Cain gazed sadly down at Saul’s still face.  ‘I will see you again
soon.’


‘Let it not be
too soon brother.’  Xerxes murmured.  


Brutus moved
amongst them, passing out cups of strong liquor.  They stood together and
raised their cups, toasting their fallen brother.


‘Cain? 
Would you do the honours?’  Xerxes asked.  


Cain nodded
and looked down at Saul, a hundred memories running through his mind. 
What words could sum up a friendship?  There were none he could think of
but he owed it to his brother to say something.  He suddenly smiled at a
memory from his childhood.


‘My mother
always used to say that life runs faster than time.  I think I know what
she meant now.’  Cain drained his cup, the liquor burning him like
grief.  ‘I bid you farewell brother, but not goodbye.’  


‘Farewell
–’  


The soft echo
ran around the group.  A life passed was honoured.   


Mistral awoke
to blackness and the feel of Fabian’s arms around her.  She lay still,
warm and safe, clinging to the heavy veil of drugged sleep until it slowly gave
way to a sharp pain, tugging at the edges of her consciousness, commanding her
not to ignore it. 


Opening her
eyes, she looked up at Fabian.  He was staring out across the campsite at
something she couldn’t see.  Mistral turned her head and followed his gaze
to see a pillar of smoke rising up into the night sky.  She felt her
throat constrict.  Saul’s funeral pyre was burning.


‘Why, Fabian?’
she whispered hoarsely.  ‘Why did he do it?  It should be me
burning.  Not him.’


Fabian snapped
his black gaze down to meet her tear-filled eyes, ‘Do you really expect me to
agree with you?’


Mistral gave a
sob and shook her head.


‘He was Ri,
Mistral.’  Fabian continued in a softer voice.  ‘A brother gave his
life for another.  It is a part of the life.  Do not taint the memory
of your brother with guilt.  He chose freely.’


‘I was so
cruel Fabian!  He told me that he loved me and I – I was cruel to him –’


‘No,
Mistral.  If you have given him false hope then you would have been
cruel.’


She gazed at
him silently, finding the strength and solace she needed in the sincerity of
his gaze.  


‘I love you
Fabian.  There’s only ever you for me.’


‘And I am
eternally grateful to Saul for giving you back to me.’


Confusion
flickered in Mistral’s face, ‘But I never left you –‘ 


‘Ah, but you
would have.  If Saul had not taken Columbine’s swords, then you would have
left me forever.’


Mistral’s eyes
slid out of focus, staring unseeingly into her memory, ‘Columbine –’ 


‘A headless
corpse left to rot on the open grassland.’


A hiss escaped
Mistral’s lips.  Her eyes snapped back to meet his, ‘Dead?  By who’s
hand?’


‘It would be
hard to say.  However, Phantasm can claim the honour of beheading.’


Mistral nodded
slowly and looked back over at the column of smoke rising up into the black
sky.  


‘We should go
now Mistral.’  Fabian rose quietly to his feet and reached out a hand to
help her up.  


She gazed up
at him, her eyes suddenly troubled, ‘Will they blame me?’  


Fabian shook
his head slowly, his calm black gaze never leaving hers, ‘No Mistral. 
Anyone of them would have done the same; and you for them.’


She drew in a
deep breath and let him pull her upright and into his arms, allowing herself one
last moment of weakness before she had to face her brothers, those alive, and
those dead. 


The avenue was
empty, the tents dark.  Firelight flickered in the distance, growing
nearer with every step they took.  The sound of the feast reached their
ears, making Mistral grip Fabian’s hand harder, glad of the extra reassurance
provided by Prospero pressed against her leg.  Torches mounted on wooden
stakes cast pools of orange light over the Arena but Mistral’s eyes were
instantly drawn to the pyre burning at the centre.  Her feet stalled,
leaving her staring at the blazing tribute, her eyes stinging from the intense
heat. 


‘Brothers ,
sisters.  We gather at the end of another festival to celebrate the lives
of the fallen and honour their brave passing –’


Mistral
blinked as Bryden Wolfsnare’s deep voice resonated across the Arena and she
realised that Saul’s body was not the only one burning. 


‘How many?’
she asked in a choked whisper.


‘Ten fell this
time.’  Phantasm’s cool voice murmured in her ear.  She turned to
meet his green gaze.  ‘At some festivals it is more, and some less.’


Mistral’s face
clouded, ‘Brother, I –’


Phantasm
silenced her with a hard look, ‘Master your gift Mistral.  Do not let
Saul’s sacrifice be in vain.’


‘I swear it!’ 


Phantasm
regarded her for a moment longer then nodded, ‘Then tonight we honour the
fallen and tomorrow we leave, and your work begins.’


‘No more
trouble.  No more stupid behaviour.’  Mistral vowed in a hissed
whisper.  ‘I will focus on nothing but mastering Sight.’


‘And I promise
that you will not be alone.  We will be there for you Mistral.’  


Phantasm was
gone, his voice a murmured memory in her ear.  She watched him moving
gracefully through the crowd to join his brother, their blonde hair gleaming in
the golden firelight.  


Mistral turned
to Fabian, her face blazing with an intensity to rival the pyre, ‘I need you
now Fabian.  You cannot leave me again!  Swear to me, here and now,
that you will not leave me until I master the Sight!’


Fabian gazed
back, his eyes an oasis of dark when all around was heat, ‘I will never leave
you again Mistral.  I swear it on my life –’


Mistral
flinched, ‘No!  Not that!  I would rather you left me than that!’


‘Then what
would you have me swear on Mistral?  Only you mean anything to me and I will
never take you in vain.’


‘Swear on the
pyre.  On Saul.  My brother.’


His eyes
glowed, dark coals of fire, ‘For you I will swear it, no other.  But I
swear on life Mistral, not death.  For the life we will have, that is the
promise I make.’  


‘Arcanes! 
We join together at the end of another festival to celebrate!’


Bryden’s voice
rang out over the Arena once more, commanding the feasting tables to attention.


‘As ever, the
final did not disappoint, although the gorgon was defeated before the event
began, I think the replacement provided an equal challenge!’


Bryden paused
and smiled benevolently at the resulting burst of laughter.  Mistral
stared in disbelief at the chieftain.  Was he amused by what had
happened?


Fabian
tightened his grip on her hand, drawing her eyes to meet his, ‘It is the way
Mistral, do not be offended.  Saul was not the only one to die.’


‘But he didn’t
die trying to win this damned festival!  He died saving me!’


‘All the more
reason to honour his passing in the way he would have wanted.  He was
Arcane too.’


Arcane. 
Saul was so much more than that.  He was Ri, he was her brother and he was
dead.  Mistral doubted a few drinks shared with some drunken elves could
do justice to the many things her brother had been.  


‘I ask you all
to join me now in our Ceremonial Feast, for we have fallen heroes to drink to
and a new champion to crown!’  


Bryden
finished his speech to resounding cheers.  The crowd began to move away from
the funeral pyre towards the long row of tables, signalling the start of the
feast. 


Mistral stared
at Fabian, her eyes wide, ‘I can’t do this!  I – I can’t sit and eat and
drink while Saul lies there burning!’


Fabian gazed
steadily at her, ‘You must honour the fallen Mistral.’


She held
Fabian’s calming gaze for a long moment then closed her eyes.  Drawing in
a deep breath and exhaling slowly she opened them again.  She owed Saul so
much more, but this would be a start.  


Mistral
allowed herself to be led to a table, sitting down without noticing who she was
near and staring numbly at the goblet of wine that appeared in front of
her.  A voice spoke on her right and she realised Samson was next to
her.  A small wave of relief washed over her.  She was grateful not
be near her brothers.  To see the blame in their eyes would be more than
she could take.  She drank little and ate nothing, only dimly aware of the
raised voices, laughter and ... there, like another voice in the background ...
the constant crackle of the funeral pyre.  Occasionally one of the Arcanes
would stand up and deliver an impassioned speech to much cheering and raising
of goblets.  Mistral didn’t even try to listen.  She focussed purely
on the sound of Fabian’s voice talking quietly with Samson, letting its velvet
tones sooth her raw mind and fill her with peace.


Another voice
spoke to Fabian.  It was familiar, but not one of her brothers. 
Mistral turned to see the owner and found herself staring blankly at the regal
features of Imperato.  Fabian nodded in response to Imperato’s question
and looked at Mistral.  She blinked and gazed back, unsure of what was
expected of her.


Imperato
looked at her, pity and understanding shone briefly in his eyes before he
repeated the request he had made to Fabian.


‘Will you
consent to healing one of my tribe?’  


Mistral was
instantly taken aback, ‘Me?  But, I’m not good enough!  Cain is
though!’  she looked around quickly, trying to spot her brother amongst
the shadowed faces along the table.


‘Mistral.’
 Fabian’s soft voice made her stop searching and return her gaze to
his.  ‘Imperato has asked for you, not Cain.’


‘But my kit’s
back at the tent –’


‘Use mine.’
 Samson slid a roll of canvas towards her.  ‘Haven’t had much call
for it this time.’  he added in a disappointed sounding voice.


‘Oh, thanks.’
 Mistral took the roll then hesitated and looked at Fabian.  ‘You’re
coming with me aren’t you?’  


‘Of course,
however I think it would be best if Prospero kept Samson company for the time
being.  He may not understand that the centaur’s pain is not anger at
you.’  


Fabian took
her by the hand, following Imperato away from the heat and noise of the
feast.  The centaur moved quickly and Mistral found herself having to jog
to keep up with Fabian’s long strides, hurrying past silent rows of empty tents
towards the centaur camp.  Imperato did not speak until they reached the
large circle of tents, then he paused and turned to face her.


‘Dravite was
severely wounded in the final.  Our most experienced healers are our
partners, who are not with us.  Only your skill will save his life now.’


Mistral
instantly felt a stab of panic.  She had never treated a full-blooded
Arcane before, never mind a creature as complex as a centaur.


‘I – I will do
my best,’ she stammered, meeting Imperato’s deep look with as much confidence
as she could muster.  


‘That is all
we expect of you, Seer.’


Imperato
stepped aside to reveal Dravite lying motionless on the ground, his iron grey
flanks stained black with dried blood from a deep wound on his side. 
Mistral slowly stepped forwards, her eyes travelling over Dravite’s body … or
bodies … 


She began to
think methodically while she knelt to examine him.  She would treat his
upper body as though it were one of her brothers and his lower body as she
would one of the Ri herd.  She glanced at his face, he was deeply
unconscious, for which she was grateful.  At least he would be unable to
react if she hurt him.  


Mistral began
her examination.  His torso was that of a strong young man and was relatively
unscathed.  There were one two knife wounds that would require cleaning
and stitching, but nothing life threatening.  The main injury, as far as
she could tell in the dim moonlight, was the long jagged wound in his
flank.  The bleeding has stopped, but as Mistral peered more closely at
the torn skin she could see fragments of whatever weapon had caused the damage
still left inside.


‘Could I have
some more light please?’ she called briskly, already unrolling Samson’s kit to
look for gauze and ointment to clean the wounds.


Soft noises
followed her request then two centaurs appeared beside her, holding blazing
torches aloft to cast more light over Dravite’s still form.


‘Fabian?’ 


He moved
wordlessly to her side.  


‘Could you
lift Dravite for me please?  His upper body I mean.  I need to make
sure there are no more wounds.’


Fabian
complied silently and efficiently to each quietly spoken request.  She
examined his body, cleaning and stitching each wound, treating the larger one
on his flank last.  Mistral probed carefully around the rough edges of the
wound, pulling out several long splinters of wood.  It was a mess, and
deep.  She was surprised he had survived.  


‘How did he
get these in his wound?’  she held one of the splinters up to the torchlight
for Imperato to see.  


‘The giant Ri
warrior armed with a sarisas.’


Mistral
quickly looked down and began to thread a needle to stitch the wound. 
Imperato was describing Grendel.


‘You do not
need to feel responsible for your brother, Seer.  This is The Festival of
the Arcane.  It is a tournament.  They were competing, not
fighting.  It was not personal.’


Mistral nodded
mutely, keeping her attention fixed on the needle held tightly in her
fingers.  She couldn’t see much difference between competing at the
festival and fighting.  And as for personal, well, all the injuries she’d
sustained over the course of the tournament felt pretty personal to her.


Mistral worked
in silence, only speaking when she had need of Fabian’s assistance.  Aware
of the watchful gaze of the two centaurs holding torches over her, she took
particular care to ensure the stitches were neat and even.  When the last
stitch was sewn she rocked back onto her heels and examined her work,
concluding her assessment with a satisfied nod. 


‘He needs
water and something for the shock.  Honey if you have it, but not
mead.  The alcohol will dehydrate him.  I can leave you with a poppy
compound to help with the pain and any fever, but try not to overuse it. 
Travel home lightly and make sure your healers check his wound thoroughly over
the next few days for any sign of infection.’  


Imperato
accepted the bottle of medication she offered and remained close by, swishing
his tail gently while she rolled up Samson’s medical kit.  When she stood
up, ready to leave, he finally spoke.  


‘Walk with me
Seer.  Your Mage will wait until we return.’


Mistral
immediately glanced at Fabian, seeking reassurance.  What she saw in his
dark gaze gave her the strength to fall in step beside Imperato.  They
walked slowly away from the campsite and out into the empty avenue of
tents.  Mistral glanced at the centaur chieftain beside her, studying his
profile.  Even when silent he emanated a sense of something ancient and
powerful that left Mistral in awe.  


‘Thank you for
your work tonight.  I am grateful.’


Mistral cast
around for a suitable response to his gratitude.  To say “it was nothing”
implied that treating Dravite had been unimportant, and she was sure that would
offend the proud creature beside her.   


‘I hope he
recovers,’ she finally offered.


‘As do I,
Seer.’  Imperato suddenly halted and turned to face her, his timeless gaze
holding hers with mesmerising power.  ‘I know you lost a brother
tonight.  I can see the pain in your eyes.  But why do I also see guilt?’ 



Mistral drew
in a sharp breath.  


Saul.  


Focussing her
mind on treating Dravite had offered a brief respite, but now the sleeping pain
of losing Saul suddenly awoke and ripped at her with sharp claws.


