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The Nine Gods of Bayonnar 

 

The Three of Virtue & Goodness. 
 

Vull (The Righteous)  Patron of all who value truth, justice, law and order. 

Illana (The Caregiver) Patron of the downtrodden and the weak.  Source of all 
healing. 

Grism (The Fist) God of war and righteous force.  He marches with the 
largest battalions and resides in the hearts of the proud 
and fierce. 

 

The Three of Life & Balance. 
 

Norman (The Reveller) God of festivals, celebration and joy.     

Loki (The Trickster) God of luck, balance and fortune.  

Hale (The Nurturer) God of nature and all that grows or runs wild.   

 

 

The Three of Darkness and Evil. 
 

Drazen (The Dark Master) God of injustice and oppression; whose word is spread 
by lies and force of arms. 

Zaahl (The Slayer)  God of death and master of the hidden paths.  All those 
who pass to the afterlife must travel through his realm. 

Dierdra (The Necomancer) Goddess of chaos and evil.  She cares nothing for 
morality and offers command over dark powers to 
those who sacrifice the life energy of others to her. 

 

Elder Gods 
There are entities that were displaced by the new gods in æons past.  They are frightening 
and utterly alien to humans.  Both they and their powers can be summoned but often only at a 
terrifying cost and at considerable risk. 
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First Unit Green Company 
 

1. Fortitude Ulfsson 

2. Novitiate Priestess Celia 

3. Nanya of Rearsby 

4. Marcus Barker 

5. Sang, son of Sung 

6. Aidan Reichmann 

7. William of Sheepy Magma 

8. Merrin Joysdaughter 

9. Gytha of Ware 
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Chapter 1 

The night was bitterly cold.  The shepherd slowly worked his way along the narrow path ï 
moving as much by feel as by the dim moonlight occasionally appearing through the broken 
cloud above.  He hugged the wall to his left ï keeping as far from the cliff on the other side as 
he could. 

ñAgnes,ò he called.  ñWhere are you?ò 

The gusting wind swept his words away in an instant, but he stopped to listen anyway.  The 
distant crash of surf far below was joined by the slap of tree-branches bending in the wind 
and rustling leaves. 

ñWhere are you?ò he cried again.  ñCome out you damned animal?ò 

Anger and frustration gnawed at him.  His masterôs prize Romney had wandered off due to 
inattention on his part.  He would be whipped at best or possibly even dismissed if the 
creature had come to any harm. 

He shuffled on searching blindly in the darkness.  The village of Stowe was now a quarter 
mile back and its lights had long since disappeared behind the snaking bulk of the hillside 
above.  Another few hundred paces, he guessed.  Another few hundred paces and he would 
reach the seaward edge of the headland.  There was a small grassy ledge there and the 
remains of an ancient stone watchpost.  It was a long shot, but he hoped that the sheep might 
have taken shelter there under what remained of the old arched roof amid the long grass. 

ñAgnes!ò he called again trying to keep the frustration from his voice.  ñWhere are you?  Come 
to me.ò 

The bulk of the land disappeared before him as he stepped around a rocky outcropping.  The 
sea was visible ahead as a black formless mass under a dark velvet sky.  Silhouetted faintly 
against the sky was the arched roof of the old shelter.  There seemed to be a faint light 
illuminating its underside. 

The shepherd frowned into the darkness.  Who would be here at this hour and in this forsaken 
place?  It was far from the main road and not in a place that anyone would come to casually.  
The manôs frown faded and was replaced by a mixture of suspicion and fear.  Ivon pirates 
frequently raided these waters ï intercepting the rich merchants sailing between the Duchy of 
Withersea and the southern trade ports.  Smugglers were also reputed to choose places like 
this to land goods that were either prohibited or subject to high tariffs.  

The shepherd was not a brave man, but reason told him that this was an opportunity to 
deflect blame for losing Agnes.  If he could report either smuggling or piracy to the company 
of militiamen based in the village, his lordship might overlook the loss of the sheep. 

He considered this from all angles and decided that it was worth the risk.  He shifted the knife 
at his belt so it was more accessible then got down on all fours.  He began crawling forward, 
moving as slowly and carefully as he could. 

He got to within a dozen paces of the shelter before he was able to see what was inside.  A 
man was seated with his back to the shepherd.  He wore a large dark coloured cloak and a 
full hat.  A hooded lantern sat beside the man.  A small amount of light emerged from a tiny 
slit in the hood and cast nearly imperceptible shadows that danced on the underside of the 
shelter roof. 

The shepherd watched silently for more than five minutes but the man did nothing but remain 
seated ï staring out to sea.  Something about the manôs cloak looked familiar, but the 
fasteners were not visible and he could not even make out its colour for certain in the dim 
light. 

The shepherd considered his options.  Agnes was not here and he did not dare return to his 
lordship without something to atone for his lapse in duty.  He needed to know who this 
stranger was and what he was doing here.   

He tried to still his pounding heart as he lifted a small pebble from the ground at his feet.  He 
paused to direct a silent thought to Illana ï praying that she might protect him this night.  He 
then flicked the stone out so it landed to one side of the shelter. 
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The stranger stood without any sign of alarm. 

The shepherd tensed ï readying himself to flee back into the darkness. 

ñNow,ò the stranger called softly.  It was a manôs voice and the shepherd knew it instantly.   

The shepherd felt a moment of relief, but before he could call out, massively powerful arms 
seized him from behind and he was lifted effortlessly into the air.  He twisted in fearful alarm 
and tried to wriggle out of his captorôs grasp. In doing so, he saw what was holding him for the 
first time.  His scream cut off and became a whimper as utter terror took him. 

The creature holding him was humanoid, but its face was the face of a demon.  A long 
eyeless maw with twisting tentacular tendrils formed its head.  Its body was invisible, but there 
were massive broad shoulders under that head.   

He whimpered and flailed ï barely holding on to his humanity and sanity. 

The cloaked man turned.  He spoke a single word and his hand began to emit a pearly glow.  
He stepped forward and lifted his hand to the face of  the wild-eyed shepherd.  ñCynric,ò he 
said softly and with genuine regret.  ñYou shouldnôt be here.  Iôm sorry.  No one was to be hurt 
from the village.ò 

The shepherd began to sob at the hopelessness of his situation.  ñWhy?ò he moaned.  ñWhy 
you?ò 

The man did not answer.  He simply nodded at the creature holding Cynric. 

The creatureôs head angled down and one of its sinuous hands wrapped around the 
shepherdôs skull.  The shepherd felt its mind punch effortlessly into his.  In an instant it had 
seized his memories, thoughts and feelings.  Just as it sensed everything of the shepherdôs 
mind, he was able to see its mind in turn.  It was utterly alien and without any human 
compunction or compassion. The sheer power of that mind and its inhumanity snapped the 
shepherdôs mind in an instant.  Sanity and consciousness were taken from him and he let out 
one despairing moan before collapsing twitching and grunting.  The creature casually flicked 
the shepherdôs body over the edge of the rocky headland and it disappeared silently into the 
darkness below. 

The man watched this with a mixture of fear and rapture.  ñDoes he or anyone else know 
anything, honoured servant of our master?ò 

The creature indicated that the manôs secret was still safe. 

ñDo I give the signal then?ò 

The creature indicated assent.  Its business was concluded here and its presence was a risk 
to this operation.  A line of light appeared behind it ï reaching up from the ground to a point 
just above its head.  It stepped back and, as it did, its form somehow flattened and 
foreshortened.  It then slid into the light and disappeared. 

The man bowed reverently.  He then set about doing his masterôs bidding.  He dismissed the 
magical light from his hand and returned to the hooded lantern.  He carried it over to the edge 
of the cliff and proceeded to give the complex set of signals he knew from memory. 

He repeated the message twice then waited.  A minute passed and then a single blue light 
briefly appeared far out to sea.  The message had been received and understood. 

*** 

Fortitude awoke feeling like death.  He had laid awake tossing and turning much of the night 
and had only drifted off some time after the third hour of the morning. 

His first thought on waking was pretty much the same one he had had on falling asleep.  He 
was going to be blamed if things went wrong and he was going to be blamed if nothing 
happened.  If, by some chance, things did work out as planned, he suspected there was a 
long line of nobles, officers and advisors that would take the credit.  At best he could hope to 
be overlooked.  At worsté  Well the worst did not bear thinking too much about and yet 
Fortitude did not seem to be able to stop thinking about it. 



Temple of the Moons.   Pg 6 of 262 

ñMorning Corporal,ò a voice said.  He turned to see Sergeant Wayland standing over him in 
the twilight of the barracks. 

Fortitude stifled the urge to rub his eyes.  ñMorning Sarge,ò he replied. 

ñGet everyone up.  I want all weapons and armour ready for inspection an hour after 
breakfast.  Lieutenant Bradbroke has arrived from Mersea with two additional militia units.  
Heôll be inspecting our unit and giving final orders.  Youôll be wanted for a briefing after that.ò 

ñYes Sarge,ò Fortitude replied.  He forced himself out of bed.  ñEveryone up,ò he called.  
ñBreakfast followed by inspection.ò 

The room became a flurry of activity as the eight other militiamen leapt from their beds and 
began readying themselves for the coming day. 

Fortitude hurried everyone along with a mixture of quiet encouragement and humour, while 
preparing himself at the same time.  The occasional wave of anxiety flooded through him 
whenever his attention wandered from his duty.  He was going to be blamed.  It had been 
foolish to speak up.  The chances of this working were tiny.  When he caught himself thinking 
this way, he forced his thoughts back to the task at hand.  He must not get distracted, he 
reminded himself.   

Breakfast was consumed quickly and then Fortitude personally supervised everyone as they 
prepared for the inspection.  There was still thirty minutes to the inspection time, when 
Fortitude had the unit lined up for his own review.  The eight men and women before him 
were the usual assortment of volunteers and the volunteered.   

Twain and Sanford were the best in the unit.  Both were excellent archers and swordsmen.  
Twain was a bare seventeen years of age, but hoped to transfer across to the Ducal guards 
when he reached the age of twenty.  Serving with the militia was nothing more than 
preparation for this and Fortitude judged that he had the potential to fulfil his dream.  Sanford 
was at the other end of his career.  He had been a guard with one of the lesser lords for more 
than fifteen years until a head injury had damaged his sight.  He could wield a sword or mace 
with the best of them, but his archery was now all but useless.  Another five years with the 
militia and he would be eligible for an honourable discharge and a pension.  Fortitude 
suspected he would not remain a single day longer than absolutely necessary. 

Mercea, Elden and Hanley were all adequate.  They could fight well enough, but none of them 
had the wit or drive to be much more than what they were.  The Dukeôs silver penny each 
month was a welcome sinecure for them so long as the danger was not too great or too 
immediate.  All three had joined Fortitudeôs unit in the last year ï and Hanley only six weeks 
ago.  None had yet demonstrated their mettle in a real fight. 

Emma Hanelore did not have the size or strength to be an effective in close-combat, but she, 
like Fortitude, had the wit and strength of will to call upon Illanaôs miracle of healing.  She was 
also the best archer in the unit ï though her size limited her to a bow with a short haft. 

Booth and Dalin were old hands and exactly the sort of men that the militia tried to recruit and 
retain.  Both had fought their share of battles though neither was ever likely to win a 
competition for their prowess with blade or bow.  They were good steady men with little wit, 
limited imagination ï but a ready willingness to stand guard duty hour after hour without 
complaint. 