‘I – he …
Saul.’  Mistral paused to force down the lump that constricted her throat
when she said his name.  ‘He died in my place.’


Imperato
continued to survey her with his disconcertingly piercing gaze, ‘To die for
another is the way of the Ri.  Why do you feel guilt?’


‘He … he loved
me,’ she whispered and felt fresh tears sting her eyes.  ‘And I couldn’t,
didn’t … not the way he wanted –’ 


‘Of course you
could not return his love.  You are Bonded to the Mage.  It would be
impossible.’  Imperato said simply.  ‘But answer me this Seer; if you
had loved him back, do you think he would be alive now?’


Mistral
frowned.  If she had loved Saul the way she loved Fabian, would he still
have stepped in to take the fatal blows that were intended for her?  Of
course he would.  Just as Fabian had taken the arrow for her at Holdridge
and would have done the same tonight had he been allowed into the Arena. 
With a spasm of self-loathing she realised she was grateful for Fabian not to
have been the one killed.


‘There is no
ill in being thankful for the continued lives of the ones we love.’ 
Imperato said quietly.  ‘And the same gratitude must be extended to the
brother who gave his own life for yours to continue.  Do not waste his
sacrifice.’


Mistral
nodded, thinking of Phantasm’s words and her vow to master her gift.  A
silence fell between them and Imperato turned his face up to the stars. 
Mistral copied him, staring unseeingly at the bright pinpricks of light in the
sky that held no meaning for her, thinking instead of Saul, and Phantasm’s
words and of Fabian, always of Fabian. 


‘Imperato?’ 
she asked hesitantly.  


‘Yes
Seer?’  


‘Please, would
you continue to help me to master my gift?  When I return to the Valley, I
mean.’


Imperato
slowly turned his gaze to meet hers, his eyes distant as the stars reflected in
their black depths, ‘I will offer you what guidance I can Seer.  But only
you can master your gift.’ he replied solemnly.  ‘You must not fear the
light, only the shadows that it throws.’


Mistral nodded
uncertainly, not sure of what he meant.  Imperato lifted his gaze back up
to the stars once again and a long silence fell.  Realising that their
talk had finished, Mistral turned to leave.


‘Seer?’


Mistral paused
and turned towards the centaur again. 


‘Your fallen
brother, he was of yarthkin descent?’


‘Yes.’


Imperato
regarded her with his enigmatic gaze for a moment before sighing and nodding,
‘Then it was in his blood.’


Mistral waited
for him to explain, or at least finish his sentence but he simply turned to
look at the sky again.


Mistral
hurried back to Fabian.  He took her hand silently and did not question
her on what she and Imperato had discussed, for which she was grateful. 
She had no doubt her reddened eyes told the story clearly enough.  They
returned to the Arena without speaking but Fabian’s presence by her side
offered more comfort than any words ever could.  


The funeral
pyre had burned low in the time they had been gone.  Deep shadows veiled
the Arena, casting the tables and their occupants into darkness.  The mood
was high but volatile, fuelled by too much wine and three days of
bloodshed.  Mistral watched two rival tribes start to fight while the
remaining few goblins shouted encouragement.  The good natured banter
displayed at the start of the festival was rapidly descending into drunken
violence.


‘Mage De
Winter, Mistral.’


Phantasm
appeared, looking pale and drawn in the coppery glow of the funeral pyre. 


‘We are ready
to leave when you are.’


Fabian nodded
and turned to speak a few words to Samson before rising to his feet and stepping
away from the table.  Keeping hold of his hand tightly, Mistral quickly
stood up and followed him.


Phantasm
walked quietly up on her other side, ‘I’ve packed your saddlebag for you.’


She gave a
jerky nod in response, suddenly wondering whether Saul’s bag had gone onto his
pyre with him. 


‘Oh, and
congratulations.’  Phantasm added flatly.


Mistral looked
at him warily, was he about to make some barbed comment about her being
responsible for Saul’s death?


‘You won the
festival.’  


Mistral stared
at him, stunned into speechlessness. 


‘I’ve packed
your winnings with the rest of your belongings.’  


Phantasm
walked away before she could tell him to unpack them and throw them on Saul’s
pyre. 


‘I think
Bryden was a bit offended that you weren’t there to collect them in person, but
Grendel was happy to do the honours.’  Phantom murmured in her ear,
gliding up silently beside her.  ‘Mind you, his acceptance speech left a
little to be desired.  It’s amazing how much meaning he can put into a
grunt.’


His soft
chuckle of laughter drifted back as he moved off to catch his brother up. 
Mistral was left staring after them, feeling utterly confused.  


‘I won? 
But … how?’  she asked Fabian in a bewildered whisper.   


‘You were
first to touch the rope that released the gorgon.  Since the gorgon was
already dead, that makes you the winner.’


‘So I won by
default?’ 


Fabian turned
to her, his black eyes glowing with anger, ‘No Mistral.  You won because
you fought with skill and courage!  Not only did you slay your sphinx but
you also faced and defeated the manticore which had actually been released for
Bellona, but as you correctly predicted, it was irresistibly drawn to your
scent.’


Suddenly
Mistral’s head felt too heavy to be held up by her neck.  She let it drop,
keeping her face hidden.  She was horrified to find out that she had won;
certain that everyone would now think Saul had been her second not Grendel’s,
and had given his life for something so completely meaningless as winning the
festival. 


‘Fabian ... I never
meant … I didn’t want … to win!’


‘I know.’
 Fabian said softly.  ‘So do your brothers Mistral, and anyone else’s
thoughts on the matter are of no consequence.’


She nodded
silently and held his hand more tightly, keeping her head bowed while she tried
to make sense of her turbulent thoughts.  Her feet moved of their own
accord while she replayed the last few hours in her mind, looking for answers,
or at least striving to reconcile herself to what had happened.  


Fabian had
already answered her first question.  The manticore had attacked her
instead of Bellona, drawn by the scent of her fresh blood.  Cain had
confirmed that the twins were responsible for Ares’ sudden inexplicable urge to
pick a fight with Bellona just as the amazon was about to strangle her. 
The mystery of the lifeless gorgon was solved too.  It had already been
slain by Columbine.  


Columbine.


Mistral was
suddenly overawed by the sheer strength of hatred driving Columbine, enough to
face a vicious gorgon within the confines of its cage then conceal herself
beneath its corpse.  She would have known from listening to gossip around
the campfires that Mistral had won the first event and secured a place in the
final.  All she had to do was kill the gorgon and wait.  Mistral knew
for certain that Columbine would have attacked whoever had reached the gorgon
first, not caring who or how many she killed, just so long as one of them was
Mistral.  A shiver ran down Mistral’s spine.  More than Saul could
have burned tonight because of Columbine’s twisted obsession, but she was dead
now, a headless corpse that could never harm again.  Leaving thoughts of
Columbine, Mistral turned her mind back further, to the beginning of the event,
recalling something that had puzzled her. 


‘Fabian? 
What were you talking to Imperato about at the start of the final?’  


Fabian turned
to her, frowning as though the answer were obvious, ‘You had a premonition of
death Mistral.  I had to be certain that it wasn’t your own so I spoke
with Imperato.  He would have seen it in the stars if your destiny had
altered.’ 


Mistral was
too tired to roll her eyes or even sigh and simply asked, ‘Has it?’ 


‘It has
not.’  Fabian confirmed shortly.


She nodded
wearily, still the Seer that couldn’t See.  


The horses
were collected from the enclosure and saddled in silence.  Riding single
file they departed The Festival of the Arcane, leaving behind all that had
happened there, both good and bad.  The burned body of their brother
remained; his ashes dust to be blown on the morning breeze.  


No-one spoke
while they rode across the mist-shrouded grasslands, pale shadows in the
ghostly predawn light.  Cain stayed a short distance behind, leading
Saul’s horse alongside his own, the pitiful sight of the riderless animal a
constant reminder of their missing brother. 


Xerxes took
the lead for the journey back, setting a steady pace that lasted all day and
long into the night, halting only to rest the horses for a few hours at
midnight.  There was little or no conversation and although they all rolled
themselves up in their cloaks as if to sleep, Mistral was sure it was more to
avoid talking than to actually rest. 


Fabian didn’t
even bother with the pretence.  He sat with his sword resting lightly on
his bent knees, looking out over the moonlit grasslands.  Mistral sat with
him, staring pensively up at the stars, those distant insignificant pinpricks
of light.  Was her destiny really written there, shaping a life for her
heedless of whether she wanted it or not?    


During the
long ride back Mistral detached herself from the others, suffering a persistent
need for solitude that she knew wouldn’t be assuaged until the moment she rode
for home with Fabian.  She sustained herself throughout the journey with
thoughts of them being together at their house, sitting beside him on the
balcony, hearing his velvet voice speaking so softly to her and easing the pain
in her heart, making her whole again. 


By the evening
of their second day of travelling they had reached the meadows on the outskirts
of the Valley.  Xerxes signalled them into a canter, keen to reach the
Valley before the light failed.  Mistral held Cirrus back, watching them
ride ahead.  The moment had finally come.  It was time for her and
Fabian to leave.  Peace was a short ride away.  Fabian reined in
beside her and turned to speak to her.  His lips parted but the words he
spoke were drowned out by an angry voice. 


‘Where do you
think you are going?’


Phantasm had
pulled his horse around and was riding back towards her.


‘Home.’ 


‘Oh no you are
not Mistral.  You are not running away from this!’ 


Mistral met
his cold look and felt the inexplicable urge to cry, ‘I can’t ride into the
Valley tonight!  I can’t face it!’ 


‘You can and
you will.’


‘Please, just
let me have one night.’  Mistral pleaded quietly.  ‘I’ll come back
tomorrow morning.  I promise –’ 


Phantasm cut
her off with an angry sound, ‘No Mistral!  Just how selfish are you? 
Saul gave his life so that you could live and fulfil your destiny!  And
you honour his sacrifice by sneaking off at the first opportunity?  Just
when are you going to face up to your responsibilities?’


‘I didn’t want
Saul to die!’


‘You don’t
know what you want Mistral!’


‘I – I –’
Mistral’s tears began to fall in earnest.


‘Tread lightly
Phantasm.’  Fabian growled softly.


‘This needs to
be said Mage De Winter!’  Phantasm leaned out of his saddle towards
Mistral, his angry face just inches from hers.  ‘Just how much love would
it take to make you whole Mistral?  You have a husband that would lay down
his life for you without hesitation, a brother that already has and a further
six who have proven their unquestionable loyalty to you time and time
again!  Yet you take it all for granted and continue to run from your
destiny –’


‘Enough!’


Fabian’s voice
was ice, his eyes a world beyond cold.  Silenced but not cowed, Phantasm
threw Mistral a disgusted look and kicked his horse on sharply.  Mistral
watched him ride away to join the waiting group, his harsh words ringing in her
ears, and worse, in her heart. 


‘Mistral?’ 
Fabian’s voice dragged Mistral’s anguished gaze round to meet his.  ‘You
must return to the Valley tonight.  It would be disrespectful to the
memory of your fallen brother not to.’


Mistral nodded
stiffly.  She sat unmoving in the saddle while Fabian reached out and took
hold of Cirrus’ bridle, leading him beside Spirit back to the Valley, back to
everything Mistral wanted to run from.


They rode
together in heavy silence until the huge North Gate loomed out of the growing
darkness, ominous and black.  Mistral felt a shiver of dread run down her
spine when they passed beneath the watchful gaze of the guard and the warning
bell began to toll. 


‘If you have
no objections, I am prepared to speak for us all tonight.’  Phantasm said
quietly when they reached the village square.   


‘Make it good
brother.’  Xerxes muttered, his eyes on the scene before them.  


Drawn by the
warning bell, a crowd had gathered, carrying torches that flooded the
square.  A figure strode across the cobbles, lit by the orange glow of
torchlight.  


‘Warriors. 
Dismount!’


Leo’s cold
voice rang across the silent square.  He halted in front of them, his icy
gaze raking the line, finally coming to rest upon Saul’s horse.


‘Saul has
fallen.’


It was a
statement not a question, and no-one responded.


‘I will see you
all in The Cloak and Dagger shortly, but now I wish to speak with Fabian and –’
his questing gaze swept across the line of warriors again. 


‘Phantasm will
join us.’  Fabian said quietly. 


Leo nodded
curtly and turned on his heel, striding away along the path towards the Main
Building.


Fabian passed
his reins to Mistral, his eyes holding hers.  He touched a hand to her
cheek in the briefest of gestures.  Then he was gone.  


Mistral
watched her Mage walk away from her.  The only thing anchoring her to sanity
was gone.  Panic swept through her, wild and uncontrollable.  She
would have screamed, but she had no breath.  She should have run after
him, but her legs were wooden.  She stood, immobile.  Frozen.


‘Come with me
Mistral.  It’ll be alright.’


Phantom was
beside her, his presence calming her just enough to breathe again.  


‘Let Clovis
tend the horses.  We need to pay our respects.’


Mistral
continued to stare at the empty path where Fabian had been only moments before,
‘I – I can’t!’ 


‘You
can.  He will be back soon.’ 


She felt
Phantom take her hand, gently pulling her towards The Cloak and Dagger.
 With one last desperate glance at the path Mistral let herself be led
away.  She stumbled along by Phantom’s side, holding his hand
tightly.  Voices spoke around her, muted and distant.  She felt numb,
removed from the sudden noise and light of the busy tavern while Phantom led
her to a table and pushed her onto a chair. 


A goblet of
spiced wine appeared before her and she took it gratefully, gulping down the
warm liquid, sighing with relief when the heat of alcohol flooded through
her.  Placing her goblet down, she looked up to see that her brothers were
also seated at the table.  They were quiet, their faces uniformly blank,
but Cain’s was desolate.  His aura sprang into Mistral’s view and her
hands tightened on her empty goblet, his grief tearing at her like a
knife.  Tears filled her eyes but she bit down hard on her lip, refusing
to let them fall.  


‘Tell me a
story Cain.’  Mistral lifted her chin, her expression defiant while her
eyes shone with unshed tears.  ‘Tell one about our brother, something to
make us remember him with a smile.’


Cain turned
his goblet slowly, his familiar crooked smile sad, ‘Ah, but he wanted to be
remembered with respect.’