Fortitude himself had been in the Ducal militia for a little over three years.  He had originally 
trained as a blacksmith in the Barony of Wintershall several hundred miles east of Mersea, 
but lack of work and a desire for adventure had led him to accept the Dukeôs silver penny and 
don a uniform shortly after his twentieth birthday.  He was well over six feet in height and had 
the broad torso and musculature of a man who had pumped a forge and wielded the 
hammers of a smith since his eighth year.  Since joining the militia, he had trained hard, 
learned everything possible and had been rewarded with a promotion to unit corporal under 
Sergeant Wayland nearly a year ago. 

As far as Fortitude was concerned, Sergeant Wayland was the glue that bound the disparate 
members of the unit together.  The Sergeant had ten years with the militia now and, like 
Fortitude, had been born and raised as a commoner.  Whereas Fortitude had been born to 
the family of the blacksmith and raised to that profession, the sergeantôs father had been a 
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farmer.  They both shared an unquestioning sense of duty.  Fortitude had once seen the 
sergeant single-handedly take on and best three brigands despite numerous wounds.   

Fortitude had realised long ago that the sergeant was not a particularly clever man and an 
injury five years ago had further incapacitated him further still, by rendering the man partially 
deaf.  He tended to bellow his orders and rely on Fortitude to advise him when responses 
were anything other than in the affirmative.  Despite this, he had proven to be an ideal mentor 
to the young Fortitude and had encouraged Fortitude to assume increasing responsibility over 
the unit and its members.  The sergeant was rare among the non-commissioned officers of 
the militia in both asking for and following advice from those in his team.   

Fortitude walked along the row of men before him checking them from top to bottom looking 
for any imperfection that might reflect upon the unitôs reputation and his own credit.  Eldenôs 
tunic had a small, almost imperceptible tear along one edge and Fortitude despatched him to 
sew it up.  The blade of Hanleyôs knife was dull with use and Fortitude sent him to have it 
sharpened. 

Otherwise, everyone seemed adequately presented to Fortitudeôs well practiced eye.  
Leggings and tunics were spotless.  Leather breastplates had been oiled and burnished to 
perfection.  Weapons were polished and slung in regulation fashion and were ready for battle. 

ñInspection will take place shortly,ò Fortitude said unnecessarily.  ñYouôll be dismissed 
afterwards and I want everyone to have a quiet day and get some sleep.  The sergeant will 
tell us whatôs going on later, but weôre likely to have a busy night.  There will be two other 
Mersea militia units here today and Iôll award a fortnightôs latrine duty to whoever starts any 
trouble with them.  May the gods help anyone who drinks anything other than water today or 
who renders themselves unable to stand watch this evening.  Am I understood?ò 

Everyone indicated understanding. 

Booth spoke.  ñFortitude; whatôs going on?  What do you know about tonight?ò 

ñThereôs a chance that pirates may raid Stowe this evening ï or more precisely, the temple.ò 

That caused a few murmurs and surprised looks. 

ñWhy?ò Booth asked.    ñIs this something to do with the armour of Saint Rudd thatôs coming 
to the temple here today?ò 

ñWhat do you know about that?ò Fortitude inquired carefully. 

Boothôs manner suddenly became evasive.  ñThere was talk at the inn,ò he said.  ñI just heard 
that the priests were all excited and that a service of benediction was planned.  All the 
villagers seem to know about it.ò 

Dalin spoke.  ñIôve heard the rumours too,ò he confirmed.  ñWe all have.ò 

Fortitude chose his words carefully.  ñI canôt confirm anything at this stage.  I donôt know 
exactly whatôs happening myself and youôll find out whatôs going on when we all find out.  Just 
make sure no one does anything stupid.  Weôll need every blade possible if thereôs trouble.ò 

Sergeant Wayland appeared at that moment.  Accompanying him was a man wearing a long 
crimson robe with a heraldic device embroidered over his breast.  Fortitude guessed that this 
was Lieutenant Bradbroke from Mersea. 

ñStand to!ò the sergeant barked. 

The unit formed a perfect line with everyone standing to attention and staring firmly forward.  
Fortitude stood at one end of the line, separated from the other irregulars by half a pace. 

ñThe men may stand easy,ò the newcomer said.  His voice was cultured and his words had a 
rounded accent that Fortitude had not heard before.  

The sergeant commanded the unit to stand easy and everyone took a more relaxed posture. 

ñSergeant, introduce your unit,ò the lieutenant demanded.   

Sergeant Wayland quickly worked his way down the line from left to right.  ñMilitiaman First 
Class Sanford, seven years, longsword and mace.   Militiaman Hanelore, two years, longbow 
and healing.  Militiaman First Class Booth, fifteen years, longbow, greatsword, tracker.  
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Militiaman First Class Dalin, twelve years, crossbow and mace.  Probationer Mercea, six 
months, longsword and crossbow.  Probationer Hanley, one month, longsword.  Militiaman 
Elden, eleven months, crossbow and longsword.  Militiaman Twain, two years, longsword, 
greatsword, mace, longbow and crossbow.  Corporal Ulfsson, three years, greatsword, mace, 
crossbow and healing.ò 

The lieutenant studied each person in turn and stepped up to Hanley.  ñPresent your weapon 
Probationer.ò 

Hanley looked rather startled at having been singled out for particular attention.  He was 
visibly nervous as he tried to draw his sword from its scabbard.  The crossguard caught on his 
tunic and it took him two attempts to finally wrench the blade free.  He finally reversed the 
blade and offered it hilt first to the lieutenant. 

The lieutenant visibly suppressed a smile as he accepted the sword.  He inspected it carefully 
and then returned it to the young man in front of him.  ñVery good,ò the lieutenant said.  

The lieutenantôs eyes then continued along the rest of the row and stopped on Fortitude.  ñSo 
you are Corporal Fortitude Ulfsson?ò 

ñYes sir,ò Fortitude replied. 

The lieutenant weighed Fortitude with his gaze a moment longer, then turned back to address 
the full unit.  ñYou are dismissed.  You will receive instructions later today, but your orders are 
to rest, sleep and be ready for a long night.ò  He gestured at the sergeant and Fortitude in 
turn.  ñSergeant Wayland and Corporal Ulfsson will report to my chambers at the inn 
immediately.ò 

*** 

Fortitude followed the sergeant and the lieutenant the few hundred paces to the Golden Cup.  
It was a large inn ï built to accommodate the merchant traffic that moved between the 
Kingdomôs coastal cities and the pilgrims that came to make offerings at the Vull temple 
behind the village. 

The lieutenant had commandeered two rooms on the third floor of the inn.  When Fortitude 
entered, he found four other men present.  They were introduced as sergeants Emmerson 
and Woodley and corporals Foley and Haylee of the Mersea units that had accompanied 
Lieutenant Bradbroke to Stowe. 

ñEveryone take a seat,ò the lieutenant instructed.  When everyone was comfortable he 
continued.  ñAs you know, weôve been losing a lot of our own ships to pirates and more than a 
few rich wagon trains have been snatched in daring coastal raids.  Somehow the pirates have 
known when and where to hit these targets and the one thing in common is that all the ships 
and wagons passed through or by Stowe within a few days of the attacks.  A fortnight ago 
Sergeant Wayland reported evidence that someone was using the headland here at Stowe to 
signal ships at sea.  Rather than lay a trap for this person and possibly capturing one traitor, 
he suggested that we might attempt to turn the tables on the pirates by planting a false cargo 
and setting an ambush.ò 

Sergeant Wayland had a hand cupped over one ear.  ñIt was actually my young corporal that 
suggested the plan,ò he said. 

Fortitude stiffened self-consciously. 

ñSo you said in your report,ò the lieutenant said rewarding Fortitude with a nod.  ñDuke Boric 
personally approved it and tonight we put it into action.  Most of what Iôm about to tell you has 
been kept in the strictest confidence so that no one could intentionally or unintentionally 
reveal it.ò 

The men seated around the lieutenant all leaned in fractionally as he continued. 

ñHis grace suspects that the pirates are motivated by more than just profit.  He believes they 
are being funded and directed by one or more nations.ò 

ñIvo?ò Sergeant Wayland speculated. 

ñTorp?  Or Arcis?ò Sergeant Emmerson suggested. 
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ñPossibly,ò Lieutenant Bradbroke replied.  ñThough his grace believes it may also be the Han.ò 

This caused another stir.  ñBut the Han are five hundred miles south of Mersea!ò Sergeant 
Emmerson exclaimed.  ñWhy raid here?  Why not in Routh or nearer Warminster?ò 

The lieutenant shook his head.  ñHis grace did not choose to tell me the source of his 
suspicion, but he has set up this operation to test his theory.  He believes that the best way to 
test the motive of the pirates is to tempt them with a treasure that has more symbolic than 
actual intrinsic value and which will present more problems for them to recover than they 
would experience with lightly protected merchant wagons on the highway.ò 

ñThe village Stowe here is the place where Vullôs greatest paladin, Rudd the Just, was born 
and grew to manhood.  The great temple of Saint Rudds was built behind the village for that 
reason, though the abbey of the same name is located two hundred miles inland from here at 
the place where the blessed man fell fighting the Odans centuries ago.  At the request of the 
King himself, the High Temple of Vull in Warminster has agreed to shift what remains of Saint 
Ruddôs armour to the abbey for permanent entombment with the holy paladinôs mortal 
remains.  The armour ï what remains of it ï is housed in a golden reliquary studded with rare 
and precious stones.  Naturally enough, the reliquary is being transported to the abbey via the 
temple here for veneration by the priests and acolytes.  It has been travelling here for three 
weeks now and arrives in Stowe this afternoon.  Tomorrow the armour will resume its journey 
to the abbey.  To date the armour has travelled on inland roads and this evening is the only 
time that the armour will be on the coast.ò  He looked around.  ñAny questions so far?ò 

No one said anything, so Fortitude took the opportunity to ask the question at the forefront of 
his mind.  ñWhat happens if the pirates havenôt been warned?ò 

ñI donôt know,ò the lieutenant replied candidly.  ñThatôs a problem for Duke Boric.  Vull-priest 
Tranter was informed that the armour was coming in front of several of his acolytes.  Squire 
Weston was also informed with several servants present.  Sergeant Wayland also informed 
the local reeve and constable.ò 

ñThe village knows,ò Fortitude said.  ñMy men informed me this morning that the arrival of the 
armour is a topic of common conversation in the common room downstairs.ò 

ñGood,ò the lieutenant said. ñAnd this morning Squire Weston and his constable informed me 
that a man is missing from the village ï a shepherd by the name of Cynric along with a prize 
sheep by the name of Agnes.ò 

This intelligence elicited a few off-colour comments about rural life.  The lieutenant shared in 
the ribald humour then quietened the room. 

ñThe armour is being escorted by four Vull-sworn knights and a dozen temple guards.  I will 
inform them that we suspect an attempt will be made to steal the armour and we will rely on 
them to keep it secure in the temple.  Our job will be to ambush the pirates, if they come.  We 
must capture their commanders if possible and ensure that no one escapes.ò 

The lieutenant laid a sketch map of the village and its surrounds down on the table.  The long 
headland jutting out into the sea below Stowe filled the middle of the map.  Steep cliffs were 
marked along both sides.  Either side of the headland were two wide shallow beaches.  Stowe 
was at the back of the northernmost of the two beaches ï sited in the wind shadow of the 
headland.  Its houses were marked out along the beach and they finished abruptly at the sea-
cut rock shelves that ran out to sea half the distance of the headland.  There were no more 
navigable coves within five miles north of these shelves. 