‘He is brother.’
 Brutus refilled everyone’s goblets.  ‘Tell a tale.’


‘Well, there
was this one time that springs to mind.’  Cain paused and took a long
drink from his goblet.  ‘We were working in the north, a Council
Contract.  Damn was it cold!  It was late January and some idiot
farmer with less brains than a pea had dug up a hibernating nest of twin-headed
vipers.  You can imagine just how pleased they were to be woken up in
winter!  Anyway, the farmer obviously never made it home that night and what
with it being Council-owned land, they had to be seen to act, so they called in
the cavalry –’


‘Namely your
good self and the boy Saul?’  Xerxes interjected with a grin.


‘The very
same.’  Cain nodded, smiling crookedly again.  ‘And there we are,
literally freezing our –’


‘Cain!’


‘Sorry
Mistral.  Anyway it was rather cold and there we were trying to find a bed
for the night in some godforsaken village full of inbred idiots that didn’t
even know when to leave a nest of hibernating vipers alone, when who should
show up but Cyrus and Barak –’


‘What? 
Those excuses for Training Lieutenants we had last year?’ 


‘Yes Mistral,
now please try not to interrupt!  Where was I?  Oh yes, there they
were, larger and uglier than life, grinning at us like we were brothers, not
the apprentices that got them chucked out of the Ri last year!  Anyway,
they invited us to join them for a card game in the tavern.  Turns out the
locals hold a tournament there every January, not a lot else to do you
see.  Well, suffice to say, the vipers never got found.  In fact, it
took us three days to sober up and Saul never did find his left boot –’


Xerxes wiped
an imaginary tear from his eye, ‘Ah, brother, you make me so proud.’ 


Mistral
laughed into her wine while her brothers roared and slapped Cain on the
back.  At once colourful stories were being bandied across the table,
half-forgotten mishaps during training, disastrous Contracts and tales of
drunken antics.


‘Good
memories.’  Xerxes shook his head with a grin.  ‘Hey Mistral! 
D’you remember you and Saul brawling with Barak in the Training Room?’  


‘Yes brother.’
 Mistral immediately hid her face in her goblet, choking down a huge
swallow of wine to hide a sob.  


‘Fill your
tankards and drink!  We do not mourn the passing of a warrior tonight but
honour his life.’


‘Oh no! 
I can’t listen to him do that speech again.’  Phantom groaned when Leo’s
voice sounded out across the noisy tavern.


‘It is
starting to wear a bit thin.’  Brutus agreed.


‘Or maybe
we’ve just heard his voice too much.’  Xerxes speculated.


They all
laughed and earned a glacial stare from Leo.


‘Stick it
Leo.’  Cain muttered into his goblet.  ‘Saul would rather we laughed
than listened to your pompous speech.’


‘To Saul.’
 Xerxes raised his drink.


‘Brother.’
they echoed and drained their goblets.


‘Another?’ 
Phantom enquired and reached for Mistral’s empty goblet.


‘Just have
Floris bring a damned cask over.’  Xerxes waved a hand in an expansive
gesture.  


‘Good
idea.’  Brutus leapt up.  ‘Come on brother.  Give me a hand –’


Mistral
watched the brothers force their way through the packed tavern then turned to
Phantom, her voice quiet, ‘Brother?’


‘Yes Mistral?’


She hesitated
and fiddled with her goblet, ‘About what Phantasm said to me in the meadows –’


Phantom cut
her off sharply, ‘Forget every damned word.  He was too harsh.’  


Mistral was
too taken aback to argue.  Phantom never contradicted his twin.


Phantom took a
drink from his goblet and lowered it with a sigh, ‘Look Mistral.  I can
see you’re struggling with guilt over Saul’s death, and I know you don’t want
to be a Seer, more than you understand actually.’  He paused and frowned,
turning the goblet thoughtfully.  ‘I was hard on you at the start of the
year, and I’m sorry for that.  I was frustrated that you just didn’t seem
to care about mastering Sight.  It was selfish of me, I know, but I was
impatient you see.  I wanted you to join us.’  he looked up suddenly,
his green eyes piercing.  ‘We could be so powerful together.’


‘I don’t want
power brother.’


‘No.’ Phantom
looked at his goblet again.  ‘I know.  Believe it or not, I was also
reluctant to accept the full responsibility of our gift too.’ 


His gaze
drifted across the bar, staring unseeingly into the past.  Mistral kept
quiet and watched him, waiting for him to continue.  


‘My brother
always saw more clearly than me what our gift meant.  He knew how much we
could achieve and precisely what we should do to get there, but I?  Well,
at first all I wanted to do was have fun, play tricks and cause trouble, the
kind of mindless stupidity that would make Xerxes seem mature!’  He shook
his head, embarrassed by the boy he had been.  ‘But all that changed when
we came to the Valley and met you.’


‘Me?’


Phantom gazed
at her, ‘Yes Mistral.  You.  You altered my perspective.’


She frowned,
bewildered, ‘But ... how?’


He sighed,
frustration and exasperation mingling on his beautiful face in a way that was
so typically Phantom she almost wanted to smile.  


‘Because
Mistral, you have the Sight.  Whether you like it or not.  Do you
have any idea of the potential we hold between us?  I’m not talking about
power now, I’m talking about gifts.  We’re gifted.  We can change
things, for the good.’


‘The
good?’  she echoed blankly.


‘Yes.’ 
Phantom nodded solemnly.  ‘There are no limits.’ 


Mistral gazed
at him wordlessly while he took a long drink of wine and slowly placed the
goblet back down.  


‘We both care
for you Mistral.’  


She blinked,
thrown by his sudden change of direction.  After everything that had
happened at the festival there was no way she could cope with an emotional
scene.


‘You are more
than a sister to us, but I think you know that.’  Phantom fixed her with
his mesmerising green gaze and smiled.  ‘Phantasm has this theory. 
He thinks it’s too much of a coincidence that we three are here at the same
time.  He believes it was meant to be.’


Mistral’s eyes
slid from his to stare down at her empty goblet.  Fabian had said much the
same to her before and she couldn’t deny that it did seem awfully like – 


‘Destiny.’ 


‘Talking of
which, yours has just walked through the door.’


Mistral’s eyes
flew up to meet Fabian’s across the busy tavern.  She immediately shoved
her chair back and pushed her way through the crowd to meet him, the warmth of
his embrace instantly easing the desperate ache within her.


She tried to
pull him towards the table but he resisted, his dark eyes veiled. 


‘I cannot
stay.’


She stared up
at him, abruptly bereft, ‘Why!’


‘Eximius is
here –’


‘Mage
Grapple’s in the Valley?’


Fabian nodded,
‘The Divinus has been channelling Etienne’s thoughts since he became head of
the Rochforte tribe.  Etienne has called a meeting tonight to discuss
their plans with regard to the Isle.  The Divinus will be relaying the
events to us as they happen and I need to be there Mistral, it is our future
they will be discussing.  You know how they covet your gift.’


Mistral closed
her eyes to hide her pain.  Her wretched gift was keeping them apart
again.  


‘Wait! 
I’ll come with you!’ 


‘No.  You
must rest Mistral.  I don’t think you have actually slept since we left
the festival.’


She felt her
heart turn to lead at the prospect of an endless, lonely night.


‘But, where
will you sleep?’ she whispered desperately. 


‘I should not
think I will.  Our meeting may well go on until dawn.’


‘Will … will I
see you in the morning?’ her voice was faint, barely audible above the noise in
the room.  She was almost ashamed of how much she needed him. 


‘I will be
here,’ he promised.  


She closed her
eyes and drew in a deep breath, ‘When does this meeting start?’


‘It already
has, I must go –’


His lips
touched hers for the briefest of moments and then he was gone, slipping quickly
through the crowded tavern, vanishing out of the door before she released the
breath frozen in her lungs.


‘Come and
drink with your brothers Mistral.’  Brutus pulled her roughly back towards
her seat.  ‘You can stand there looking all aloof and play the Lady De
Winter part all you like, but we all know you like to drink pints!’


He thrust a
tankard full of red wine at her and raised his own in a toast.  She forced
a smile and clashed her tankard into his in a wild toast, slopping red wine
across the table, causing Xerxes to shout and dive to protect his tatty pack of
cards from being soaked.  


‘Deal
brother!’  Brutus cried and tipped a bag of bronze coins out onto the
table. 


Mistral played
cards for a while but before long the combination of sleep deprivation and red
wine soon made it too hard for her to concentrate.  Giving up on the game,
she rested her head onto her folded arms and let the babble of conversations
flow over her, the pleasant sound drowning out the miserable thoughts in her
head until she felt sleep tugging at her consciousness.  Sighing with
relief at the promise of oblivion, she submitted willingly and was soon fast
asleep. 


‘Come on
sleeping beauty, we’ll take you back to your room.’


The sound of
Brutus and Xerxes laughing pierced her sleep fogged brain.  She stumbled
wearily to her feet and let them half-carry her to the dorms and her barren
room.  


Alone, Mistral
curled up on her bed with her arms buried in Prospero’s deep fur and tried to
sleep, but a voice was whispering in her ear, persistent and invasive,
preventing the peace she craved.


Giving up on
sleep, she rolled onto her back and stared up at the dark ceiling, watching the
shadows flicker in the candlelight.  Forcing herself to stay awake to
avoid the voice in her mind she began to think about the angry words Phantasm
had thrown at her in the meadows.  Just how much love would it make to make
her whole?  Fabian loved her unreservedly, but his love was only part of
her destiny.  It could not complete her.  Only Sight could, and that
final missing detail was hers alone to find.


Details.


She finally
realised why she hated details so much.  Details outlined
responsibilities, something she had been running from her whole life. 
Thoughts tumbled through her overwrought mind; the festival, the long ride back
in virtual silence, Phantasm’s face in the meadows, full of anger, Cain’s face
in The Cloak and Dagger, Saul’s face, white and bloodless.  Miserable with
guilt, Mistral finally succumbed to the tears that had threatened to fall all
evening.  Saul had died for nothing; she wasn’t capable of mastering her
gift.  It was a mistake, like the half-breed that she was, an abandoned
mistake – 


‘Mistral? 
Are you alright?’  


Phantasm’s
muffled called through the closed door.  Mistral didn’t reply and tried to
silence her sobs but only succeeded in making a choking sound.  The door
quickly opened and Phantasm’s pale face appeared in the gap.


‘Can I come
in?’


Her first
instinct was to refuse, tell him she was fine and order him to leave her alone
– then she met his green eyes and couldn’t lie.  She nodded wordlessly and
rubbed a sleeve across her eyes.


Phantasm stole
softly across the room and swept Prospero from the bed to sit down beside her.


‘Do you want
to talk?’ 


She shook her
head and then immediately nodded, staring down at Prospero now stretched out on
the floor at her feet.  He gazed back at her reproachfully.


‘What you said
to me today –’


Phantasm
frowned, ‘Is that why you’re crying?  Because I shouted at you?  Come
on Mistral!  You spent most of last year listening to the Training
Lieutenants shouting at you!’  


‘Yes, but none
of it was true,’ she muttered, picking miserably at her sleeve.  ‘What you
said is true.  I am selfish.’


Phantasm
sighed and rested his elbows on his knees.  Clasping his hands together he
turned to look at her with an enquiring expression.


‘So, what are
you going to do about it?’ 


She drew in a
deep breath, ‘I don’t know yet –’


‘Well let me
know when you do.’  Phantasm abruptly rose to his feet, ghosting silently
towards the door. 


‘Wait!’ 
Mistral cried out, suddenly terrified at being left alone again.  ‘Please
don’t go!  I – I don’t want to be alone!’


Phantasm
paused and turned to regard her with a cold expression on his face. 


‘What is it
Mistral?’ his voice was hard again.  ‘You spend half your life craving
solitude.  Why do you so need company right now?’   


‘I – I can
hear him … talking to me –’


‘Who?’ 
Phantasm frowned.


‘Saul.’


There was a
brief silence while Phantasm looked at her strangely, ‘What does he say?’


‘The same
thing … over and over again.’  Mistral muttered dully.  ‘Destiny.’


Phantasm walked
across the room and sat beside her again, ‘Do you ever recall him saying that
to you?’ he asked quickly.


Mistral’s brow
creased as she tried to remember ever having a conversation with Saul about
destiny but all she could ever recall was light-hearted banter, plans for
hunts, Contracts and arguments over preferred weapons and styles of sword
fighting.


‘No,’ she
finally whispered.


‘Then it’s not
a memory you’re hearing Mistral.  It’s Sight.’


‘Telling me
what?  To get on with my destiny?  Or that it was Saul’s destiny to
die for me?  Because that was a pretty poor one if you ask me!  Or
even worse that it was his destiny to love an ungrateful, selfish creature like
me!  He deserved so much more than that Phantasm!’


‘You loved him
Mistral, he was your brother.  He knew that.’


‘I – I don’t
know … maybe if I’d never met Fabian –’


‘You were
always going to meet Mage De Winter.’  Phantasm interrupted
impatiently.  ‘Even if you’d run away to live in The Desert Lands he would
have found you, one day.’


Mistral sighed,
‘Yes, I think he probably would have.’


Phantasm
smiled gently, the candlelight turning his flawless skin to marble and his eyes
to emeralds. 


‘You need to
sleep Mistral.  Move up, I’ll stay with you until you fall asleep.’


He swung his
legs onto the bed and lay on his back.  Mistral was too exhausted to argue
and curled against his side, not even minding when he rested an arm lightly
around her.  The scent was wrong, and the heart she could hear beating was
too fast to be Fabian’s, but she was grateful not to be alone with her dark
thoughts anymore and finally allowed herself to drift into sleep.


She awoke to
find the warm bulk of Prospero squashing her against the wall.  Phantasm
must have left after she had fallen into a deeper sleep.  She pushed at her
dog and he rolled onto his back, opening one eye to regard her balefully.


‘Oh come on
Prosp!’  Mistral muttered, finally managing to shove him off the
bed.  ‘Dogs are actually supposed to sleep on the floor you know!’


Released from
the weight of her dog, Mistral stood up and walked over to the window to gaze
meditatively at the breaking dawn.  A new day.  She stared at the
delicate pink sky, her thoughts turning inwards, forming the decision that had
been revolving in her mind all night.  