The southernmost of the two bays was wider and shallower than that below Stowe.  The main 
highway linking Mersea with the cities to the south ran a short distance back from the 
coastline.  There was a temporary branch in the road as it reached Stowe.  One branch ran 
through the village itself, while the other ran past the temple ï several hundred yards away. 

The lieutenant studied the map silently for a long minute before speaking again.  ñThe only 
safe places to land longships of the type used by the pirates are the beach below Stowe and 
the beach on the southern side of the headland.  Everything else is too rocky, too remote, or 
would require scaling sheer cliffs.  The harbour of Stowe is naturally deeper than the southern 
bay and the longships could be driven right up onto the beach.  The shallow waters of the 



Temple of the Moons.   Pg 10 of 262 

southern bay would only allow them to get within a hundred paces of the shore.  They would 
need to wade the rest of the way.ò 

He stabbed a finger on the southern bay.  ñIf it were me, Iôd land there ï even though it would 
mean wading a fair distance to shore which would make me vulnerable.  Iôd assume that the 
southern beach would be unguarded and that I could sneak up to the road and along to the 
temple ï bypassing Stowe altogether.  As a result, weôll station Sergeant Emmersonôs unit 
there in the southern cove, at the edge of the beach ï where the rocks of the headland 
begin.ò   

He pointed then at the village of Stowe.  ñI can also see that the pirates might choose a bolder 
course of action.  The harbour of Stowe would permit the pirates to sail right up onto the 
beach and storm any routine guard positions that might be there.  As such, Sergeant 
Waylandôs unit will cover the beach below Stowe.  You know the land well and may determine 
how best to deploy your unit.ò 

He then pointed at the top of the headland.  ñWe will put Sergeant Woodleyôs unit there.  Your 
job will be to watch for the pirates and give a prearranged signal indicating where they are 
landing.  You will then move to whichever cove the pirates are making for.ò 

Fortitude found himself visualising the land around Stowe as if he were a pirate.  It was an 
uncommon way of thinking and he found it rather stimulating.  He had never been involved in 
anything like this council of war and he found his pulse racing as questions and ideas surged 
through his head. 

ñAny questions thus far, gentlemen?ò the lieutenant asked. 

To Fortitudeôs surprise no one had any.  He waited a few long moments, then put the question 
that seemed most important.  ñHow many pirates are we likely to be facing, sir?ò 

The lieutenant shook his head.  ñLongships hold between thirty and forty pirates.ò 

Everyone looked grave at that.  Sergeant Emmerson spoke.  ñWe may be able to surprise 
these pirates and gain some advantage, but each of our units hold only nine or ten men.  
Thirty or forty pirates will easily overwhelm one unit if the others cannot reinforce quickly 
enough.  And, what if thereôs more than one ship?ò 

The lieutenantôs expression suggested that these were not unexpected questions.  ñWe will 
do our duty.  If the pirate numbers are such that we cannot prevail, your orders are to conduct 
a fighting retreat back to the temple.  We will join the temple warriors and hold there.  I will 
signal the retreat, however.  Units are to hold until I order otherwise.ò 

Emmerson looked slightly relieved by this.  ñWhat is the order of command, sir?  Who leads in 
your absence?ò 

The lieutenant gestured at Sergeant Wayland.  ñWayland here knows the land and the local 
villagers.  He will be my second, then, in order of seniority, Emmerson followed by Woodley.ò 

ñThank you, sir,ò Wayland said.  ñI wonôt fail you.ò 

The lieutenant nodded.  ñGood.  Now, we need to cover signals, then, Sergeant Wayland, Iôll 
need you to take us and our units over the land around Stowe so we can plan deployments 
and familiarise ourselves with where to move.  Weôll also work out a path of retreat back to 
the temple and weôll examine the temple to assess its defensibility.  Is there anything else we 
should cover?ò 

Again, Fortitude waited a just long enough to ascertain that no one else had anything else to 
say before speaking himself.  ñPardon me, sir.  There are a couple of things I would suggest, 
if I might.ò 

ñOf course corporal; speak freely.ò 

ñThere are five or six good men in the village who are good with a bow.  I believe they can be 
trusted and Iôd suggest we conscript them for the night.  Iôd deploy them along the headland 
above the beaches, sir.  Iôd have at least one man down on each beach with a slow flame and 
oil pots.  When the pirates are sighted, he could light the pots and the ships would need to 
land their men into the light ï under a hail of arrows.ò 
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Sergeant Emmerson leaned back in his seat and nodded thoughtfully as he considered this. 

Sergeant Wayland winked at Fortitude approvingly. 

ñGood thinking, corporal,ò the lieutenant said.  ñSergeant Wayland, can you arrange oil pots 
and a slow flame?ò 

ñYes sir, Iôll have it done.ò 

ñAnd do you know these bowmen referred to by the corporal?ò 

ñYes sir.  The village has the usual assortment of hunters and trappers.  Some are better than 
others and I can think of a couple I would consider both honest and reliable enough for our 
purpose.  There are also two long retired guardsmen here who served with Lord Northingtonôs 
regulars.  Both men are old, but I would swear they are reliable and could still draw a good 
bow.ò 

ñConscript them then, sergeant.ò 

ñYes sir.ò 

Lieutenant Bradbroke turned back to Fortitude.  ñAnything else?ò 

ñThe tides, sir,ò Fortitude replied.  ñThe fishermen here time their departures and returns by 
them.  The headlands block much of the wind and the fishermen rely on the tides to assist 
them.  When the tide is going out and they sail out with it, or when the tide is coming in and 
they sail back to port with it, the water can double their speed.  Sailing against the tide can 
halt all progress or can exhaust rowers very quickly.ò 

ñAnd?ò the lieutenant prompted. 

ñAnd I imagine the pirates would know of this and will time their attack to take advantage of 
the tide.  If they come in on the rising tide, they will reach the beach faster and their rowers 
will be less tired.  They will probably plan to leave with the ebb tide, sir, for the same reason.ò 

The lieutenant looked impressed.  ñWhen are the tides this evening?ò 

ñHigh tide will be around the eleventh hour, sir.ò 

ñSo the attack is likely to come before then.ò  The lieutenant looked convinced.  ñVery well, we 
will have everyone awake and on watch from dusk through till the eleventh hour.  We will run 
shifts for men to sleep and stand guard after that.  Please arrange draw up the watches and 
duty assignments Sergeant Emmerson.ò 

ñYes sir.ò 

The lieutenant turned back to Fortitude.  ñAny thing else, corporal?ò   

Fortitude felt like he had already pushed his luck far enough, but there was one more thing 
niggling at him.  ñYes sir.  We donôt know whether the pirates still have eyes in the village, sir.  
Once we start deploying the units and marking out our paths of movement, someone might try 
to report it back to the pirates.  If I were the pirates, sir, I might also try to already have men 
waiting in the village at nightfall to deal with guards, or to lead the attackers ashore.  Iôd 
recommend we have at least one guard on the headland over night looking for anyone trying 
to signal.  Iôd also recommend we engage one or two of the handier villagers to stand watch 
on the adjacent headlands.  Iôd also recommend we seal the roads in and out of the village 
before we start deployments and Iôd recommend that all strangers currently in the village be 
questioned and detained if they cannot satisfy us as to why they are here.ò 

The lieutenantôs brow furrowed.  ñYou make good points, corporal.ò  His gazeò fixed on a point 
in space as he considered Fortitudeôs words.  ñVery well,ò he said at length.  ñSergeant 
Wayland, you will conscript archers and arrange for reliable men to stand watch on the three 
headlands.  Who are your most reliable men?ò 

ñSir, other than Corporal Ulfsson, here, I would commend Militiaman First Class Sanford and 
Militiaman First Class Booth.ò 

ñThey both know the land hereabouts?ò 

ñYes sir, both men have been with the unit since it was deployed here two years ago.ò 
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ñThen please have Booth report to Sergeant Emmerson here and Sanford report to Sergeant 
Foley.  They are to take the visiting units over the terrain and show all paths and defensible 
places.ò 

ñYes sir.ò 

The lieutenant turned to Fortitude.  ñCorporal, please take the rest of your unit.  Secure the 
roads and any other obvious paths in and out of the town.  Interrogate and, at your discretion, 
detain any strangers over night.  You will be acting with my full authority.ò 

ñYes sir,ò Fortitude replied.  

ñThere will be a full briefing of all men involved in this operation half an hour before sunset.  
Go now, corporal.ò 

Fortitude stood and saluted.  He strode across to the door and pulled it open.   

In the hall outside the door, a woman was standing there with her hand raised ready to knock.  
Fortitude recoiled slightly at the surprise of finding her there.  The way she looked was just as 
odd. 

The womanôs skin was extraordinarily pale and her hair raven black.  She had one eyebrow of 
prodigious size running from one side of her face to the other without break.  Her eyes were 
dark with irises that appeared as black as the dress she was wearing.  It was the eyes that 
most surprised Fortitude.  They were bright ï too bright and the lines around them showed 
signs of strain. 

ñYes?ò she demanded.  Her voice was as odd as her appearance.  It was a low croak and she 
spoke without inflection or any particular warmth. 

ñWho are you looking for?ò Fortitude demanded warily. 

ñWhat makes you think Iôm looking for anyone?ò the woman replied.  There was now a touch 
of suspicion in her tone. 

Fortitude was suddenly very aware of the group of men behind him.  The woman did not quite 
seem right in the head and so he moved forward forcing her back into the corridor.  He closed 
the door behind him and stared down at her. 

ñWho are you and what are you doing here?ò 

She frowned.  ñYou donôt know me?ò 

ñNo of course not.  Weôve never met have we?ò 

She looked uncertain.  ñIôm not sureé maybe.ò 

ñWho are you?ò 

She tried to smile.  It came out as more of an uncomfortable grimace.  ñIôm Merrin.ò 

ñDo you have a familial name?ò 

ñYes,ò she replied evasively. 

ñWhat is it?ò 

She mumbled something. 

ñPlease repeat that.ò 

ñJoysdaughter,ò she replied and her face screwed up in disgust.  ñIôm Merrin Joysdaughter.ò 

ñWhere are you from Merrin Joysdaughter.ò 

ñWintershall.ò 

Once again Fortitude felt surprise.  ñWintershall?  Thatôs where I was born and raised.ò 

ñOh?ò she said.  ñWell what are the chances of two citizens of Wintershall meeting so far from 
home?ò 

ñNot high,ò Fortitude replied.  Suspicion flooded through him.  ñWhat are you doing here, 
Merrin Joysdaughter?ò 
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ñI hear thereôs a militia force here.  Iôd like to join up.ò 

Fortitude stared at her in open disbelief.  ñYou came here to join the Ducal militia?ò 

The woman began wringing her hands uncomfortably.  ñYes,ò she said in a little voice while 
pinning her gaze on the floor. 

ñThere are recruiting stations where you can be tested in Mersea, Ash and Broadwindsor.  
Thereôs no station here, so I ask you again, Merrin Joysdaughter; why are you here?ò 

ñOh?ò she replied.  ñI was misinformed.  So can I join up now?  Maybe try it out for a night and 
see how things go?ò 

Her story was clearly made up, but Fortitude did not feel he had enough to accuse her of 
lying.  ñWhich part of Wintershall are you from?ò 

ñDouglahn Street ï the merchants quarter.  My father Thomas Warham imports wine and 
quality foodstuffs.  He supplies Baron William himself, and provides goods for the better fine-
goods stores.ò 

Wintershall was a large city and though Fortitude had never met or seen this woman before, 
he did know Thomas Warham.  Before joining the Dukeôs militia, Fortitude had worked as a 
relief smith in Wintershall on the odd occasions when illness or absence meant one of the 
cityôs licensed smiths were away.  Outside those times, he had laboured and worked a 
number of the wagon trains that criss-crossed the Barony of Winterslow ï transferring goods 
to and from the Barony of Standlynch in the east and the Duchy of Mortain in the south.  He 
had taken several wagons to the warehouse of Thomas Warham and had worked one of his 
wagons for a few months five summers ago.ò 

ñTell me where Thomas Warhamôs warehouse is located and what colour he has painted its 
doors.ò 

ñThe corner of Kingsway and Pelham Drive.  Green.ò 

Fortitude was surprised.  The answers were correct and the womanôs accent was definitely 
that of Wintershall.  Still, what was she really doing here?  And, why was she here now?  
Fortitude frowned down at her. 