How long could
she keep hiding from what she had been born to do?  Probably forever, she
realised with a sigh.  Her capacity to hide from the truth and her cursed
destiny seemed to be endless.  It would be so easy to keep on living the
half-life that she had … in just another six months Fabian would have to hold
true to his promise and let her give up on attaining Sight, and then she would
have everything she ever wanted.  


And Saul would
have died for nothing.  


Mistral sighed
and rested her forehead against the glass.  She didn’t want the gift of
Sight, that was for sure.  The responsibility that came with it filled her
with a clawing panic and a desire to flee the Valley and all the unrealistic
expectations everyone seemed to hold for her.  It suddenly struck as
ironic that most warriors came to the Valley to find freedom whereas she had
found enslavement.  The thought of the shackles that Sight would place
upon her terrified her, plus she wasn’t really too keen on Seeing the contents
of peoples’ heads either.  With a bitter smile she remembered something
that Imperato had said to her. 


Do not fear
the light but the shadows that it throws … 


She hadn’t
really understood him at the time but now his words made sense.  She was
not afraid of the gift that lived within her.  It was a part of her and
she could no more fear it than she could her own heart, but she was afraid of
how everything would change when … if … she ever learned how to master
it.  


Ah, but there
was one thing that would change for the better.  Her life with
Fabian.     


Nodding once
to herself, Mistral had her answer; or two answers really.  Fabian … and
Saul.  


The miserable
hopelessness she had felt was instantly replaced by a strong sense of
determination.  There was no thrill, no feeling of challenge; just a cold
intent born of the knowledge that she must master Sight.  She could no
longer permit anything, or anyone, to distract her from that one single
purpose.


‘No more fun
Prospero,’ she said quietly to her dog and bent to grab some clean clothes. 
‘Just cold showers and lots of work from now on in.’


Prospero
yawned and padded obediently out the room after her towards the bathroom. 



The cold
needles of water struck her skin, driving away the last vestiges of sleep and
bringing into sharp focus the task ahead.  She drew in a shuddering breath
and turned her face up to meet the icy jet of water, letting it blast away the
hot tears that suddenly flowed.  The pain of Saul’s death, of knowing that
he had died for her, was nothing compared to the torment she was about to
willingly inflict upon herself.  


Mistral
stepped quietly out of the bathroom to see Fabian already waiting outside her
room.  Her heart gave a painful wrench and her feet stalled.  She
felt her resolve begin to crumble as she stared at the tall, lithe figure
leaning casually against the wall, smiling idly down at Prospero while he
rubbed the dog’s head.  Dust motes sparkled in the air, caught in the same
early morning sunlight that cast a halo around his dark hair and made his pale
skin glow.  Mistral swallowed convulsively, the words she had to speak
sticking in her throat.  Stumbling slightly, she forced her feet to move
towards him once more. 


‘Good
morning,’ he murmured, his velvet eyes meeting hers.  


‘Can we talk?’


‘Of course,’
he turned and pushed open the door to her room.


‘No,’ she
caught his hand and pulled him back.  ‘Not in there – here is fine.’


Frowning,
Fabian turned back to face her.  


‘I – I don’t
want you in my room anymore Fabian.’ 


He stared at
her, ‘You are banishing me from your room?’ 


She nodded
jerkily, willing herself to find the strength to continue, forcing out words
that cut deeper than any knife ever could.


‘And I want
you to ban me from our house.’ 


Fabian’s eyes
flickered, ‘I cannot.  It is, as you say, our house.’ 


‘I need you to
do this Fabian.’  Mistral whispered, her eyes begging him to
understand.  ‘Until I get the Sight you have to banish me, because I don’t
have the strength to stay away.’


‘Why would you
want to?’ he snapped. 


‘I have
to!  I’ve got to force myself to stay here, in the Valley, until I master
my gift.’ 


Fabian’s eyes
hardened, ‘Then get Leo to forbid you.  I cannot.’


‘If Leo
forbade me to do anything you know I’d want to do it even more!’ 


He stared at
her, his black gaze cold.  A long silence fell. 


‘Why you are
doing this?’  he finally hissed.


‘Because –’
Mistral cast around wildly for words to describe why she was doing something
that would hurt them both, ‘because ... my life, you, my brothers ... it’s all so
nearly complete that I could probably live like this for ever.  I’ll never
achieve Sight like this!  Don’t you see?  You all make it so easy for
me!  You all give and give and give, and I take, but I’ve earned none of
it.’


He stared at
her wordlessly; his eyes filled with such pain that Mistral felt her resolve
slipping again.  She drew in a deep breath and reached up to touch his
face, tracing the hard lines with her fingertips.  


‘I adore you
Fabian.  Endlessly.  I would do absolutely anything for you.’
 her gaze moved over his face wonderingly.  ‘And I have no idea how
I’m finding the strength to do this, but if I don’t I’ll never master my gift,
not while I keep bending the rules all the time.’


‘Are you
asking me to leave you?’  he asked abruptly.


‘No.’ Mistral
bit her lip, hard enough to taste blood.  ‘Oh, what I want is so much
worse than that!  I’m actually selfish enough to want you to stay here, in
the Valley, with me ... but not with me.  How can I even ask that of
you?’  she stared at him, distraught.  ‘But I don’t think I can do
this without you.  Please understand Fabian.  Please say you’ll stay
–’


‘I could never
leave you Mistral.  To remain in the place where you are is no hardship
for me.’  Fabian’s fingers grazed her cheek.  ‘But I fail to see how
placing yourself in purgatory will help you focus.’ 


Mistral caught
his hand and held it against her skin, her eyes closed to stop the tears from
falling, ‘How can I achieve Sight when I have everything I want already? 
I need to deny myself the things I love to give me the incentive to master my
gift and get them back.’  She opened her eyes again.  ‘And
more.  I want to give us the life we should be living Fabian.’  


Fabian
suddenly pulled her into his arms, holding her so tightly that she could feel
every ragged breath he drew, ‘However this ends Mistral, we will be
together.  Sight or no Sight.’


‘We have to be
Fabian, because that’s the only thing giving me enough courage to do
this.’  Mistral tilted her face up, her lips lingering against his before
she stepped out of his embrace.  She looked at him, her expression wary,
her posture tense.  Expectant of pain.  ‘I’m ready.’


His eyes met
hers, cold and distant as the stars, ‘Then, until you have the Sight, I banish
you from our house.’


She closed her
eyes as a single tear rolled down her face.  


‘And from my
room on the third floor.’  His voice was harsh, barely recognisable. 



She swallowed
and blinked back more tears, ‘And?’


A muscle
jumped in his jaw, ‘And I accept that I am forbidden from entering your dorm
room.’


Mistral’s head
jerked once in response.  It was done.  


‘And now, I
think you need to have breakfast.’  Fabian took her hand, drawing her to
his side to walk along the corridor.


 ‘Well I
never thought she’d do that!’  Phantom exclaimed softly, lifting his head
away from the door.


‘What?’ 
Phantasm enquired lazily from his bed.


‘Banish her
Mage from being alone with her till she gets Sight!’  


‘Really?’ 
Phantasm yawned.  ‘She won’t last.’


Phantom
pressed his ear to the door again, ‘I think she really means it this time
brother.  She’s even going to ask Master Sphinx to stop her Training
Contracts.’


‘Maybe Saul’s
sacrifice won’t be in vain after all.’  Phantasm closed his eyes and
rolled over.  











All Work and No Play





July passed in
a series of long, hot days, each unnoticed by Mistral.  Her new regime was
all she knew; rising at dawn to eat breakfast in the Refectory with Fabian
before heading straight down to the Training Arena for the morning
session.  Since Nereus was still claiming to be suffering from his
self-inflicted sword injury, most sessions were overseen by Leo, but some were
taken by Fabian who had reprised his role of stand-in Training Lieutenant
whilst staying in the Valley.  Mistral would train until midday, hardly
speaking and focussing purely on the drills set.  Her lunch was a hurried
meal, sometimes eaten with Fabian in The Cloak but more often than not
something he brought to her while they walked to her next destination.


Her afternoons
were divided between helping Serenity in the Infirmary and studying brewing
with Malachi in his book-lined tower room.  Every Wednesday she would spend
the afternoon sat on the cold floor of the Divinus’ barren tower room, reading
his aura and describing her findings to him.  At first Mistral dreaded her
sessions with the mysterious Divinus, but she soon came to enjoy his quiet and
unassuming company.  The hours she spent in the austere calm of his bare
room afforded her a welcome respite from her grinding routine.  He would
listen to her describe his aura, occasionally offering  insights on her
findings or talk about the Sight, allaying many of the unspoken fears she still
harboured about her gift.  


Once her day
had finished, she would saddle Cirrus and ride with Fabian through the meadows
before returning to spend the evening reading auras in The Cloak whilst they
ate.  Her newfound dedication had even led her to venture into the dusty
realms of the library, returning laden with arms full of any books that so much
as mentioned Sight.  The heavy books lay on her bedroom floor, her sole
companions through the long empty nights.


Every Saturday
afternoon she would ride out of the Valley accompanied by Fabian.  He
would stay with her until they reached the edge of The Velvet Forests where
Imperato, Dravite and Faras would be waiting quietly for her in the shade of
the heavy oak trees.  Once they had exchanged respectful greetings Fabian
would depart, leaving Mistral alone with the centaurs to continue her study of
the stars.  Fabian’s deliberate display of trust in leaving was not
something he was entirely comfortable with, but had agreed to at Mistral’s insistence. 
To suggest that she would not be safe with three centaurs was to risk causing
serious offense to the fiercely proud tribe. 


Mistral did
not visit the centaurs’ tribal home but travelled through the forests with
them, riding slowly and listening to Imperato describe the slow dance of the
planets and the effects their ancient movements had upon the Isle.  She
soon realised it was a subject so vast that a lifetime dedicated to its study
might result in some elementary understanding of the complicated theories
Imperato spoke of.  For the most part she simply enjoyed being with them,
listening to their wild, rough voices telling her stories of the Isle and the
history of their ancient race. 


Mistral saw
the twins little and her brothers even less.  The twins’ initial
excitement at Mage Grapple’s assurances of Council work quickly faded when he
repeatedly requested their presence.  They were often absent from the
Valley for weeks at a time, returning full of complaints about the long ride
and the even longer meetings.  Even the usually starched-polite Phantasm
had been heard to mutter dark comments about Mage Grapple trying to wear out
their gift before they could charge him for the pleasure.  


Xerxes,
Brutus, Cain and Grendel had embraced the concept of work and taken a variety
of Contracts that scattered them across the Isle.  Mistral couldn’t help
but suspect it was partly to avoid her.  She missed their company, but was
shamefully relieved to be spared suffering the guilt of their accusing
looks.  Saul’s death still haunted her like a vengeful spirit.  Her
days were so full she barely had time to think, but her nights were
endless.  Once Fabian walked her back and completed his respectful
goodnight from the doorway of her room, she was alone with only Prospero and
her thoughts for company.  Thoughts which inevitably returned to her
continued failure to master the gift Saul had died for.  And to
Fabian.  Always to Fabian. 


He was being
so patient; spending his days either in the Training Arena or in long
discussions with Leo and the Divinus about the Rochfortes’ plans.  He
spoke little about the meetings and when pressed became evasive, fuelling
Mistral’s guilty fears that he was growing bored and frustrated.  She was
frightened he would begin to resent her for making him stay when he so
obviously wanted to be gone, acting on whatever information he gleaned from the
Divinus’ readings.  Despite her fears, Mistral could not bring herself to
release him.  The time she spent with him was beyond precious to her. 
It was her reason for existing.  She treasured every stolen moment, the
seconds alone in the Refectory before the apprentices arrived, a rare walk
together, a touch, a look.  They barely kissed anymore.  She dare
not, afraid that her resolve would less weaken than simply dissolve if she
permitted herself that one, forbidden act of love. 


Study became
her sole source of distraction.  To her surprise, Malachi’s lessons
afforded her the chance to not only learn, but excel in the art of
brewing.  She became adept at identifying poisons and mixing up their
corresponding antidotes, even devising a few of her own that she looked forward
to sharing with Cain.  She spent many silent hours working in the subdued
atmosphere of Malachi’s tower room, but didn’t complain.  The work was
interesting, and she had an ulterior motive for spending so much time in
Malachi’s charmless presence.  His aura was still veiled to her by his
vampire blood and reading it had become something of a goal for Mistral. 
If she could force her mind to penetrate beyond the protection his blood
offered then she would know for certain that her hard work was at least
starting to pay off.  Each time he was occupied in a book or pacing
thoughtfully, Mistral would abruptly halt mid-task and focus on the air around
his dark, close-cropped hair, straining her mind to see more than just the
vague misty threads of aura that lingered around his head. 


August
arrived, parched and arid.  Mistral mastered the complicated and dangerous
art of brewing Theriac, learned how to pull teeth and could tell the seasons
from the movement of the stars.  She spent hours alone in the Main Hall
poring over dusty books detailing the lives of the Isle’s previous Seers, but
the turgid biographies offered little insight on how to actually develop the
gift.  


September came
and went and still Fabian remained in the Valley.  His brooding presence
was her guilty pleasure, like a beautiful wild bird, caged and kept solely for
her delight.  


October turned
the forests to russet and gold and brought Mistral the joy of seeing her
brothers all return.  A rare Friday evening of fun lay before her in the
form of an ale-fuelled game of cards in The Cloak and Dagger.  


‘Still no
Sight?’  Brutus eyed her suspiciously, his cards held close to his chest.


Mistral gave
him a cold look, ‘Just deal brother.’


‘Have you made
any progress yet?’  Cain swept up his cards and fanned them out, his
question casual but Mistral could sense the underlying meaning beneath his
words.  


So what
have you been doing since June then?  Tell me Saul didn’t die just for you
to swan around the Valley doing nothing.  As usual. 


Mistral
shrugged, ‘I can now read all of your auras at the same time and you wouldn’t
have a clue, oh, and I actually managed to get a look at Malachi’s aura today.’



‘You
did?’  Phantom leaned across the table, his green eyes glittering. 
‘And?’