The woman recoiled visibly under his gaze and seemed to shrink visibly.  She started 
babbling.  ñCanôt you feel it ï somethingôs coming.  I just need to be here.  It could be very 
bad ï I donôt know.  I feel it out there.  Itôs very angry.  It doesnôt like us.  I just want to help.  I 
need to help.  I saw you in my dream.  You and the arrows.  Please can I help?ò 

Fortitude was now sure he was dealing with a madwoman.  He seized her by one arm and 
began pulling her down the corridor.  She continued babbling as he led her from the inn 
across the constableôs office and locked her in one of the two cells. 

ñThe darkness is out there and itôs coming,ò she insisted in a grating monotone.  ñItôs an odd 
darkness, soft and hard to define, but things are moving in it.  They donôt like us either.  
Theyôre not happy ï no, not happy at all.ò 

She went on like this until the metal grating closed behind her with a loud clang.  She then 
seemed to regain her senses and regarded Fortitude with a mixture of disappointment and 
worry.  ñPlease will you let me say one thing?ò 

Fortitude felt he had heard enough already, but he acquiesced on the off-chance he might 
learn something useful about why the woman was here.  ñVery well,ò he said.  ñBut make it 
quick.ò 

ñI had a dream,ò she said. 

ñA dream?ò 

ñYes.  In it I saw you being attacked by arrows out of the darkness.  I had to protect you, but 
the arrows changed path in the air to follow you.ò 

Fortitude frowned at her.  The woman was clearly completely out of her mind.  ñJust stay here 
tonightéò he began. 

ñArrows,ò she said.  ñEnsorcelled rune arrows.ò 
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ñYes right,ò he said.  ñJust stay here quietly and youôll be released in the morning.ò  He 
stepped away to where the constable was watching. 

ñI think sheôs harmless,ò he said softly enough that the woman could not overhear.  ñSheôs 
clearly touched, but sheôs unarmed and she seems to be a native of my home town.  Hold 
her, but donôt let any harm come to her.ò 

ñYes corporal,ò the constable replied. 

ñAnd Iôll be posting guards in the next twenty minutes on both ends of the road outside Stowe.  
Can you please let all travellers know that no one leaves without a written note signed by 
either yourself or myself ï on the orders of Lieutenant Bradbroke.  Passes should only be 
issued to anyone you have known for more than a few years and who is travelling for a good 
reason.  For example, any merchant who comes through here regularly may leave the village. 
Everyone else, including the villagers themselves, must come to me for a pass if they want to 
leave.  Iôll be interviewing all strangers in town over the next hour.ò 

ñMay I ask what this is about?ò 

ñNot just yet, constable, but there will be a briefing half an hour before dusk when you will find 
out what is going on.ò 

ñVery good,ò the constable replied. 

Fortitude turned briefly and regarded the strange woman again.  ñYouôll be let out in the 
morning if you behave,ò he said again, in case her mind was so addled that she had missed it 
the first time.ò 

She tried to smile at him, but it came out more as a grimace.  ñThe arrows.  Remember the 
arrows.  They will go direct for you.  Have something between you and them.  You must 
listen.  Keep something between you and them.  Keep somethingéò 

Her voice cut out finally as the door to the constableôs office closed behind Fortitude. 

In the cell, Merrin realised he was gone.  She fell silent a long moment then croaked softly to 
herself.  ñWell that went better than I would have expected.  He didnôt think I was mad at all.ò 

*** 

Fortitude pushed the woman from his mind as he returned to where the unit was billeted.  He 
found them all relaxing or sleeping and quickly roused them. 

ñSanford and Booth ï report to the sergeant at the inn.  Youôll be showing the new units over 
the land hereabouts.  They will need to see all paths and be able to find their ways over them 
under cover of night.  They will want to see all suitable places for cover and hiding.ò 

The two men rose and departed. 

ñHanelore ï take Eldon and cover the road south out of Stowe.  Dalin take Mercea and cover 
the road north.  No one leaves without a pass signed by myself or the constable.  Youôll 
remain in place until dusk or until relieved.  Trouble is unlikely, but we might have someone ï 
including a villager ï try to leave to signal a pirate vessel offshore or to meet up with 
attackers.  Look for anything suspicious and arrest anyone who looks like they shouldnôt be 
on the road.  You may need to force the point ï so wear armour and carry weapons.ò 

The men rose looking suitably sombre as they readied themselves. 

Fortitude turned to the two remaining reservists ï Twain and the very inexperienced Hanley.  
ñYouôll need armour and weapons also.  Youôll be accompanying me as we interview all 
strangers in town.  Itôs possible that there might already be one or two of the pirates or their 
agents here in town.  Anyone that looks like they donôt belong weôll be arresting and 
incarcerating for the night.  Some people may not like it and may not go quietly.  Youôll assist 
me in subduing them if necessary ï but I donôt want anyone injured unless I say so.ò 

He looked at each man in turn. 

ñUnderstood, Fortitude,ò Twain said firmly. 

Hanley looked rather ashen.  ñNo problems,ò he said sounding more confident than he looked. 



Temple of the Moons.   Pg 15 of 262 

*** 

Fortitudeôs first objective was to find out how many strangers were currently in town.  He 
began with the temple where the porter informed him that eight Vull-sworn priests had arrived 
from the Abbey of Saint Ruddôs to meet and escort the sacred relics back inland.   

Several of the visiting priests were known to the clergy here in Stowe and Fortitude quickly 
ascertained that there was no one out of place. 

He left the temple with Twain and Hanley and made for Squire Westonôs manor.   

The squire was in his library when Fortitude arrived.  The man was tall and thin with an 
austere manner that was reflected in the economical cut of his clothes.  He had a reputation 
for managing his estates wisely and spending his money only where there was more to be 
made.  He welcomed Fortitude with a raised eyebrow and a single ascerbic ñYes?ò 

Fortitude bowed respectfully and got straight to the point.  ñMy lord, as you are aware relics of 
Saint Rudd are coming to the temple of Stowe this evening and will be travelling out of Stowe 
in the morning.  By orders of Lieutenant Bradbroke, the roads are to be closed to any one with 
no good reason to be travelling.  We may need to detain anyone who tries to leave without 
good purpose or who does not cooperate with us.ò 

ñI see.ò  The squire sounded almost disinterested.  ñWhat do you want from me?ò 

ñI wish to ensure you know what is going on, and to see if you have either authorised travel 
for any of the villagers, or if you have any guests that we should be aware of. 

ñThank you for your courtesy, corporal.  I have not authorised any travel and I have no guests.  
Good day.ò 

Fortitude bowed again and departed.  The man was brief to the point of rudeness and he 
found himself feeling rather put out as he led Twain and Hanley back into the street. 

The next stop was the village inn ï the Golden Cup.  It was just on midday and there were 
around thirty people in the common room at that time.  Fortitude recognised two thirds of 
those present.  Most were villagers and one or two were merchants that came through Stowe 
every few weeks. 

Fortitude found the innkeeper Edgard behind the bar.  ñAfternoon,ò he said companionably.  
ñYou know about the armour of Saint Rudd coming to town donôt you?ò 

ñI do,ò Edgard said, in his rather pleasant west coast burr.  

ñHas the constable come through here yet?ò 

ñHe has.  He says youôll be limiting travel out of Stowe till morning.ò 

ñThatôs right.  I need to know who youôve got staying here, so we can make sure no oneôs up 
to anything they shouldnôt be.ò 

Edgard nodded sagely at that.  ñIôve only got a few rooms taken up now ï though there will 
probably more as we get closer to evening.  Other than the lieutenant of your reserves, there 
are three pilgrims from Odo.ò  He pointed out a table where three well-groomed young men 
were seated dressed in green and brown tunics.  ñThereôs also a master ship-builder from 
down south heading up to the yards of Barton Offley.ò  He pointed at another table where a 
man of around fifty years was eating a plate of something that looked like mutton. 

ñAnd who else is here in the common room?ò Fortitude asked.  He indicated the two tables 
with patrons he did not know.   

The first held a man of around forty and a boy in his mid to late teens.  Both wore similar blue 
tunics and had blades at their sides.  ñThat is Squire Radcliffe and young master Radcliffe of 
Lyme Regis ï two days south of here.  The squire has business and relatives in Mersea.  He 
travels there annually. 

ñAnd the other table?ò Fortitude asked ï indicating a table with two men who were wolfing 
down their lunches.  Both were in their twenties and wore well patched garments that bore the 
stains of long rough wear. 

ñNo idea,ò Edgard replied.  ñBoth are here for lunch ï thatôs all I know.ò 
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Fortitude thanked him.  He stationed Hanley at the door and Twain at the bar while he worked 
his way round the room.  He started with the two men with the patched and worn clothing.  
One introduced himself as a first class clasper and the other as an assistant bender heading 
north to the shipyards of Barton Offley where the King had commissioned a dozen new ships.  
Fortitude was able to verify their story by introducing the two men to the master ship builder.  
All three men displayed a dizzying amount of knowledge about ship building techniques and 
Fortitude decided they were who they claimed to be. 

Fortitude tore up a scrap of parchment and penned passes for the three men.  Having been 
raised a blacksmith, he only knew as much reading and writing as had been required to send 
and understand orders and bills.  He laboriously and carefully formed the words ó3 may pass 
ï Corp Uô, and issued them to the men. 

He issued similar passes to Squire Radcliffe and his son and to the merchants that he 
recognised from previous visits to Stowe. 

It was when Fortitude approached the three pilgrims that he sensed something might be 
wrong. 

The three men were all in their early twenties and had a mixture of light brown and blond hair.  
They were well dressed and their hair was cut short and showed evidence of combing.  
Something about their general appearance niggled at Fortitude though.   

All three men pale had pale jaws and necks where the rest of their faces showed the effects 
of long exposure to the sun.  Their clothes all appeared to be new ï perhaps one might have 
new clothing, but not all three.  In addition, two of the men had massive necks ï more akin to 
wrestlers than pilgrims.  Their torsos, though largely hidden by the clothes, also appeared 
broad and massively strong. 

Fortitude looked more closely and, as he did, his suspicions grew.  He could see callouses 
along the forefinger and thumb of the smaller of the three pilgrims suggesting he was a 
practiced archer.  

The inn was too crowded for Fortitude to use his greatsword, but he carefully felt for the mace 
hanging at his side and verified it was hanging free and ready for action.  Before approaching 
the table, he exchanged meaningful glances with Hanley and Twain.  Both men similarly 
readied themselves for trouble. 

Fortitude stepped up to the table and stopped where he could easily see all three men. 

ñGood day,ò he said.  ñI am Corporal Fortitude Ulfsson of the Mersea Ducal Militia.ò 

ñGood day,ò the smaller of the three pilgrims answered.  The man had a slight almost 
indistinguishable accent that Fortitude could not place. 

ñPlease tell me who you are and what your business is here in Stoke.ò 

ñWe are pilgrims.  We are on our way to the shrine of Saint Hadden in Mordray.  All of us are 
Hale-sworn and just once in our lives we wished to visit the sacred forest and burial place of 
Haleôs most holy guardian.  I am Yurt.ò  He gestured left then right.  ñThis is Habri and this is 
Gooten.  Both have taken a vow of silence and contemplation for the duration of this 
pilgrimage and so I speak for them.  We are all from the city of Th´ in Odo.ò 

Pilgrims often travelled these roads and the sacred forest of Mordray was a common 
destination for those sworn to the service of the god of nature ï Hale.  Nonetheless, the men 
did not look like nature worshippers.  Fortitude would have been more convinced if they had 
espoused worship of Grism ï the god of war.  But, there were no shrines to Grism here in the 
north. 

ñWhat are your professions, please?ò 

Yurt replied again.  ñI keep a store selling general goods.  Habri and Gooten are both stone 
masons.ò 

ñDo you carry weapons?ò 

ñOther than knives for our food, no.ò 
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ñAre you aware that a sacred relic of the order of Vull is being transported here to Stowe 
today.ò 

ñNo.ò 

ñOn the authority of Duke Boric of Mersea, all strangers to Stowe are to be detained if they do 
not have good purpose for being here.  I regret to inform you that you will need to spend the 
rest of this day and the night in a cell.  You will not be harmed and you will be released in the 
morning.ò 

All three men gazed up at Fortitude.  He saw dismay and a hint of anger on Yurtôs face.  The 
thoughts of Habri and Gooten were impossible to read. 

ñPlease,ò Yurt exclaimed.  ñWe cannot afford to lose a day here.  May we please proceed out 
of Stowe now?  We will be long gone by the end of the day.ò 

The innkeeper had told Fortitude that these men had taken rooms for the coming night.  As 
such, Yurt was clearly lying.  The men had not intended to leave that day.   

ñPerhaps,ò Fortitude said.  ñIf you can prove to me that you have no weapons, I may allow you 
to leave.  I will search you and your room.  If you would rather I did not carry out this search, 
then you will spend the rest of this day and the night in the cells.ò 

Yurt bowed his head with what appeared to be gratitude.  ñThank you,ò he said.  ñLet me 
explain this to my companions.  They speak little Bayonnaran and I will explain the need for 
the search to them.ò  He turned to his companions and spoke again in a tongue that Fortitude 
had never heard before.  ñNi vreet chrom dah leh.  Stihl la.ò 

Habri and Gooten both nodded.  Fortitude thought he saw both men tense and, almost 
without thinking, his hand found the grip of his mace. 

Yurt suddenly surged to his feet brandishing a short sword in one hand and a dagger in the 
other.  ñOb Freya aô Otan ni khall!ò he cried.  Habri and Gooten rose beside him.  Both were 
now holding wicked looking double-headed hand axes. 

Fortitude heard cries of dismay and alarm from around the common room.  Chairs clattered to 
the floor and a ceramic mug smashed over against the far wall. 

ñOut of the way,ò Fortitude heard Hanley call from the door.  Fortitude guessed he was 
trapped by a mass of people trying to get out. 

Twain stepped up to Fortitude with his longsword held ready.  He took position Fortitudeôs left 
ï facing Habri. 

Gooten lurched forward at Fortitude.  Yurt was directly behind him.  Gooten held his wicked 
looking axe high and feinted - encouraging Fortitude to swing at him with the mace. 

Fortitude retreated a half step and waited.  The hand axe gave Gooten half the reach of 
Fortitudeôs mace.  He just needed to be patient and wait for the real attack. 

Yurt stepped out beside Gooten just as Fortitude heard the metal of Twainôs longsword clash 
against the steel of Habriôs axe.   

Yuri reversed his dagger in an instant and flicked it at Fortitudeôs chest.  Fortitude had not 
expected this, and he twisted hard and ended up partially off balance.  The dagger hit his 
leather breastplate and ricocheted away.  It clattered and rolled across the floor behind 
Fortitude as Gooten lunged in with a massive overhead blow from his axe. 

Fortitude felt a surge of panic.  He desperately wrenched his mace around aiming for the arm 
just below the axe.  He was unable to get much strength behind the blow, but luck was with 
him as the shaft of his mace slammed into Gootenôs elbow.  Gootenôs arm spasmed and the 
hand axe slipped from his fingers and landed harmlessly on the floor.  

Fortitude regained his balance a moment later.  As Gooten tried to snatch his axe back from 
the floor, Fortitude swung a mighty underhanded blow that connected with the manôs jaw.  
Gootenôs head snapped back with a mighty crunching sound.  His body convulsed once and 
he fell lifeless to the ground. 
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Yuri cursed in fear and rage and thrust at Fortitude with his short sword.  Fortitude could not 
withdraw the mace in time to block the blow, but he was able to twist somewhat away from 
the thrust.  The sword sliced open Fortitudeôs leather armour and scored a long shallow cut 
along his chest.  Fortitude felt a wave of pain. 

Yuri pulled his hand back and attempted to redirect the point of his blade through the cut in 
Fortitudeôs armour.  Fortitude continued to twist away from Yuri and he combined this with a 
step to Yuriôs right.  This exposed Yuriôs side to Fortitudeôs mace arm.  As Yuri followed 
Fortitude around ï seeking and probing with his sword point ï Fortitude slammed his mace 
into the side of Yuriôs head.   

Yuriôs face showed a moment of surprise and then incomprehension as he fell unmoving to 
the wooden floor below. 

Fortitude ignored the pain in his chest as he turned to see how Twain was doing against his 
opponent.  He found Twain bleeding from several wounds and visibly weakening, while his 
massive opponent was cutting and slicing in a series of frenzied attacks with his hand axe. 

Fortitude stepped in as quickly as he could looking for an opening.  Habri slashed his axe 
down at Twain and buried the blade deep in Twainôs shoulder.  Twain let out an anguished 
scream and fell to his knees.  As Habri tried to dislodge his axe from Twain, Fortitude put all 
his strength into bringing his mace down on Habriôs arm.  The bone shattered with an audible 
crack and Habri let out a roar of surprise and pain.  Fortitude reversed his stance and 
slammed the mace into Habriôs face.  It dissolved into a mask of bloody flesh and bone. 

A second later there was silence over the common room ï broken only by Twainôs gasping 
breaths and whimpers. 

Hanley arrived at that moment looking shame-faced.  ñSorry Fortitude,ò he said.  ñI got 
trapped by people at the door.  It was over so fast.  I couldnôt get here in time.  Is Twain all 
right?ò 

Fortitude grunted and gestured at the three bodies.  ñI donôt know.  Make sure theyôre dead.ò  
He bent over Twain and eased the axe out of the shoulder.  There was a bit of blood ï but not 
as much as Fortitude would have expected.  ñYouôll be fine,ò he decided.  ñBut you wonôt be 
fighting for a month or so.ò 

Fortitude closed his eyes and opened his mind to Illana ï the goddess of healing.  As always, 
it took a moment for him to feel her response.  A warm sense of well-being permeated his 
being.  She took a little of his energy and, in turn, allowed some of her healing to flow through 
his fingers.  He opened his eyes and saw Trainôs bleeding slow and then stop.  Several of the 
lesser gashes slowly closed and the shoulder wound visibly lessened.  Illanaôs presence 
faded leaving Fortitude feeling tired ï but confident that Twain was no longer in danger. 

ñItôs all going to be all right,ò he said.  This time he believed it. 

ñTheyôre all dead,ò Hanley said a moment later.  His voice was shaking. 

ñThat was your first fight, wasnôt it?ò Fortitude said with as much reassurance as he could 
muster. 

ñI wasnôt really part of it,ò Hanley replied.  ñI tried to get there, but I couldnôt move fast 
enough.ò 

ñSteady there,ò Fortitude said.  ñYou came as fast as you could ï I know that.  Every fight is 
followed by thoughts of what might have been different or better.  We won and thatôs all that 
matters.ò 

ñYes Fortitude.ò  Hanley sounded reassured. 

Fortitude felt exhausted.  The adrenalin had faded and the brief action followed by the healing 
had drained him.  ñFind the sergeant and tell him what happened here.ò 

ñYes corporal.ò 

*** 

The constable was a simple man.  His job was normally a nice sinecure with little risk or 
adventure and he cherished it greatly.  Most of the time, he sat round pretending to take an 
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interest in the goings on of the village.  Other times he followed orders.  Orders were good.  
They gave life structure and direction. 

This day was not going to plan and the constable, simple man though he was, felt a mounting 
worry.  Things were going wrong.  At one level that should be his responsibility, but today ï 
well today there was nothing he could do about it. 

He felt doubly constrained by the woman sitting in the cell behind him.  He could feel her eyes 
drilling into his back.  He had tried staring back ï but her unblinking manic stare had just 
unsettled him.  Now he just sat with his back to her trying to pretend she was not there.  It 
was not working. 

The woman spoke.  ñIt is right that you feel your guilt,ò she said in a flat croak. 

He flinched involuntarily but said nothing. 

ñGuiltéò she said again.  ñGuilt, guilt, guilt.ò 

He snapped.  ñBy the dread three; be silent woman!ò 

ñOoh, very guilty.ò 

He leapt to his feet and stalked over to the bars of her cell.  Rage and guilt pounded in his 
heart.  ñRemain silent or I will silence you.ò 

ñHow can you live with your guilt?ò she asked. 

ñWhat do you know?ò he demanded.  Things were unravelling.  He needed to know what she 
knew ï what others knew. 

She regarded him silently a moment as if assessing him.  ñI know much,ò she said finally. 

His heart leapt.  ñYou donôt know anything do you,ò he decided. 

Her face became dark.  The light though the single window threw odd shadows upon it.  ñI 
know of the things that live beyond.  I know of the unnatural compacts and the deeds they 
require.  I know of the despair and the truth.ò  She let out a shuddering sigh.  ñI see the touch 
of one of them upon you.  What did it offer you?ò 

His moment of hope was dashed.  She did know!  But did anyone share her knowledge?  He 
had to find out.  Perhaps things could still be saved by silencing her.  ñHave you been spying 
on me?  Who is with you?  Who are you working for?ò 

The light of fear now appeared in her eyes and she looked around furtively.  ñHow do you 
know Iôm working for anyone?  I could just be insane.  Yes.  Thatôs it; Iôm not working for 
anyone.  Iôm just not quite feeling very well.ò  She swallowed.  ñDoes it visit you in your 
dreams too?ò 

The constable felt sick with uncertainty.  He still could not tell if she really knew anything, but 
her words implied knowledge of things that he thought were known only to him.  ñWho are 
you?ò he demanded.  ñWhat do you really know?ò 

The woman let out a long shuddering sigh.  When she spoke next there was an odd harmonic 
in her voice.  ñLet me tell you what I really know,ò she said.  And she did. 

*** 

Nightfall found Fortitude on the beach below the village.  He had managed four hours sleep 
that afternoon and felt refreshed and ready for anything that the night might bring. 

While he had been asleep, the temple procession had reached Stowe.  According to 
Fortitudeôs fellow militiamen, the armour of Saint Rudd had arrived at the temple on a covered 
wagon accompanied by four mounted knights in plate armour with a column of ten temple 
guards wearing chainmail hauberks over black robes.  The Vull-sworn warriors had met with 
Lieutenant Bradbroke and had commenced their own preparations for defending the temple 
and its sacred treasure ï should the pirates successfully get past the militia units on the 
beaches. 
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All the militiamen enjoyed a large early dinner followed by a full briefing on plans and signals 
for the coming evening.  Watches were confirmed and the units were then despatched to take 
up positions.   