‘Well, it
wasn’t completely clear.  I had to do it while he was climbing up a ladder
to retrieve a book, so he kept looking down –’


‘Yes, yes, I’m
sure it was a nail-biting event!’  Phantom cut in impatiently.  ‘But
what did you see?’


‘He’s planning
something alright.’  Mistral’s eyes slid out of focus, gazing blankly
across the room while she recalled the vision of Malachi’s aura. 
‘Unfortunately I can’t tell you what.’ she shrugged and picked up her tankard,
taking a long drink while Phantom continued to stare at her expectantly. 


‘That’s
it?’  Phantom looked disappointed.  ‘Just “he’s planning
something”?  No secret guilt or hidden love?’


Mistral gave
him an irritated look, ‘No brother.  Not even a hint of anything vaguely
salacious.  Just lashings of good old fashioned greed and a frightening
amount of purpose – although, strangely, there was no impatience or
frustration.’


‘So he’s
biding his time.’  Phantasm murmured then gave her a sharp look. 
‘Does Master Sphinx know that you’ve read him?’  


Mistral
glanced disinterestedly at her cards, ‘More than likely since I’ve told
Fabian.  They’re up in Leo’s room now, talking.  Again.’ 


The twins
shared a look at the note of bitterness in her voice.  


‘Ah yes, the
on-going drama of our scheming French brothers.’  Phantom abruptly tossed
a card onto the table, heralding the start of the game and diverting Mistral’s
attention away from her Mage.  ‘We’ve just spent a riveting fortnight
stuck at the Council listening to endless debates about their suspected plans.’


‘It was rather
dull.’  Phantasm agreed, dropping a card on top of his brother’s.  


‘Never thought
I’d hear you two say that about the Council!’  Xerxes remarked, smugly
flicking an ace onto Phantasm’s card. 


‘Always
straight in with the big card.  So predictable.’  Brutus sighed and
dropped another ace down.


Mistral
studied her cards for a moment then smiled and threw a pair of fives down,
‘Beat that Cain.’  


‘Damn
it!  How could you know that I had no pairs or royals?’  Cain swore
and slapped his hand down.  ‘I don’t know why I bother playing cards with
you Mistral!  You’ve got such an unfair advantage!  I bet you’ve been
reading our auras the whole time!’


‘Not the whole
time.  I only read your aura when you picked your cards up.  I can’t
help it if you get depressed when you’ve got a bad hand –’


‘I knew
it!  And they call me a cheating hob!’  Cain shoved his chair back
and stomped bad-temperedly over to the bar, ignoring the laughter behind him.


The door to
the tavern opened and Eudora entered, pausing to wave flirtatiously over at
their table before she continued to the bar.  Mistral smiled when the
twins shrank slightly in their seats and hid behind their raised tankards. 


 ‘Xerxes!’ 
Mistral suddenly cried in a horrified voice. 


‘What?’
 Xerxes demanded, trying not to look caught out. 


‘Your aura
just went the most revolting shade of ruby I’ve ever seen!  Please don’t
tell me you’ve got a crush on that old trollop!’


‘The
experience a mature woman offers can be very attractive.’  Xerxes swept
the cards up, his expression aloof.  ‘Another game?’  


Xerxes
smirked, ‘What my brother really meant is that his army of sweethearts have
finally joined forced and gone on strike and he’s feeling lonely.’


‘On
strike?’  Cain joined them again, his impish face alight with
curiosity.  ‘As in –’


‘Oh
yes.’  Brutus nodded, his grin broadening.  ‘They’re refusing to see
him again until he chooses just one of them and shows some kind of commitment.’


‘Oh
dear.’  Phantom murmured sympathetically.  ‘Enforced celibacy not
suiting you then Xerxes?’


Mistral
laughed, ‘I think desperate would be a closer description judging by his aura.’


‘Back to
Master Nox please Mistral.’  Phantasm hid his words by leaning forward to
sweep up the hand Xerxes dealt him.  ‘Have any of the first years had one
of those rather questionable Training Contracts recently?’


Mistral shook
her head and glanced down at her own cards, ‘Looks like that little scheme of
his died with Putreo.’


‘Or Master Nox
suspects we know and is letting the dust settle.’  


‘What is there
to suspect?’  Mistral muttered and dropped a card onto the table. 
‘Putreo’s dead and all the loose ends were tied up with the elf he had
assassinated.  There’s no evidence.’


‘True.’ 
Phantasm gazed broodingly at his cards before picking one.  ‘Or maybe he
already has enough gold to buy his way to power when the Divinus passes.’ 


‘Gold? 
Huh!’  Brutus snorted and tossed a random card down.  ‘When I think
of all the Training Contracts we did with those little added extras for Master
Nox I want to be sick!’  


‘I remember
scraping scaramander scales off a five day old corpse for him.’  Xerxes
gave a disgusted shudder and flung a card down.  ‘It took days to get the
smell off my hands!’


‘I collected
gargoyle eggs.’  Mistral re-arranged her cards thoughtfully.  ‘They
smell like dung and move on their own.  It was vile.’


‘I had to milk
a basilisk of its venom.  Damned thing nearly bit my hand off.’  Cain
said bitterly and dropped a low card onto the table.


‘What I still
don’t get is why Gleacher lets himself be used in the plan.’  Brutus
frowned at his cards before selecting one and sending it spinning across the
table with a practiced flick of his wrist.  It skidded to a halt, face up
on top of the pile.  


‘Show-off.’
 Xerxes muttered and ran a finger lightly over the cards in his hand,
pulling one and dropping it down with a flourish.  ‘I personally refuse to
believe that Gleacher’s in it for his own gain.’ he said firmly.  ‘I’ve
fought beside him on mercenary Contracts and there’s no way he’d do that. 
Gleacher’s Ri through and through.’


‘I agree.’
 Phantasm sent a queen somersaulting onto the pack.  ‘In fact, I
agree so much that I think he’d willingly consent to being the carrier just to
protect any apprentices from being coerced into doing it.  Let’s face it,
getting the raw ingredients is dangerous, but it’s not punishable by
death.  Being caught with illegal potions is.’


‘Why would he
agree to do it in the first place though?’  Cain argued.  ‘Why didn’t
he just tell Malachi where to go and expose him for the snake he is?’


Phantasm
shrugged, ‘I think it’s like we said before; Master Nox must have some kind of
hold on him.’


‘Oh dear
brother, your luck is not good tonight.’  Phantom sighed and casually
dropped a king onto the pile. 


‘Nor is yours
brother.’  Mistral smiled and dropped two aces onto the table.


‘Damn!’


‘You are so
banned from cards sister!’


Mistral
laughed and drained her tankard, ‘Whatever Brutus.  Just put your money
where your mouth is, oh, and get the ale in while you’re at it.’ 


Brutus
returned to the table a short while later, his hands laden with tankards, ‘Ah,
this is just like old times.’    


‘Nearly
brother.’  Cain glanced at the empty chair next to him.


Mistral met
his eye, the memory of Saul rising like a ghost to sit at the table with
them.  She looked at her cards again.  Would it always be so? 
Or would time, that cure all salve, heal this?  


October passed
and November arrived, bringing morning mists that lingered across the Valley in
a shimmering veil, hiding the village from sight.  


Mistral leapt
out of bed with the first real burst of excitement she’d felt in weeks. 
It was Sunday and Fabian was taking her hunting.  It would be their first
hunt together since she’d begun her gruelling regime and she couldn’t wait to
spend some time with him.  She paused to look out of her frosted window
and shivered.  It would be bitterly cold in the forests but Mistral would
have braved a snowstorm if it meant spending the day with her Mage.  


Returning from
the showers she found a note had been pushed under her door.  She unfolded
it and frowned at the unfamiliar writing.  Her eyes slid quickly down to
the name at the bottom, written in beautiful slanting script: 


 Eternally
yours … Fabian


With a
horrible sinking feeling she hastily scanned the rest of the note but was
relieved to read that he was only meeting her an hour later than he’d promised
because Leo had requested a meeting with the Divinus that morning.  She
read the note twice over, reflecting that she’d never actually seen his
handwriting before.  There was still so much she didn’t know about her
Mage. 


With an
irritated sigh Mistral realised that she now had a couple of hours to fill
before she would be meeting him.  She gazed discontentedly around her
room, searching for something to occupy her and her eye fell upon her
saddlebag, tossed in the corner.  She should probably pack it ready for
the hunt.  She could even go down to The Cloak and ask Floris to make them
some lunch to take.


Crouching down
beside her saddlebag she undid the straps and opened it.  Pulling out her
old tattered black trousers she suddenly realised that she hadn’t used her
saddlebag since The Festival of the Arcane.  She rummaged deeper, pulling
out dirty clothes and some mouldy bread, then her fingers brushed against
something heavy.  She pulled it out and rocked back on her heels to regard
the object with a frown.  The white linen bag in her hands was embroidered
with the snarling head of a wolf and chinked with the promise of coin. 
Her winnings from the festival.  She opened it cautiously and peered
inside.  There was more money there than Mistral had ever seen, but she
didn’t want it.  She stared at the bag with something close to
revulsion.  She might as well have been holding Saul’s life in her hands.


Mistral
stopped herself with a quick shake of her head.  That wasn’t right. 
Saul had died for her, not the money.  She looked at the gold again. 
Well, she certainly wasn’t worth five hundred gold coins, so what the hell was
she going to do with it?


Mistral’s face
creased into a thoughtful expression while she stared at the bag in her hand.
 She wanted to do something right with the money, something that
Saul would have approved of, something befitting his memory.  She couldn’t
buy herself the Sight, unfortunately ... but she could buy something for the
brother that missed him the most.


A sudden
thought struck her.  Would it look like guilty conscience?  She
sighed and glanced at Prospero, lounging sleepily on her bed.  He gazed
back through half-open eyes.


‘What do you
think Prosp?  Will it make me look like I’m guilty or incredibly
generous?  Because I’m neither.  Well, I’m guilty, of course. 
In fact, I think I’ve got guilt tattooed on my –’


‘Mistral? 
Who’re you talking to?’  Phantom’s head suddenly appeared around her door.



‘Prospero!’ 
Mistral snapped, glaring at him.  ‘And don’t you knock anymore?’


‘No
need.  You banned your Mage didn’t you?  What could I see?’
 Phantom shrugged unconcernedly.


‘Lots. 
But let’s not go there.’  Mistral glowered at him.  ‘Something you
wanted?’


‘Only to moan
at you!’


‘Oh feel
free!  What have I done now?’  


‘Had a hot
shower!’


‘Sorry
brother.’  Mistral grinned.  ‘Did you get a cold one again this
morning?’  


‘Yes! 
And I’m getting sick of it!  It’s alright for you, I’ve seen the size of
that bath at your Mage’s house!  We don’t have such luxuries here, and we won’t
have until our damned apprenticeships are paid off and we can afford a place of
our own, which won’t be for a long time either!’


‘Sorry
Phantom.’  Mistral apologised again.  ‘I promise to get you up
tomorrow morning before I have my shower and let you have the hot one.’


‘You’d
better.’  Phantom sniffed, looking slightly mollified.  ‘Because I
think I actually had ice in my hair after my shower this morning.’


He slammed the
door shut and Mistral listened to his footsteps stamping away with a smile, suddenly
knowing exactly what she was going to do with the bag of gold.


‘Come on
boy!  We’re going shopping!’  Mistral cried and laughed at how
excited she felt about such an alien concept.


The shop bell
gave a mournful clang when Mistral pushed the door open.  She stepped
inside and peered around curiously.  She had never been into this
particular shop in the village before and could immediately see why. 
Boredom crept over her as she took in the piles of parchment stacked up on
desks around the room.  The air smelt stale and thick cobwebs hung from
the ceiling like banners at the drabbest party ever held.


‘Can I help
you?’  a croaky voice enquired from behind one of the stacks of
parchment.  


Mistral turned
to see a hunched figure peering at her over half-moon spectacles, leathery
skinned and hook-nosed.  A goblin.  She almost smiled at the irony of
it.  Only a goblin could be an estate agent.


‘Er, yes
please.  I want to see two properties you’ve got up for sale.  Right
now, if you’re not too busy.’


The goblin’s
beady black eyes immediately gleamed and Mistral hid a smirk.  Her hunt
today would be nothing compared to how blood-thirsty the next couple of hours
were going to be. 


‘Certainly! 
Boaz Fagg at your service!  Now tell me, my dear, which ones would you like
to see?’  Boaz leapt to his feet and trotted around to the front of the
desk, grabbing a large ring of heavy iron keys from a hook on the wall.


‘Well, there’s
a house on the west side I want to see.’  Mistral followed Boaz out of the
shop and into the street.  ‘But let’s start with a commercial property
you’ve got.  The one on East Street.’  


‘Ah yes, I
know the one.’  Boaz turned to give her an overly regretful look. 
‘It is spoken for my dear, so sorry.  However,’ he leaned towards her with
a shifty expression on his face, ‘I may be persuaded to let you overbid the
current buyer, for the right price.’


Mistral fixed
him with a hard look, ‘Actually, I want to purchase the property for the
current buyer.’


‘Really?’ 
Boaz looked at her in surprise.  ‘Well I am pleased!  To be honest, I
never thought he’d find the money.  He’s always in the tavern drinking and
gambling with the rest of his wayward brothers!’


Mistral gave
him an icy look, ‘Who also happen to be my wayward brothers.’  


‘Jolly nice
bunch they are too!’  Boaz amended hurriedly and gestured to the
street.  ‘Shall we?’


‘After you.’
 Mistral scowled evilly, sending Boaz scurrying ahead up the cobbled
street.


‘Ah! 
Here we are!’  Boaz announced, waving grandly towards a dilapidated
property sandwiched between a butchers shop and the saddlery store where one of
Xerxes’ many sweethearts worked.


‘This?’ 
Mistral eyed the shop in a distinctly underwhelmed fashion.  ‘It looks
like it should be condemned, not sold!’


‘A lick of
paint will make all the difference.’  Boaz patted the rotten window frame
defensively and quickly jumped back when it crumbled under his hand.  ‘Er,
care to see inside?’


‘Not really.’ 