Fortitudeôs unit had been assigned the harbour of Stowe and they had been augmented 
through the addition of two villagers armed with long bows. 

Sergeant Wayland deployed everyone in two groups.  Elden, Mercea, Dalin, Hanelore, Booth 
and the two villagers were placed on the cliff above the beach where they could sweep the 
harbour approaches with their bows.  The sergeant stayed up with this group ï but remained 
at the back ready to descend to the beach as necessary. 

Fortitude was placed on the beach and given responsibility for Sanford and Hanley.  They had 
four oil pots placed along the shore and Hanley, as the most junior person present was 
charged with keeping the slow-fire going and igniting the oil pots on Fortitudeôs command.  
The slow-fire was a candle in a tin box with a small hole top and bottom.  The box kept the 
flame hidden from observers and protected it from the wind.  

Sanford and Hanley remained with Fortitude to provide him with cover and to do whatever 
might be possible to slow a pirate landing, buying time for reinforcements to arrive from the 
cliff above and the adjacent bay. 

Twain, though injured, had volunteered to be one of the two men standing guard at the end of 
the headland.  Fortitude was aware that he was out there somewhere in the darkness, staring 
out to sea looking for approaching ships while his companion watched inland ï looking for any 
sign of someone signalling. 

The hours passed slowly and the waiting preyed on Fortitudeôs nerves.  He had said too much 
today, he decided.  He had been lucky in the inn, but there was no guarantee that this would 
last till this evening.  He had almost cost Twain his life and, as it was, the unit was now down 
one good man.  He tried to recall his advice to the morningôs council of war and cringed 
inwardly when he recalled how forceful and authoritative he had made some of his guesses 
sound.  If things went wrong, he was as likely as anyone to be blamed ï perhaps more likely 
as he was a mere corporal and it would not be his report that Duke Boric saw when things 
went wrong. 

His thoughts grew darker and more bleak as the time passed and he began to feel a real fear 
in his stomach. 

ñA signal,ò Hanley called suddenly.  Fortitude swung round and saw that he was pointing at 
the end of the headland.   

The lieutenant had issued a signals lantern to the two men there.  The lantern had shutters to 
limit where light was cast and two windows ï one on top of the other.  The lower of the two 
windows was covered in red glass and this burned now to indicate that there was something 
to report.  The upper window had a door that opened and closed to send signals.  The upper 
light was yellow and this now shone steady waiting for an acknowledging light from the far 
end of the headland where Lieutenant Bradbroke waited with Sergeant Woodleyôs unit. 

The acknowledging light must have been received, because the yellow light began blinking.  
Fortitude counted the blinks aloud.  ñOne short, two long ï that means thereôs a single vessel 
approaching the southern cove.ò  

ñThank Loki,ò Hanley exclaimed.  ñItôs not us.ò 

ñWe should move over to join them,ò Sanford urged. 

ñWait,ò Fortitude growled.  He continued watching the light.  It stopped blinking, but remained 
on.  Fortitudeôs heart sank.  He suspected he knew what was about to happen.  A moment 
later the light began blinking again.  ñOne short, one short, one long and off.ò  His heart 
suddenly seemed to be in his mouth. ñThat means thereôs also one ship approaching us 
here.ò 

ñWe canôt handle two ships,ò Hanley exclaimed.  Fortitude could hear a hint of panic in his 
voice. 

ñWhat do we do, Fortitude?ò Sanford inquired.  He sounded worried. 
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ñWait,ò Fortitude said again.  ñWeôll receive orders from the lieutenant long before the ships 
enter the bays.ò 

Time now seemed to drag interminably.  Fortitude made work for his two charges.  He had 
Hanley check the slow match and oil containers.  He had Sanford do a walk along the road 
above the harbour to verify that nothing was out of the ordinary.  He waited as stoically as he 
was able. 

Sergeant Wayland appeared on the cliff above and called down to Fortitude in a hiss.  ñWeôre 
to harass and delay the pirates for as long as is possible.  We are to kill as many as possible 
and fight a slow retreat back to the temple.  The lieutenant has ordered us to delay the pirates 
long enough for the other two units to deal with the ship approaching the other cover and to 
reach the temple before or along with your unit.  Do you understand? 

Fortitude understood.  The unit was to be sacrificed to buy time.  He felt a mixture of 
bitterness and disappointment, but he did not hesitate in his answer.  ñI understand,ò he called 
back.  ñWeôll do our duty.  Good luck, Sarge.ò 

ñWell hit the pirates with everything weôve got as soon as they enter bow range.  Hopefully we 
can time our descent to the beach just right.  You wonôt be alone.ò 

ñUnderstood,ò Fortitude called.  The sergeant disappeared back into the darkness. 

*** 

Where time had dawdled before, it now seemed to leap forward with indecent haste.  
Fortitude briefed Sanford and Hanley and reassured them as best he could.  No sooner had 
he finished, than Sanford drew in a sharp breath and pointed out to sea. 

Fortitude swung round.  No more than five hundred yards away, a vessel was passing the 
end of the headland.  It was moving fast and air filled its single rectangular sail.  Its profile was 
distinctively that of a pirate vessel ï low and wide with a high prow.   

ñSteady,ò Fortitude said ï as much to settle himself as the others. 

As they watched, the wind failed and the sail fell loose.  The vessel lost speed immediately.  
Almost soundlessly, long oars were pushed out into the water and stifled thump began 
sounding a stroke.  The ship regained speed and the bubble of white wash appeared along 
the water line. 

He called out to Hanley.  ñLight the oil pots.ò 

Hanley looked ready to run, but he did as Fortitude had commanded.  The first pot sputtered 
into a blue flame that grew in size every second and slowly turned yellow then white. 

Fortitude gazed out at the approaching ship.  Another hundred yards and the ship would be in 
range of the archers.  He took a moment to dart a hasty prayer to his patron Loki.  ñPlease 
favour me with your fortune this day.  Luck be with me, I pray.ò 

 ñHello,ò a womanôs voice said in Fortitudeôs ear.  He let out a strangled yelp and jumped to 
his feet.  Standing over him was the woman Merrin Joysdaughter.  She was carrying a large 
wooden shield, but appeared otherwise unarmed. 

ñHow did you get out?ò Fortitude demanded.  ñWhat are you doing here?ò  He wanted 
answers, but he did not have the time to listen to them.  ñGet out of here,ò he said finally.   

ñTake this,ò Merrin said passing him the shield with the face forward. 

The offer was so unexpected coming on the back of the madwomanôs appearance, that he 
accepted the shield without thinking.  It was extraordinarily heavy and appeared to have been 
covered in a thick fur.  It had markings indicating it was the property of the constableôs office 
on the back. 

ñWhat the?ò Fortitude exclaimed in astonishment and disbelief. 

At that moment, the shield kicked hard in his hands.  Directly in line with his heart, a massive 
arrow head appeared with six inches of shaft extending out of the inside of the shield. 

Fortitude stared down at the arrow dumbfounded.  The shaft was covered in black runes and 
the arrow head appeared to be some sort of stone ï similarly covered in runes.  The runes on 
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the arrowhead suddenly fluoresced a dull red, then the head exploded into dust with a loud 
ópfsstô.  As Fortitude stared in dumb wonder, the runes on the shaft faded and disappeared. 

ñWhat the?ò Fortitude said again.  This time his expression was fear. 

ñOoh, that was lucky,ò Merrin said smugly.  ñJust like my dream.  What did I tell you about 
arrows?ò 

Right at that moment, Fortitude could not recall.  His mind was being torn between the nearby 
pirate vessel, the escaped woman standing beside him and the shield with the rune-
ensorcelled arrow that had appeared in it. 

From the cliff, Fortitude dimly heard the sergeant give the order for the archers to fire.  A 
volley of arrows twanged away into the night and he heard screams and cries of pain from the 
approaching longship. 

Another volley followed it a few seconds later and then the arrows began raining down into 
the ship as fast as the archers could loose them. 

ñI think we should get behind cover,ò Merrin suggested helpfully to Fortitude. 

Fortitude forced his mind to focus on the approaching ship.  ñNo time,ò he said.  ñGet out of 
here; I have to fight.ò  

He lowered the shield ï preparing to discard it in favour of his greatsword.  Before he could 
drop it, Merrin stepped forward again and pushed it up so it briefly covered Fortitudeôs head 
and chest.  The shield kicked again and this time flipped over revealing a second monstrous 
arrow embedded through it.  Runes were glowing faintly down the full length of its haft and 
Fortitude thrust the shield away just as the head of the second arrow also exploded into dust. 

ñWhatôs going on?ò he demanded plaintively.  

ñThey have shaman on the longship,ò Merrin replied.  ñI can feel them out there.  Nasty 
unpleasant people.  You should be honoured and a little nervous.  Each of those arrows 
probably required the sacrifice of at least one human life.ò  Her manner became 
conspiratorial.  ñI donôt think they like you.ò 

ñWhy?ò Fortitude demanded. 

Merrin ignored the question.  ñIf you look really hard, you can see the arrows coming.  They 
glow slightly blue ï though are much easier to see when theyôre not coming directly for you.ò 

Fortitude felt a massive wave of frustration and anger growing inside him.  What was going 
on?  Who was this insane woman and why were pirate shamans trying to kill him?  Since 
when did pirates have shaman?  He had never heard of any such thing. 

ñI suggest you leave,ò Fortitude said to Merrin.  ñWe cannot hold this many pirates and so we 
will be fighting a retreat all the way back to the temple.  I canôt protect you, so I suggest you 
get out of here while you can.ò 

Merrin looked affronted.  ñI canôt do that,ò she said.  ñWhat kind of person would that make 
me?  So can I join the militia now?ò 

Fortitude had no more time for this.  The pirate vessel was now less than fifty paces away.  
He could see that the ship was moving more slowly than when the oars had first been 
unshipped.  It looked like the arrow fire had reduced the attackers somewhat ï but Fortitude 
had no idea to what extent. 

Fortitude removed his greatsword from his back.  The blade was nearly as tall as himself and 
its handle took both his massive hands with space to spare.  He glanced right at Sanford and 
Hanley.  ñKeep your distance from me,ò he ordered.  ñIôm going to take as many as possible 
with me.  When I tell you to fall back, donôt hesitate.  This is not the time for heroics.ò 

ñUnderstood,ò Sanford called. 

It was at that moment that something truly strange occurred.  The pirate vessel slowed well 
short of the beach as the oars began pulling backwards ï bringing the ship to a sudden halt. 

Over the prow, two figures appeared with what appeared to be the horned heads of rams.  
Both were painted in a variety of runes and they held a gigantic crossbow between them.  The 
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arrow fire from the cliff above was directed at them.  A half dozen arrows sped direct at the 
shaman and stopped as if at an invisible wall a few fingers-breadths from the shamans then 
bounced away. 

ñOoh, is that an arbalest?ò Merrin asked pointing at the giant crossbow borne by the two 
shamen.  ñItôs very big.ò  She sounded like a child seeing something new and exciting for the 
first time. 

The massive crossbow swung about so that it was pointed more or less directly at Fortitude. 

ñWhat the?ò he said for the third time that night. 

ñMight be time to take cover,ò Merrin said pointedly. 

Fortitude swung around.  There was a large rock protruding out of the beach ten paces away.  
It was normally used to tie up fishing vessels.   