‘Surely you
can see the potential?’  Boaz cried, his face falling dramatically. 


‘Potential to
be a pile of rubble maybe.’  Mistral muttered, examining her fingernails
in a bored manner. 


‘What if I
came to some arrangement on repairs?’  Boaz wheedled.


Mistral gave
the dilapidated shop a cursory glance then shook her head, ‘Nope.  Sorry
but I’m disinclined to offer on such a heap.  I think my cash will be
better spent elsewhere.’ she turned to look at another shop further up the
street being offered for sale by a different agent. 


Boaz coughed,
‘Cash you say?’  


Mistral
nodded, her eyes hard, ‘Gold.’


Boaz licked
his lips, ‘Gold?’    


‘Uh-huh.’


‘Full repairs
and renovations included in the price!’  Boaz offered wildly.


Mistral cocked
an eyebrow, ‘Stocked and furnished?’


Boaz paused to
consider, but it was all for show.  Mistral caught the flash of greed in
his aura and hid a smile.


‘Done.’ 
Boaz smiled and stuck a skinny hand out to shake. 


You will
be.  Mistral smiled brightly and pumped his hand vigorously, ‘And the
flat above.’


‘Absolutely
not!  I couldn’t!  Too much!’  Boaz spluttered and jerked his hand
back sharply. 


‘Your loss.’
 Mistral shrugged and began to walk up the cobbled street towards the
other property.  She had barely taken five steps when Boaz’s creaky voice
called out.


‘Wait!’


‘Yes?’ 
Mistral turned, her expression politely distant.


‘This gold …
you would be making a payment in full … no credit?’


‘Oh yes. 
I’m very rich.’  Mistral confirmed flippantly and began to walk up the
street again.


‘How
apprentice?  You are not even working yet!’  Boaz called sharply, his
tone suspicious.


Mistral turned
and smiled sweetly at him, ‘Oh, didn’t I say?  I won The Festival of the
Arcane this year.’  


‘The Festival
of the Arcane?’  Boaz echoed faintly, his eyes sliding over her knife
belt.


After that
Boaz became incredibly helpful, showing her the house next and letting her and
Prospero walk through the rooms unaccompanied while he skulked nervously on the
doorstep.  The house was ideal.  The downstairs opened out into one
large room, both kitchen and living area.  A wide veranda ran along the
length, overlooking the Western Range.  Mistral sighed and leaned against
the wooden balustrade.  The sunsets would be magnificent.  Upstairs
were two large sized bedrooms, a smaller room and a well-appointed
bathroom.  Mistral strolled into one of the bedrooms and opened the
wardrobe doors; finding enough space to warrant being classed as another room
she smiled and closed the doors.  It was perfect. 


‘I’ll take
it,’ she said cheerfully when she stepped back out into the street.


‘Excellent!’


‘For half the
price you’re asking.’  Mistral finished.


Boaz made a
choking noise and Mistral looked at him with an expression of concern, ‘Would
you care for me to assist you with that?’  she enquired, reaching out
towards his scrawny throat.


‘N-no!’
 Boaz gasped and backed away from her quickly.  ‘Your offer is
perfectly acceptable!’


‘Good.’
 Mistral glanced quickly at the village clock.  ‘Now if you don’t
mind I’d like to get this signed and sealed right away.  There’s something
I really need to be killing very soon.’


Boaz gave her
a wide-eyed look and trotted quickly up the street.  Mistral followed
along behind, laughing while she reflected that this was the most fun she’d had
in ages.  Maybe she had a flare for property acquisitions.


By the time
Mistral had signed the last piece of parchment any ideas she had of going into
the estate agency business had long since shrivelled up and died of boredom.


‘Is that the
last one?’ she snapped impatiently, scrawling her signature on yet another
piece of parchment Boaz placed in front of her.


‘I just need
the names of the new owners for the deeds.’  Boaz peered expectantly over
the top of his spectacles.


‘Names. 
Right.’  Mistral thought for a moment and suddenly smiled to
herself.  ‘Wesley and Sheldon Argyle.’


‘Are they
Mage?’  Boaz asked sharply.


‘Half. 
But the more scary half of them is sylvad.’  Mistral added, thinking of
Melsina. 


Boaz blinked
at her and bent his head over the parchment again, scratching the twins’ names
out with a tatty old quill.  


‘And finally,
the shop owner.  Still the same one I have down as the current buyer?’


‘Yes.’ 


‘Are you
sure?’  Boaz asked, shooting her a greedy look.  ‘Only I could sell
it to you and then you could rent it to him.  It would make a good income
for you.’


‘Quite
sure.’  Mistral snapped coldly.


Boaz shrugged
and dropped his gaze, muttering under his breath, ‘Warriors!  No money …
no brains!’


Mistral
gritted her teeth and stood up, ‘Are we done now?’


‘Yes.’ Boaz
stood up to shake her hand, a sour expression on his pinched face.  ‘It’s
almost been a pleasure doing business with you.’ 


‘Likewise.’
 Mistral returned his limp handshake with a crushing grip.


Mistral stood
on the doorstep of Boaz Fagg’s shop and drew in a deep breath, gazing
thoughtfully at the two large iron keys in her hand.


How was she
going to give her brothers their gifts?  She cringed at the thought of an
emotional scene with the twins and she didn’t particularly want to explain her
actions to Cain either.  She sighed and let her gaze drift over the street
while she decided what to do.  A wooden sign creaked in the breeze,
drawing her attention.  Scrimshaw and Scuttle, Appointed Agents to the
Ri.  She laughed and threw the larger of the two keys up in the air,
catching it in her fist she ran lightly over to the agency and pushed open the
door. 


Leaving
Prospero waiting outside, Mistral stepped into the agency’s dim interior and
glanced around curiously.  There were three agencies in the Valley but as
an apprentice she’d had no cause to visit any of them.  She supposed that
once her second year was finished she’d be spending a lot more time in one of
them, Sight or no Sight.


The interior
of Scrimshaw and Scuttle was neat and utilitarian.  Someone who Mistral
assumed must be either Scrimshaw or Scuttle was writing in chalk on a huge
black slate board on the wall.  Mistral moved closer to see that it was a
list of warriors and the Contracts they had been allocated.  Cain’s was
there with “Knucker, South Farm” written next to it.  Good.  Her
brother was out on a Contract.  She could leave the key for him here and
avoid any uncomfortable scenes.


‘May I help
you?’  the tall figure turned to address her politely.    


‘Maybe. 
Are you Master Scrimshaw?’  


He raised his
eyebrows at her brisk tone, ‘I am.  However I’m afraid I have no work for
you apprentice.  May I suggest that you return once you have fully
Qualified.’


‘I’m not here
for work.’  Mistral said quickly.  ‘I just wanted to leave something
for one of the warriors to collect.  Would that be alright?’


‘Of course.’
 Scrimshaw responded politely and reached for a parchment and quill. 
‘We offer a full messenger service for all of our clients.  It is how your
wedding invites were sent out.’


Mistral
frowned, ‘You know who I am?’


‘Of course I
do Lady De Winter.  We are looking forward to handling your portfolio.’


I bet you
are, especially if I get the Sight and get offered lots of well-paid Council
Contracts. Mistral offered Scrimshaw a tight smile and dropped the heavy
key onto the desk, ‘Right, well I just wanted to leave this for Cain.’


‘Of course –’
the door opened and someone entered the agency, Scrimshaw broke off to glance
over her shoulder at the entrant.  ‘However, you may simply wish to give
it to him yourself.’


‘I can’t can
I?’  Mistral snapped.  ‘He’s out on a Contract!’


‘No, actually,
Cain is stood behind you.’


‘Damn!’ 
Mistral spun around to see Cain, looking exhausted and giving off a distinctive
odour of knucker slime.


‘Good to see
you too Mistral.’  Cain replied wearily and dropped a sack onto
Scrimshaw’s desk.  ‘One head.’


‘Why thank you
Cain.’  Scrimshaw’s manners remained impeccable, not batting an eyelid at
the slime oozing onto his desk from the sack’s open neck.  


Cain held his
hand out, ‘Money is better than thanks.’  he closed his fist around the purse
of coins Scrimshaw dropped onto his palm and stowed it quickly inside his
jerkin.  ‘Any more work?’


‘Nothing
suitable, however Lady De Winter was just trying to leave this key for you.’
 Scrimshaw said helpfully while Mistral tried to edge towards the door. 


‘A key?’ 
Cain picked up the key and began to read the tag attached to the handle.  


‘He’s
good.’  Mistral muttered to Scrimshaw.  ‘Very perceptive.  You
should double his fees –’ she crept a little closer to the door, her hand
reaching for the handle –


‘Mistral?’ 
Cain looked up sharply.  ‘Why have you given me a key to the shop I’ve got
a deposit on?’  


‘Er, because
it’s yours –’ her hand gripped the door handle.


‘What?’


Mistral smiled
brightly, ‘Enjoy!’  she yanked the door open and fled into the street.


‘Mistral!’


Cain’s hand
was on her arm, holding her back.  He spun her round to face him and held
the key up between them.


‘What is
this?’ 


‘A key?’


‘You know what
I mean Mistral!  Have you bought this shop with the money from The
Festival of the Arcane?’ 


‘Um, well,
sort of.’


‘Well have you
or haven’t you?’


Mistral
dropped her gaze, ‘Yes.’


‘But why would
you do that?  It’s your money!’ 


‘I –’ she
stopped herself, the words “I don’t want it” sitting on the tip of her
tongue.  In truth she didn’t want it, but that sounded childish and also
belittled what she was trying to do.  She sighed and tried again. 
‘Look Cain, I really didn’t want to have this conversation with you. 
Can’t you just accept the damned thing and buy me a drink or something?’


‘No.’ 
Cain shook his head, his blue eyes bright.  ‘I want to know this isn’t
some stupid guilt thing about Saul.’


Mistral cast
her eyes heavenward, ‘I knew you’d think that, which is why I tried to leave
the key with Scrimshaw.  It’s not out of guilt over Saul, although of
course I feel guilty –’ she paused and looked up the street, staring at the
dusty fronted shop that was now Cain’s.  ‘I suppose I wanted to use that
money to buy something with significance.  Oh, I can’t explain it!’ she
abruptly exclaimed.  ‘Do I have to?’ she added, glancing at him hopefully.


‘Frankly? 
Yes, because I have no idea why you’d want to spend that amount of money on me,
unless you’ve bought us all a shop each?’


‘No, but I’ve
bought the twins a house.’


Cain gave a
short laugh, ‘Very fitting, considering how house-proud they already are. 
But please stop evading the question and explain yourself Mistral, because I’m
not accepting this until I know why.’


‘Oh for crying
out loud!  It’s just a shop brother!  Enough of the deep and meaningfuls!’ 



Cain dangled
the key in front of her eyes, ‘Your shop, unless you can tell me why I should
accept it.’


‘Fine.’ 
Mistral hunched her shoulders angrily.  ‘I wanted to spend the money on
something that Saul would approve of and this fits, exactly.  I lost one
brother that day and every time you all go out on Contracts I know I might lose
another.  Oh, don’t worry Cain!’ she snapped, catching his startled
expression.  ‘I’m not about to start mothering you all like Serenity does! 
But Saul knew you wanted that shop and the way I see it, if you’re stuck behind
a counter mixing over-priced beauty aids for desperate middle-aged women
instead of risking your neck then at least I know I’ve actually done something
right by him!’


Cain stared at
her, the key still swinging from his fingers.  Slowly his crooked smile
re-emerged, ‘You just wait till you’re desperate and middle-aged Mistral. 
You’ll be begging for my help then, over-priced or not.’


Mistral
snorted, ‘I doubt it.  But does this mean you’ll accept it?’ 


‘What?  A
cheating half-hob like me not take a free shop and,’ he arched an eyebrow
speculatively, ‘the flat above?’


‘Full
renovated, decorated and furnished.’  Mistral confirmed smugly. 


Cain burst out
laughing, ‘And just how did you get Boaz to agree to that?  He’s tighter
than a rat’s backside!’  


‘Told him I
won the festival.’  Mistral shrugged.  ‘Oh, and I wore my knife
belt.’


‘Subtle.’
 Cain grinned.  ‘But, and never, ever tell anyone I actually asked
this question or you’ll shatter my hard-earned reputation –’ he paused and
pulled her closer, whispering furtively.  ‘Are you sure about this? 
It is your money after all.  You won it Mistral, fair and square. 
Don’t you need it?’


Mistral almost
laughed.  Can it buy me Sight?  Can it buy back Saul’s life? 
No.  Then why the hell would I want it?  ‘I think you’re
forgetting who I married Cain.  I’m Lady De Winter now.  Fabian would
probably buy me all the shops in the Valley if I wanted them.’


Cain released
her arm with a rueful shake of his head, ‘I forget about your title
sometimes.  I suppose your Mage does have a coin or two tucked away.’


‘I only
married him for his money.’  Mistral retorted flippantly. 


‘Huh, knew
there had to be some reason.’  


‘You know
nothing Cain.  Here, you’ll need these.’  Mistral reached into the
top pocket of her jerkin to pull out two folded pieces of parchment. 
‘Deeds … oh, and this –’ she thrust the second key into his hand.


‘What’s
that?’  Cain frowned at the tag on the handle.  ‘A spare?’


‘Hmm.’ 
Mistral ducked her head.  ‘Right, I’ve got to go –’


‘Er, I don’t
think so!’  Cain quickly shoved the second key and one of parchments back
at her.  ‘I’m not doing your dirty work for you Mistral!’


‘Oh please
Cain!’  Mistral begged.  ‘I have just given you a shop!  Can’t
you give the twins their key for me?’


‘What? 
And rob Phantasm of the chance to hug you again?’  Cain backed away from
her, grinning impishly.  ‘He’s been waiting nearly two years to do that!’


Mistral pulled
a face, ‘Come on Cain!  You know I hate that sort of stuff!’


‘Just try and
think of it as a particularly challenging Contract.’


Mistral sighed
and watched her brother run lightly up the street, no doubt heading straight
for The Cloak and Dagger to celebrate.  The relief she’d felt at him
finally accepting her gift was blighted by the grim realisation that she was
going to have to go through it all again with the twins.