Fortitude ran for the rock and dived behind it, just as a gigantic twang was heard from the ship 
behind.   

ñStupid shaman,ò Merrin called as the arrow buried itself deep inside the rock. 

A fraction of a second later the rock split in two.  Both sections rolled apart, leaving Fortitude 
cowering on the ground in the middle.  

ñThey canôt have too many more of those arrows,ò Merrin observed helpfully ï as Fortitude 
repositioned himself behind the larger of the two rock chunks. 

ñHow do we stop them?ò Fortitude called. 

Merrin took cover behind the other, smaller half of the shattered rock.  ñThey stopped 
themselves, silly.ò 

Fortitude took a precious moment to glare at Merrin. 

Sanford called out from somewhere close by.  ñFortitude, what do we do?  The pirate shipôs 
not coming any closer, but arrows are still just bouncing off the men with the horns.ò 

ñWhat do we do?ò Hanley called. 

Fortitude addressed Merrin through gritted teeth.  ñHow do we kill the shamen?ò 

Merrin pondered that.  ñWell the effect of runes only last as long as the runes remain intact.  If 
we could erase or smudge the runes, weôd render them ineffective.ò 

ñHow do we do that?ò 

Merrin shrugged.  ñA rune that offers that much protection wonôt last forever.  We could just 
wait.ò 

ñHow long?ò 

ñA day, maybe two at most.ò 

ñNo.  What else?ò 

ñWell we could summoné  No that might prefer easier unprotected targets like uséò  She 
trailed away thoughtfully. 

ñWhat else ï think woman!ò 

ñI doubt their rune magic protects them against other rune magic.  I also imagine that most 
low invocations and temple magicks would work.  Do you have any useful spells?ò 

ñI can heal.  I have a few battle incantations to strengthen my blows and to improve my aim ï 
but nothing that works at range.ò 

ñYouôre kind of in trouble then, arenôt you,ò Merrin observed primly. 

ñWhat about you?ò Fortitude demanded.  ñDo you have any magicks that might work?ò 

ñOh of course,ò Merrin said matter-of-factly. 

ñWell why not use them?ò 
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ñOh?ò Merrin said as if the idea had not previously occurred to her. 

At that moment, Fortitudeôs rock exploded into a dozen chunks of smaller rock ï leaving him 
without any cover at all. 

ñFortitude,ò Hanley called.  He was standing there gazing between Fortitude and the ship 
looking utterly helpless in the light of one of the flickering oil pots. 

ñStand easy,ò Fortitude called.  He gestured to Merrin.  ñUse your invocation.ò 

ñWhat now?ò 

ñNow,ò Fortitude commanded with all the force he could muster.  He glanced up at the 
longship and saw the two shamen reloading the arbalest.  One was cranking a large handle 
and the other was fitting another of the gigantic bolts.  ñQuickly,ò he urged. 

Merrin closed her eyes a moment.  She then stood and gestured out towards the nearby 
longship.  ñFthnôgh shrvô ghôll,ò she cried.  The words rang with power, but felt wrong ï 
unclean ï on Fortitudeôs ear. 

The shaman who had been winding the arbalest froze for a moment then began convulsing 
and twisting.  He shrieked in pain and disappeared twitching below the side of the ship.  As 
soon as he was out of sight, Merrin stopped chanting. 

ñThat might have rubbed some of the runes off,ò she speculated.  She continued watching the 
ship until one of the shamen appeared again.  She repeated the stabbing gesture and chant, 
and he too screamed and dropped ï twisting and writhing out of sight. 

Several pirates appeared behind the arbalest with crossbows.  One took aim at Merrin but 
was cut down by a well aimed arrow from the shore before he could fire.  Another fired a 
second before two more arrows took him in the throat and shoulder and he too fell from sight. 

The arrow from the pirate ship took Merrin in the shoulder.  She let out a surprised little óouchô 
and fell clutching the arrow.  ñThat hurts,ò she said softly ï lying on her back and staring into 
space.  She looked astonished. 

The head of one of the shamen appeared above the side of the ship.  He was moving 
carefully and not exposing himself to where Fortitude and Merrin were placed.  He must have 
been visible to the archers on the cliff side however, as a crossbow bolt buried itself through 
the horns of his goat mask.  He dropped from sight. 

A calvacade of arrows rained down in the prow of the ship where the shaman had been.  

A minute later, the battle was over.  Groans could be heard from the pirate ship, but no one 
could be seen moving.  Soon the groans ceased and there was silence over the harbour. 

*** 

Sergeant Wayland joined Fortitude on the beach a few minutes later.  Other than Mercea who 
had been sent to report on the unitôs success to the lieutenant, the rest of the unit was with 
him.  

Fortitude greeted him with a shaky grin.  ñDo we need to support the other beach, Sarge?ò 

Wayland shook his head. ñBefore joining you, we had a look down on southern cove.  The 
fightingôs over.  The two Mersea companies stopped the pirates on the beach.ò 

Fortitudeôs grin became less forced.  A certain amount of relieved jubilation ensued as 
everyone rejoiced in being alive and unhurt. 

The sergeant did not allow this to continue for long.  He had Hanelore attend to Merrin 
Joydaughterôs wound, while Fortitude led half the unit onto the pirate vessel under bow cover 
from shore. 

Fortitude ascended the side of the clinker-built vessel with difficulty and found a scene of utter 
devastation within.  More than thirty bodies lay in a variety of postures in the hull.  Most were 
peppered with arrows and bolts.  Nearly a quarter showed signs of dagger cuts to the throat.   

ñThey killed themselves,ò Booth observed.  ñWhy?  Why would anyone do that?ò  He sounded 
as dumbfounded as everyone else felt. 
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ñWhy didnôt they storm the shore?ò Fortitude mused.  ñThey could have over-run us, Iôm sure 
of it.ò 

ñThey just fired that arbalest,ò Sanford observed.  ñYou were their only target, Fortitude.  Why 
would they target you?ò 

That was also the question at the front of Fortitudeôs mind, but he could not think of any 
answer.  ñI donôt know,ò he said and resolved to question Merrin Joysdaughter very carefully 
once she was able to talk.  ñCheck the bodies.  See if anyone is still alive.  Gather weapons 
and anything else that might be useful.  I want any papers or anything which might be rune 
ensorcelled.  See if there are any more of those giant arbalest bolts down at the prow.ò 

The search turned up no survivors or papers, but two more of the massive crossbow missiles 
were found lying inside an ornately carved oaken box.  Fortitude examined them carefully 
without touching them.  The bolts were nearly two fingers wide and a yard in length.  Intricate 
runes had been incised down the wooden shaft and inked in.  The head of the bolt was a 
wicked sharp barb of what appeared to be granite.  It too was inscribed with hundreds of tiny 
runic characters.  Why me? he wondered again. 

ñHey Fortitude,ò Booth called.  He was standing over the bodies of the two dead shamen.  
ñLook, these are Magus.ò 

Fortitude started in surprise.  He had heard tales of Magus as a child and had always thought 
they were nothing more than a fairy-tale.  Reputedly, the Magus were an ancient race of men 
that had an unnatural affinity for powerful magic though millennia of in-breeding.  They were 
supposed to live in a highland realm far to the south and over the great upland rift that 
separated Bayonnar from the realms of Odo, Drogo and the Russ. 

He strode forward with the other men close behind.  Everyone stared down at the bodies. 

Booth had pulled the goats-head mask off one of the dead men to reveal the face below.  
Fortitude saw a finely chiselled face ï narrow and long, with pale skin and short-cropped 
blond hair.  There was a delicateness to the features that was unusual, but not so much so 
that the man would have drawn attention anywhere in the Kingdom.  The only other unusual 
feature was his size.  When the man had been alive he must have been well over six feet in 
height and the body was surprisingly slender ï almost willowy.  Fortitudeôs gaze flicked to the 
other shaman and he saw a man of similar proportions and size. 

ñHow do you know theyôre Magus?ò Fortitude asked.  ñThey look human to me.ò 

ñI saw one once,ò Booth replied.  ñDown south.  They looked like that ï tall, thin, blond, and 
really little features.ò 

Fortitude had seen enough tall thin blond men that he was not entirely convinced, but he 
decided that the origin of the men was a problem for someone else.  

Fortitude had Sanford transport the box the rune-ensorcelled bolts back to shore.  He left two 
of the men on board to stand guard over the ship and returned to the beach with Sanford.  He 
reported his findings to the sergeant and repeated Boothôs assertion that the two shamen 
might be Magus. 

Before Wayland could respond, a runner appeared from the other cove.  ñVictory,ò he 
confirmed.  ñWe lost six men to thirty of theirs.  We have eight prisoners and their ship.ò 

Sergeant Wayland gave his own detailed situation report and the runner disappeared back 
over the headland. 

Fortitude suddenly felt tired once he realised that the danger was passed.  He wanted to 
sleep again and he could see a similar post-action tiredness on the faces of the men. 

ñNow what, Sarge?ò he asked. 

The sergeant gestured at Merrin.  ñShe needs to be returned to the cells until we can work out 
what to do with her. 

ñShe saved my life,ò Fortitude allowed grudgingly. 

ñFind out how she got free and where the constable is.  Get the cells ready for more 
prisoners.  Thereôs no where else in the village that we can hold eight prisoners.ò 
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ñWill do.ò 

Fortitude took two men and led Merrin back up the beach to the village beyond.  He took the 
opportunity to ask the questions most on his mind. 

ñWhy were they targeting me with those arrows?  How did you know about them beforehand?  
Why are you here, Merrin Joysdaughter?ò 

Merrin sounded as tired as Fortitude felt.  ñI had a dream,ò she said.  ñIt spoke to me in my 
dream and it told me to come here and ward my neighbour from the darkness-guided bolts.ò 

Fortitude frowned at Merrin through the darkness.  ñYou had a dream?  You came here 
because of a dream?ò 

Merrin did not reply, but lurched tiredly forward beside him. 

ñWhat spoke to you in the dream?ò 

ñIt did.ò 

ñWhat is it?ò 

Merrin did not reply for a long moment and, when she did, her voice was childlike and 
innocent.  ñI donôt know.  My first memory is of waking up and finding it standing over me at 
the end of my bed.  So bigé  So strangeé So powerfulé  It was wonderful.ò 

Fortitude did not know what to make of Merrinôs words ï but she had clearly been moved by 
some unnatural knowledge.  ñWhat was it?ò 

Merrinôs voice became evasive now.  ñI donôt know.  I saw it a few times as a child and, since 
then, it has appeared in my dreams once or twice, from time to time.  Normally, I remember 
so little, but this timeé  This timeéò 

They reached the constableôs building at that moment.  Fortitude found the door partly ajar 
and he pushed his way in.  

The constable was lying in a pool of his own blood with both wrists slashed lengthways.  He 
was clearly dead. 

ñWhat the?ò Fortitude exclaimed.  His eyes pinned Merrin accusingly. 

Merrin began wringing her hands.  ñHe was a very unhappy, very guilty man with a very bad 
secret.ò  She gestured at a table.  ñBut he left you a note before he killed himself.ò 

Fortitude gestured at his two men.  ñHold her,ò he ordered, then strode over to the table and 
picked up the note.  Fortitude cursed his reading skills but did his best to piece together the 
message.  He was able to link together individual letters and sound out most of the words 
after a minute or two of playing with different permutations. 