The village
clock struck the hour and Mistral cursed.  She was about to be late for
Fabian.


Mistral ran
all the way back to her room with Prospero bounding at her heels and arrived
breathless to find him waiting for her, leaning against the wall outside her
room, his pale face breaking into an amused smile at her abrupt arrival. 


‘Sorry!’ she
gasped.  ‘Been shopping.’


He pushed
himself off the wall, walking towards her with easy loping strides, ‘And what
did you buy?’ he enquired, gently lifting her chin with one finger and
regarding her with curious amusement.


‘Oh, not
much.  Just a shop and a house.’ 


He raised an
eyebrow, ‘We have another house now?  Isn’t that a touch
extravagant?’  


‘Oh, no, it’s
not for us!  And it was with my winnings from the festival.’  Mistral
explained in a rush, hating him to think that she’d been spending against his
name.  ‘I bought Cain the shop he had a deposit on, and the twins a house
… I wanted to do something right the money.’  she added, looking up at him
and willing him to understand without making her explain.  


He smiled and
bent to brush his lips against her forehead, his warm breath caressing her skin
with the words she needed to hear.  


‘Saul would
have approved.’


Mistral closed
her eyes, letting her hands rest lightly against his chest for the briefest of
moments before they stepped apart again.


‘Are you ready
to go for our hunt now?  Or is there another building in the Valley you
wish to purchase before we leave?’  Fabian asked with a wry smile.


‘Ready!’ she
grinned.  ‘Just let me get my saddlebag –’


Fabian waited
politely outside and fussed Prospero while she raced around her room, randomly
throwing items into her saddlebag; medical kit, tinder box, crossbow and
waterskin before finally stowing a small bottle of poison in her jerkin pocket
to find she still had the key to the twins’ house.  Mistral pulled it out
and suddenly smiled.  There was no time to find them and explain. 
She would just have to let them work it out for themselves.  


‘I won’t be a
minute!’  Mistral called through the open door then grabbed a quill and
quickly scrawled on the front of the folded deeds. 


For you –
M.


She stared at
the three hastily scribbled words.  They did nothing to convey the depth
of her feelings for the twins, but then, were there any that could? 
Grinning to herself, she dipped the quill into the ink and scratched out another
line.


PS: 
Can I stay in the small room when I’m too drunk to get back to the dorms?


She tilted her
head and re-read the last sentence with a smile.  It was much more
appropriate than any words of gratitude or sentiment.  


‘Right! 
Ready!’ 


Bounding from
her room she folded the key into the deeds and pushed it under the twins’ door.


‘Coward.’
 Fabian murmured, taking her saddlebag and swords from her and swinging
them over his shoulder.


‘I know.’
 Mistral sighed and slipped her hand into his to walk down the
corridor.  ‘Beasts with more teeth and claws than a taxidermist’s window
display I can do, but having to cope with the twins being emotional?’ 
Mistral pulled a face.  ‘It doesn’t bear thinking about!’


A short while
later Mistral and Fabian were riding up the path to the North Gate when she
heard her name being called.  Turning with a muttered curse she saw the
twins grinning and beckoning to her from the village square, the key to their
new house clearly visible in Phantasm’s waving hand.  


Mistral waved
back then kicked Cirrus into a fast canter and shot past Fabian, ‘Quick! 
Pretend Spirit has bolted or something!’ 


‘Can you
believe she bought us a house?’  Phantom exclaimed to his brother,
watching Fabian and Mistral galloping away along the path. 


‘Needs
decorating though.’  Phantasm said thoughtfully.  ‘Any preference on
colours?’


‘Anything but
white.’  Phantom replied happily. 











Destiny





The heavy undergrowth
of wet ferns quivered gently as Prospero slunk through it, his pale eyes intent
on his quarry.  A short distance behind Fabian and Mistral sat quietly on
horseback, waiting.  With a sudden snapping of branches a panicked hart
broke cover and leapt away.  Prospero bayed once and gave chase with
Fabian and Mistral immediately breaking into a gallop after him.


The hart
bounded away, crashing wildly through the bushes, fleeing for its life. 
Reaching the river the hart didn’t pause but leapt in and started swimming for
the far side with Prospero still in pursuit.  Mistral and Fabian reached
the bank and urged their horses after them.  Spirit plunging into the
belly deep water without any hesitation but Cirrus baulked, skidding to a
splay-legged halt at the water’s edge and tipping Mistral over his shoulder
into the river. 


Too startled
to cry out, Mistral was thrown head first into the cold water.  In the
time it took for her to realise what had happened Fabian’s hands were around
her, pulling her upright.  She staggered to her feet, wide-eyed and
gasping for air with her hair streaming around her face.  


Laughing,
Fabian held her steady with one hand and lifted the other to push back her wet
hair, ‘Are you alright?’ 


‘Do I look
alright?’  Mistral spluttered and began to shiver, her wet shirt clinging
like a second skin. 


He laughed
softly, ‘Hmm, let me see –’


Holding her at
arm’s length he deliberately looked her up and down.  His eyes travelled slowly
back to meet hers, black and raw, the eyes of a stranger.  In a heartbeat
her lips were crushed to his, desperate with need.  Fabian abruptly pulled
her closer, holding her tighter.  All resolve perished, consumed by
desire.  She was utterly lost and so was he.  At last it was
now.  Life was finally about to begin.  


Suddenly he
was motionless.  Then the hands that held her so tightly were no longer
pulling but pushing.  Her eyes flew open, wide with disbelief.  


His eyes held
hers, commanding her with their searing force, ‘We must stop Mistral.’ 


Mistral
blinked.  For a split second she was astounded, then abruptly
furious.  How could he spurn her just like that?  How dare he? 



‘No!  I
won’t stop!  I can’t!  Don’t you see that this is killing me?’  


A shadow
crossed Fabian’s face and Mistral instantly knew she had chosen the wrong
words.  She watched the fire slowly die until he was staring at her with
eyes of obsidian, blacker than the wave of rejection that washed over her.


Drawing in a
ragged breath, Fabian lifted a hand to her cheek.  Mistral felt it tremble
slightly against her skin and reached up to hold it tightly.  


‘Fabian!’
 her voice was low, frantic with pleading.  ‘I can’t do this
anymore.  I’ve tried – really tried!  But I haven’t got the
Sight!  Please, oh, please can we give up on the whole cursed thing and
get on with the rest of our lives?’  


Mistral stared
imploringly into his face, hoping desperately to see the hard look melt. 
But, if anything, her words seem to strengthen his resolve.  Her heart
sank when she saw his jaw clench into the stubborn expression she knew so well.


‘We will have
a very short life together if we give in now!’  Fabian snapped.  ‘You
have got the Sight Mistral.  You simply need to concentrate more.’


Mistral gaped
at him, stung by his words.  So it was all her fault?  She wasn’t
trying hard enough?  Had he not seen how hard she’d been working since The
Festival of the Arcane?  Her eyes abruptly narrowed.  Suddenly
speechless with rage, she jerked around and waded angrily to the bank. 
Not pausing when she reached the top she immediately reached for Cirrus and
swung herself into the saddle, forcing him back into the woods without a second
glance in Fabian’s direction.  


Mistral rode
recklessly, fuelled by rage.  Every time she thought of his unjust
accusation she swore aloud.  It wasn’t him that stared at auras until his
head throbbed with the strain, or listened to Serenity’s patronising and
Malachi’s snide putdowns for hours on end.  She hoped savagely that he wouldn’t
dare follow her and then immediately wished that he would.


Her heart
leapt at the sound of heavy thuds behind her only to sink to her boots again
when Prospero pounded into view.  With a burst of sadness she realised
that Fabian wasn’t going to follow her.  Slowing Cirrus to a more measured
canter she rode the rest of the way back to the Valley lost in her thoughts,
alternating between sheer fury and abject misery.  


By the time
Mistral had stabled Cirrus her anger had abated to a more manageable foul
mood.  Dark thoughts of doing something violent to Fabian filled her mind
while she stomped towards the dorms to change her sodden clothes.  


‘Is that a new
look Mistral?  I like the bedraggled touch.  Very classy.’  


Mistral spun
round to see the twins lounging casually against the Training Arena fence.
 She shot them both a black look, not breaking stride while she stalked up
the path.


‘Such a lovely
temperament that girl has.’  Phantom sighed, watching her storm off. 
‘Like sunshine on a rainy day.’


Phantasm said
nothing but his green eyes followed Mistral’s angrily striding figure.


‘I do hope
Mage De Winter knows what he’s doing.’  Phantom added with a frown.


‘Well it
certainly looks like he’s done something.’  Phantasm murmured quietly.
  


Mistral headed
straight to the bathroom and stripped off her wet clothes.  Leaving them
lying in a damp pile she stepped under the jet of water, gasping at the sudden
icy deluge.  Turning her face up she closed her eyes and let the cold
water flow over her, standing there until her anger washed away, leaving in its
wake a crushing despair.  


Fabian didn’t
want her.  


She remained
motionless under the icy jet for as long as she could physically bear it,
letting her warm tears mingle with the cold water.  Eventually giving in
to her uncontrollable shuddering she stumbled out.  Not bothering to dry
herself she dragged on her still damp clothes and made her way, wet and
miserable, to her room.  


Prospero was
sitting patiently outside her room.  He padded silently through the door
when she opened it and instantly leapt onto the bed, leaving barely any space
for her.  Mistral sighed but didn’t move him; instead she curled up next
to his bulk, burying herself gratefully into his thick coat to cry herself to
sleep.


The next day
dragged by with agonising slowness.  Fabian did not return to the
Valley.  He had broken his promise not to leave her and Mistral was
silently distraught.  Only pride kept her from riding off to find him,
confront him, shout and scream and make an even bigger fool of herself than she
already had.  


She tried to
follow her daily routine but only succeeded in developing a nervous twitch
every time she heard the sound of hoof beats, looking around eagerly in the
hope of seeing a bright palomino, only to be privately devastated when it never
was.  In those moments Mistral suffered abject terror that she would never
see him again, convinced he had grown frustrated with waiting for her to master
Sight and left her.  


By the
afternoon Mistral was almost insane with despair.  She stared listlessly
at Serenity’s aura for the thousandth time, trying to distract her mind from
returning to the scene by the river and failing.  Her emotions rocketed
from scorching passion to sheer desperation as she relived every moment over
and over. 


Mistral
gritted her teeth and dragged her attention back to Serenity’s aura.  It
was beautiful, reflecting perfectly her gentle nature in a mist of unblemished
pale blue edged in glimmering yellow, reminding Mistral of sunlight on water
which instantly brought to mind more unbidden images of Fabian in the
river.  She curled her hands into sharp fists, forcing her mind to focus
again, but after a few seconds her gaze flicked back to the long window
overlooking the path the North Gate.


‘What’s
wrong?’  Serenity’s voice asked quietly in her ear.


Mistral sighed
dejectedly, ‘Oh, nothing.’ 


‘What’s
nothing?’  Serenity enquired from across the other side of the room.


Mistral looked
around in confusion.  How had Serenity spoken in her ear then moved across
the room so quickly?  ‘How did you do that?’ 


Serenity
glided towards her, a small frown puckering the smooth white skin of her brow,
‘I’m sorry Mistral, but I’m not sure I understand.  I haven’t done
anything.  I just walked across the room to stretch my legs since you
appear to be a little distracted today.’  Serenity raised an eyebrow
questioningly. 


Mistral
ignored the question and frowned, ‘But you asked me what was wrong!  I
heard you.  You were right next to me.’


Serenity shook
her head slowly, her gentle brown eyes fixed intently on Mistral, ‘I didn’t say
anything.’ 


‘But, I heard
you!’  Mistral insisted, growing frustrated.


‘I didn’t say
it Mistral.  I thought it.’  


Mistral’s face
froze, her eyes staring unseeingly into nothing.  Serenity watched with
her healer’s eyes, waiting for the realisation to sink in, tensed ready for
hysterics, wild denials, jubilation, shock – anything but what actually
happened.  


Leaping to her
feet and knocking her chair over in her haste, Mistral bolted from the room and
sprinted along the corridor.  Skidding through the Entrance Hall she leapt
down the steps and then she was running faster than she ever had in her life,
tearing down the path in time to the beat of her pounding heart.  Grabbing
Cirrus from his stable she threw his tack on and had one foot in the stirrup
before they were out of the stable.  Whistling for Prospero she kicked
Cirrus hard and charged off along the path leading out of the Valley.  


Riding at a
breakneck gallop wherever she could, Mistral made it in just one hour to the
only place on the Isle she ever wanted to be.


Unstrapping
Cirrus’ saddle and bridle and dropping them on the ground she led her panting
horse to the paddock where she was relieved to see Spirit grazing.  


He was
here.  


Running on
shaking legs towards the house that she knew so well and taking the flight of
stone steps up to the front door two at a time, Mistral burst through the door
and abruptly halted in the doorway, taking in the scene before her eyes.


Fabian spun
around, startled at her dramatic entrance.  He was wearing only a pair of
loose trousers, his hair and body wet.


‘Mistral!’ his
tone was surprised, then, seeing the wild expression on her face, immediately
became worried.  ‘What’s happened?’ he demanded urgently.  


Mistral
crossed the room in three strides and stopped just in front of him, her face
consumed by intense emotion.  


Fabian’s eyes
searched her face, frowning at her fierce expression, ‘Are you still angry with
me?’ 


She shook her
head once but said nothing.  


His expression
shifted to become apologetic, ‘Forgive me Mistral.  I thought it best to
let you calm down before I tried to talk to you.  I intended to come and
find you this afternoon.  I even had a bath to try and impress you.’
 he smiled ruefully, explaining his damp body.  


Her eyes bored
into his with acute need.  She reached up and pressed her hands against
the damp skin of his chest, her eyes blazing as she spoke the two small words
she had come to say.


‘I Saw.’
 


A small furrow
of confusion creased his brow then his eyes widened, understanding flaring in
their black depths.  For a long second they stared at each other before he
gently took her face in his hands and kissed her, slowly at first, then harder,
full of ruthless passion.


Abruptly he
broke away and Mistral’s eyes flew open, terrified that he would reject her
again.  She was instantly lost in his black stare, transfixed by the
overwhelming need that burned there.  


Wordlessly, he swept her into his
arms and carried her up the wooden stairs to their bedroom.  Dropping her
roughly onto the bed he quickly knelt and tugged off her boots.  Pulling
her upright again he kissed her fiercely; his hands reaching for the buttons of
her shirt, tearing the thin material with urgency.  Mistral stood
motionless, trapped by a delicious thrill of fear at the man before her; taken
beyond the limits of his control.  Pulling her vest over her head, Fabian
ran his hands over her body, his touch burning like fire.  Kneeling to
kiss the skin above her belt, he undid the heavy buckle, and, at last, she
stood before him.  


Fabian stepped away.
 Holding her with one hand, he turned her slowly, his eyes roving hungrily
over every inch; taking in the scars and bruises, the unseen pale skin. 
The forbidden.  He pulled her round to face him again and she looked into
his eyes.  They were the eyes of a stranger, heavy with desire.  She
reached out for the buckle of his belt and slid the leather strap out, tugging
the material down over his hips, letting it fall to the floor.  Stepping
closer to his body, she turned her face up to caress the hollow of his throat
with her lips.  Her name escaped his lips in a low hiss.  


Abruptly pulling her off her
feet, he carried her over to the bed. 


 


Afternoon slid
into early evening.  Mistral lay with her head against Fabian’s chest
listening blissfully to the steady beat of his heart.  To her horror
sudden tears ran from her eyes and splashed onto his skin.  At once he
rolled to face her, a stricken expression on his face.


‘Oh
Mistral!  I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry –’


Mistral shook
her head quickly and smiled, ‘No, you’ve made me happy, not sad.’


‘Then why are
you crying?’ he asked in a bewildered tone.


She dropped
her gaze, her smile fading, ‘Yesterday –’ she hesitated, uncertain of how to
express how she felt, then spoke in a sudden rush, the words tumbling over
themselves in her haste to get them out.  ‘When you lost your temper with
me, I thought you didn’t want me anymore, that you’d grown bored with waiting for
me and ... and it felt like last year… before you came back –’ 


He sighed
deeply and pulled her tight to his body, ‘I will always want you.  And, I
could never, ever be bored with you.  I would have waited forever for
you.’  he paused and gazed into her eyes with heart-breaking
sincerity.  ‘Please forgive my behaviour yesterday.  I was absolutely
furious with myself for nearly losing control and ruining everything you had
worked so hard to achieve.  I lost my temper with myself, not with you.’


Her tears
forgotten, Mistral gave him a half-smile, ‘Well, I suppose it made a change
from being angry with me.’ 


He laughed
softly.  She felt the low rumble in his chest and smiled.  They lay
like that for a while, in contented silence until Fabian spoke again in a voice
of brushed silk. 


‘Tell me what
I’m thinking.’  


Mistral tilted
her head to look up at him, studying the sculptured planes of his face, the
perfect bow of his upper lip.  With no effort at all she could instantly
see his aura shimmering around him in bright pinks and golds.  Then she
heard a subtle sound, the barely heard whisper of his voice, sighing like wind
through leaves.  She listened to his thoughts for a moment then her eyes
widened and a small laugh escaped her lips.  


‘Is that even
possible?’ 


‘Let’s find
out,’ he growled, bending his head to kiss her.  


All light had
completely faded from sky by the time they spoke again.  The room was
heavy with the shadows of dusk.  Through the small window they could see
the first stars appearing in the sky.  


Fabian sighed
reluctantly and stroked her arm, ‘I suppose we should be returning to the
Valley.’ 


Mistral lifted
herself from his chest and sat up, yawning and stretching her arms above her
head.  She gazed down at him, her hair falling over one shoulder and a
mischievous smile playing around the corners of her mouth.


‘Oh didn’t I
tell you?  We’re not going anywhere for a whole week.  I think the Ri
owe us a honeymoon, don’t you?’


‘I think they
do.’  Fabian smiled and raised a hand to stroke the length of her hair,
letting it trail down to her waist.  ‘However, wouldn’t you rather we had
a more exotic location for our honeymoon?  It is traditional after all.’


‘No,’ she
sighed, laying back into his arms.  ‘Here is just perfect.’


By Wednesday
there was no food left in the house and they had to force themselves to go out
and hunt.  Prospero and the horses had been sorely neglected, but didn’t
seem to mind.  Several rabbit carcasses littered around the courtyard gave
testament to the fact that Prospero could look after himself.  They
saddled the unwilling horses and rode into the forests to hunt with Prospero
bounding happily alongside, pleased to have company again.  The winter day
was clear and bright, fragile wisps of cloud trailed across the pale blue sky,
the early morning sun not yet powerful enough to burn them away.  They
hunted for most of the morning, enjoying life as neither had ever known it
could be.  Easy and uncomplicated.  They talked and laughed, sharing
a touch, a kiss, a tender look.  It was past noon when they finally
returned to the house.  Mistral was telling Fabian a story, his amused
smile suddenly vanishing when his gaze fell on the horse paddock.


‘We have
visitors.’ 


Mistral
followed his gaze to see two horses grazing in the paddock and instantly
recognised them.


‘The twins are
here,’ she frowned.  ‘I wonder what they want.’


Fabian’s face
was expressionless as he dismounted and led Spirit over to the stables. 
Mistral followed him, neither speaking while they untacked their horses. 
Holding hands, they walked across the small yard to greet their visitors. 



The twins were
sat at the base of the steps leading up to the front door.  Phantasm
immediately stood up and greeted them cordially.  


‘Good day
Mistral.  Mage De Winter.’ 


Phantom was less
composed, muttering, ‘Oh, for pity’s sake!’  under his breath when he took
stock of her appearance.  She was wearing one of Fabian’s shirts and her
hair hadn’t been combed for days.  


‘Phantasm,
Phantom.’  Fabian eyed them coldly.  ‘What can we do for you?’


‘Master Sphinx
is concerned about Mistral’s protracted absence and has instructed that we
discover the cause.’  Phantasm responded promptly.  


Mistral was
instantly aggressive, all raised eyebrows and folded her arms, ‘Is this why
you’re here?  To check-up on me?  Who the hell does Leo think he
is?  And who the hell do you think you are?’


Phantasm said
nothing but Phantom looked slightly embarrassed.  A heavy silence fell. 


‘Well now
you’ve seen that I’m still alive you can go!’  Mistral spat, radiating
volcanic hostility.  ‘Oh, and tell Leo I said thanks for his concern and
I’ll be back next week.’


Phantasm
arched an eyebrow, ‘And?’


‘And what?’


‘And, do you
have any other messages?’


Mistral
froze.  They twins knew.  Of course they knew.  Serenity had
already proved that she couldn’t keep a secret.  Half the Valley probably
knew by now.  She felt her cheeks redden.  If they knew she’d finally
got the Sight then they probably also knew what she’d been doing all
week.  Leo wasn’t worried that she was ill or injured; he was worried
about his pet Seer’s gift still being functional.  


She narrowed
her eyes, her voice a furious hiss, ‘Leo wants to know whether or not I’ve kept
the Sight?’  


Phantasm gave
her a reproving look, the overbearing older brother once more, ‘His concern is
entirely founded Mistral.  Serenity said you left despite her expressed
instructions to remain.  The sudden arrival of your gift must have been
quite a shock.  You should really have remained under Serenity’s care, not
ridden out of the Valley like some reckless runaway!  What if you had
fallen in the forests?  We might never –’


Mistral wasn’t
listening to him.  Serenity had called after?  She didn’t remember
hearing her, or anything other than wanted to get here, to Fabian.  She
turned to see him stood beside her.  He was frowning at Phantasm, no
longer cold but concerned.  Mistral sighed.  Of course, he would now
be worried that she could have hurt herself riding like an idiot too. 
Suddenly fed up with the whole stupid game she held a hand up, halting Phantasm
mid-flow.


‘Yes
brother.  Leave off with the whinging.  I’ve still got the Sight.’


‘Really?’
 Phantasm regarded her sceptically.  ‘So, you could tell me what I’m
thinking right now?’


‘Yes, but I’d
rather beat it out of you!’ she snapped.  ‘Actually, Sheldon, I think I
will, just for the hell of it!’


Out of the
corner of her eye she saw Phantom’s face dissolve into a grin, ‘Now, now,
there’s no need for name calling.  Puddle.’ 


Mistral
laughed and the tension between them instantly lifted.  


Phantasm’s
face blazed with sudden pride, he reached out to rest a hand lightly on her
arm, ‘Well done Mistral.’   


‘About time
too.’  Phantom added righteously.  ‘I would hug you, but quite
frankly, looking at the state of you, I’m not sure where you’ve been.’


‘Nowhere.’ 
Mistral smiled and slipped her hand into Fabian’s.


Phantom rolled
his eyes, ‘Just as we feared.’


‘Are you
staying?’  Fabian enquired, his body posture suddenly that of a relaxed
host.


‘If we’re not
intruding –’


‘Of course you
are.’  Mistral cut in bluntly.  ‘But I know you’ll be going soon
anyway.  Leo wants you back with his precious update.’  


Phantom looked
up quickly, ‘And you know this because you’ve Seen it?’


‘No.  I
know this because he’s a domineering control freak and your two are predictably
trying to keep on his good side.’


Laughing
softly at their bickering, Fabian strode up the stairs to unlock the
door.  


‘I see Sight
hasn’t given you any manners then.’  Phantom sniffed. 


Mistral stuck
her tongue out at him then ran up the stairs, smiling blissfully when Fabian
caught her around the waist and kissed her, murmuring something in her ear that
made her laugh before releasing her.  


‘Please
forgive the intrusion Mage De Winter.’  Phantasm apologised when he followed
Mistral up the stairs.  ‘But we were under strict orders from Master
Sphinx to be ruthless in our efforts to establish the truth, er, or words to
that effect.’  


Fabian
shrugged unconcernedly, he was looking at Mistral, a vague smile lifting the corners
of his mouth.


‘He was not
best pleased about your impromptu holiday to say the least!’  Phantom
exclaimed to Mistral when he strolled through the door. 


‘Honeymoon,
actually.’  Mistral corrected primly then grinned.  ‘So on a scale of
one to ten, just how mad was he?’ 


Phantom pursed
his lips and considered for a moment, ‘Somewhere around a fifteen, I’d say.’


Mistral
laughed, ‘Did he swear?’


‘No, but he
did go red and shout a lot.’


Mistral sighed
happily, ‘I almost wish I’d been there.’ 


The twins sauntered
over to the two battered chairs near the stove and dropped gratefully into them
with joint sighs.  Fabian closed the door and walked across the room
towards the kitchen, carrying a pair of rabbits from their hunt.


‘I’ll skin
those for lunch.’  Mistral offered, taking the rabbits from him and
sitting down at the kitchen table. 


Fabian folded
his arms across his chest and leaned back against a wooden pillar, smiling at
Mistral pulling her dagger from her belt and testing the blade against her
thumb before beginning to skin the rabbits.  Finally tearing his gaze
away, Fabian looked over at Phantasm and raised his eyebrows enquiringly. 



‘Tell me what
developments there have been with the Rochfortes.’ 


Mistral shook
her head and sighed, turning her attention to the task of skinning the rabbits
while Phantasm relayed the Divinus’ most recent report.  She let her mind
drift, listening more to their thoughts than the boring conversation they were
having.  Unfortunately neither the twins nor Fabian were thinking about
anything other than the Rochfortes and Mistral let her mind rove, testing her
newfound gift.  Calling up the images of each of her brothers in turn she
smiled in amusement when she found she could hear their thoughts.  


Mistral’s
dagger dropped from her hands to clatter onto the table, her eyes staring into
nothingness.  A soft sigh escaped her lips then her eyes slid out of focus
and her face grew blank.  


Fabian was
instantly knelt beside her, his dark eyes anxious, ‘What is it Mistral? 
What have you Seen?’  


The twins
leapt to their feet and moved quietly across the room to stand behind Fabian,
both gazing at Mistral tensely. 


‘The
Divinus.’  Mistral blinked and focussed on Fabian.  ‘He’s passed.’ 


Fabian’s ebony
gaze held hers, deep and calm.  She felt strength flowing from him,
filling her with certainty.  He was her Mage, her husband, her love. 
The possessor of her soul.


‘Then,
Mistral, it is time to fulfil your destiny.’
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  Gold

  
 

 
  	
  Love

  
  	
  ......

  
  	
  Shades of pink depending on
  intensity

  
 

 
  	
  Peace/Contentment

  
  	
  ......

  
  	
  Pale Blue

  
 

 
  	
  Purpose/Focus/Acceptance

  
  	
  ......

  
  	
  Royal Blue

  
 







 


  Negative



 
  	
  Ambition

  
  	
  ......

  
  	
  Russet

  
 

 
  	
  Anger/Rage

  
  	
  ......

  
  	
  Scarlet

  
 

 
  	
  Boredom

  
  	
  ......

  
  	
  Beige

  
 

 
  	
  Confusion

  
  	
  ......

  
  	
  Olive Green

  
 

 
  	
  Depression/Misery

  
  	
  ......

  
  	
  Grey

  
 

 
  	
  Despair/hatred

  
  	
  ......

  
  	
  Black

  
 

 
  	
  Disappointment

  
  	
  ......

  
  	
  Mustard

  
 

 
  	
  Dislike

  
  	
  ......

  
  	
  Brown

  
 

 
  	
  Fear

  
  	
  ......

  
  	
  White

  
 

 
  	
  Frustration

  
  	
  ......

  
  	
  Deep Purple

  
 

 
  	
  Greed/Envy/Jealousy

  
  	
  ......

  
  	
  Lime Green

  
 

 
  	
  Guilt/Remorse

  
  	
  ......

  
  	
  Bronze

  
 

 
  	
  Pain

  
  	
  ......

  
  	
  Fire

  
 

 
  	
  Revulsion/Disgust

  
  	
  ......

  
  	
  Orange

  
 

 
  	
  Sadness/Loss/Regret

  
  	
  ......

  
  	
  Pale Green

  
 

 
  	
  Stubbornness

  
  	
  ......

  
  	
  Copper

  
 

 
  	
  Worry

  
  	
  ……

  
  	
  Amethyst
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