óForgive me.  My greed and ambition has betrayed us all.  I have cost Cynric his life 
and have given Stowe to the pirates.  I have made a pact with darkness and my soul 
if forfeit.  Pray for me.  I am in despair.  Squire Weston made me do it.  I am sorry.ô 

Merrin spoke.  There was a ghoulish air of satisfaction in her words.  ñHe cried like a little 
baby as he penned that,ò she said.  ñHe had a lot of guilt.  A lot.ò 

Fortitude felt disoriented.  There was too much happening and he could not rationalise any of 
it.  ñDid you do this to the constable?ò he demanded. 

ñNo, he let me out once I convinced him to face his guilt and he did it to himself.  I just 
watched.ò 

ñDid you write this note?ò 

ñNo, I have much better penmanship.ò 

Fortitude felt a rush of anger.  He forced himself to breathe deeply before continuing.  ñI donôt 
know what happened here, Merrin Joysdaughter, but there will be a full investigation.ò 

ñAll right,ò she said without any apparent concern.  ñHe confessed it all to me.  He started by 
accepting money from the village squire to overlook smugglers landing goods along the coast 
here.  He was then made to tell of rich cargoes moving past this village on the road and the 
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water in return for not having his earlier corruption betrayed and in return for having the 
village and its ships spared from pirate activity.  I donôt think he knew that much, but he was 
pretty adamant that the squire was controlling him.  He wasnôt a very clever man.ò 

Fortitude stared aghast at her.  It sounded like utter nonsense and yet, there a few things 
rang true.  The village of Stowe had never been attacked by pirates, though merchants and 
ships had been robbed and murdered around it.  None of the fishing vessels of Stowe had 
ever been molested ï though a good number of others in similar villages down the coast had 
been sunk or burned.   

ñWhy would the constable confess this to you?ò he asked.  

ñHe was a very guilty man,ò she said brightly.  ñIt was weighing on him and I was happy to 
listen.ò  Her pallid face stared unblinkingly at Fortitude.  ñPeople like to confide in me, though 
Iôm not really a people person,ò she admitted. 

Fortitude judged that to be something of an understatement.  He considered the cells for a 
moment, then decided that locking her up would simply tie up space that was needed more 
urgently for the pirate prisoners. 

ñYouôll remain in the inn this evening,ò he ruled.  ñIôll place a guard at your door and you wonôt 
be allowed to leave the inn until Lieutenant Bradbroke says you can.ò 

ñAll right,ò Merrin said.  ñCan I join the militia now?ò 

Fortitude snorted.  ñNo.ò  

*** 

Fortitude was called to appear before the lieutenant around noon the next day.  He found the 
officer in his room.  The curtains were drawn and there was a warm blaze in a large fireplace.  
Lieutenant Bradbroke was seated in a large well-upholstered seat on one side of the fire and 
he invited Fortitude to sit with him at a seat on the other side. 

ñAre you fully recovered from the nightôs exertions?ò the lieutenant asked solicitously. 

ñYes, thank you sir.ò 

ñMay I offer you food or drink?ò 

ñNo thank you, sir.ò 

The lieutenant gestured to a large pile of papers on a small table beside his chair.  ñWell, I 
saw what happened.  Iôve read the reports.  Iôve talked with most of those involved.  Iôve heard 
from several of the pirates who have offered up what little they know in return for avoiding 
being hung.  But, there are some key things that make no sense.ò 

There was no question there, so Fortitude remained silent. 

ñWell Corporal, perhaps you can shed some light on what happened.  Squire Weston is gone 
ï apparently fled.  Constable Putnam is dead ï seemingly at his own hand after denouncing 
Squire Weston.  We have pirate prisoners from one ship who say they were after the armour 
of Saint Rudd and who claim to have known nothing of a second vessel until it joined them an 
hour or so before they attacked.  We have a second ship crewed by thirty Ivons wearing 
amulets engraved with a variety of animal insignia and led by two shaman with goat masks 
firing rune-ensorcelled bolts.  The two shamen may have been Magus in origin.  They didnôt 
land, didnôt press their attack and didnôt try to coordinate any aspect of their attack other than 
timing with the pirates in the other cove.  Why?ò he demanded. ñWhat is the reason?  Why did 
they sit there and let us cut them down?  Every single one of them was dead by the time we 
got aboard ï some clearly by their own hand.  Why is that?  According to members of your 
own unit, you alone were targeted by these shamans.  And, finally, we have this woman 
Merrin Joysdaughter.  According to your own report, she seems to have known that the attack 
was coming and that rune-ensorcelled arrows would be directed at you.  She was there when 
Constable Putnam experienced his moment of suicidal remorse.  Corporal, tell me what I 
should make of this?ò 

ñSir, I have no idea.  It is as strange and unexplainable to me as it is to you.ò 

ñDo you know anything else of this woman Merrin Joysdaughter?ò 
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ñShe appears to be who she says she is, sir; the daughter of a merchant of Wintershall.  All I 
know is that she saved my life on the beach.ò 

ñClaiming that she was acting on information received in a dream?ò 

ñThatôs what she claimed sir.ò 

ñI hardly know what to write in my summary report, corporal.  Some of it makes no sense at 
all.ò 

There was no correct answer to this, so Fortitude remained silent. 

ñStill, it was a glorious victory,ò the lieutenant allowed.  ñHis grace will undoubtedly recognise 
all those involved.  I marked your advice and your efforts in particular corporal and I will say 
as much in my report.  You are a credit to your unit and the forces of Mersea.ò 

ñThank you sir.ò 

ñI have further orders for you.ò 

ñSir?ò 

ñYou are to accompany my despatches to Mersea and to remain there, pending the receipt of 
further orders from his grace.ò 

ñYes sir.ò 

ñThe mail coach comes through here mid-afternoon each day, does it not?ò 

ñYes sir.ò 

ñYou will pack immediately and leave with it this afternoon.ò 

ñIôll make all necessary arrangements, sir.ò 

The lieutenant paused.  He clearly wanted to say something, but seemed unsure of how best 
to phrase it.  Finally he spoke.  ñPut all your affairs in order here, corporal.ò 

ñSir?ò 

ñYou may receive orders that mean you do not return here to Stowe.ò 

ñMay I ask what you mean, sir?ò 

The lieutenant smiled dryly.  ñNo, you may not.  Dismissed, corporal.ò 

*** 

Fortitude was not sure what to make of the lieutenantôs final words, so he sought out 
Sergeant Wayland in barracks. 

The sergeant was sitting in the mess area.  He looked exhausted and his eyes were drooping 
when Fortitude entered.  Fortitude announced his presence by clearing his throat and the 
sergeant waved him to a chair.  

ñWhatôs happening, Fortitude?  How did your meeting go with the lieutenant?ò 

ñHeôs given me new orders, Sarge.  Heôs ordered me to ride to Mersea with the mail coach 
this afternoon to deliver our reports.  He said that I should set my affairs in order and to plan 
on the possibility of not returning.  What do you think it means?ò 

That got Sergeant Waylandôs attention.  His eyes widened and any sign of sleepiness 
disappeared.  ñGreat Vull,ò he said.  A delighted grin appeared on his face.  ñIt means youôre 
bound for better things, lad.  Youôve been noticed ï and no surprise ï youôre the hero of the 
hour.  The lieutenant has probably recommended you be rewarded with a better assignment.ò 

Fortitude suddenly felt incredibly uncomfortable.  ñBut what about the unit?  What about you, 
Sarge?  I donôt want to leave any of you in the lurch.ò 

The sergeant guffawed.  ñFortitude, Iôm going to give you some advice.  You are one of the 
best young men that it has been my pleasure to serve with in more than twenty five years with 
the services.  I really believe that I will be calling you sir some day.  I can see you as First 
Captain somewhere and being damned good at it.ò 
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Fortitude felt humbled and astonished.  ñThanks Sarge.ò 

Wayland became serious.  ñBut before you leave, I want to give you a bit of advice.ò 

ñThank you, Iôd welcome it.ò 

Wayland screwed up his nose.  ñMaybe not.ò  He studied Fortitude for a long moment and 
seemed to be choosing his words.  ñYou are loyal and you care deeply about others.  The unit 
would follow you into hell if you asked.ò 

Fortitude frowned uncomprehendingly.  ñI try my best,ò he said. 

ñThe thing that worries me is that I donôt think youôre comfortable forcing others to do what 
you want.  You want people to like you and you want people to do things for you because 
they like you.ò 

ñI donôt understand.ò 

ñFortitude, men and women wonôt charge an enemy and face death because they like 
someone.  Theyôll do it because theyôre ordered and because they respect or fear both the 
order, the person giving the order and the reason for it.ò 

ñSarge?ò 

ñYou donôt have the confidence yet in yourself as a leader.  I can see all the potential there, 
but you were never raised to lead others.ò 

ñWhat do you mean, Sarge?ò 

ñIf the pirates had landed last night ï how would you have felt sending Sanford and young 
Hanley in to die ï to buy time for a retreat by the rest of the unit?ò 

ñNot good,ò Fortitude admitted. 

ñWould you have done it?ò 

Fortitude had to think before he answered.  ñNot if there was any other choice.  But I suppose 
so.  Perhaps.  I mean it would depend.ò 

ñI see,ò the sergeant said.  ñAccording to your report, Hanley didnôt respond fast enough 
yesterday in joining you and Sanford in the fight in the inn.  How would you feel if I told you go 
right now and bawl him out before giving him a weekôs extra duties?ò 

Fortitude frowned.  ñIôd feel better talking with him, explaining what he did and helping him 
learn from his mistake.ò 

ñThatôs not what I said, Fortitude.  I asked what youôd do if I ordered you to punish him.ò 

ñIôd follow orders, of course.ò 

ñBut you wouldnôt like it.ò 

ñNot really, no.ò 

ñIôve watched you over the last couple of years, Fortitude.  Youôve won the trust and willing 
support of the rest of the unit, but I think youôve done it by getting too close to them.  I think 
youôve become a good friend to all of them.  Thatôs fine while youôre a corporal ï but as a 
sergeant, or as an officer, you need to have the confidence of your rank and your experience.  
You need to be able to discipline individuals and sacrifice them, when necessary.ò 

ñI think I could do that.ò 

ñCould you?ò the sergeantôs tone suggested he did not believe it.  ñIôve served under any 
number of noble-born officers.  They were raised to command and I always knew that they 
would send me and my men to die if necessary.  I respected many of them and even liked a 
few ï but I always knew who was in charge.ò 

ñSarge?ò 

ñYou were born the son of a blacksmith and raised a blacksmith.  You need to develop the 
confidence of a leader and to demand obedience when you want it ï not when those following 
you feel all right about giving it to you.ò 
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ñI see.ò  Fortitude compared the sergeantôs cordial but distant style of command with his own 
and had to admit he could see something in the manôs words.  ñIôll work on it,ò he promised. 

ñIt wonôt come overnight,ò the sergeant cautioned.  ñBut keep it in mind as you go on.  Itôs your 
only weakness.  Youôve got everything else you need.ò 

ñThanks Sarge.  I understand, I really do.ò 

ñYouôve got time,ò the sergeant said. ñDuke Boric makes no exceptions ï no one gets their 
sergeantôs stripes until theyôve completed their five years in the Irregulars.  Just remember 
what I said and watch how others command.  Youôll make us all proud, Iôm sure of it.ò 

Fortitude felt a rush of grateful emotion.  The sergeant had been like a father to him and he 
realised at that moment that he was going to miss the man enormously.  ñThanks,ò he said 
again. 

The sergeantôs grin returned.  ñBut enough serious talk.  If you are to leave us in a few short 
hours, we must arrange a suitable send off.ò  He bellowed out through the wardroom door.  
ñHey Booth ï gather the rest of the unit and bring them to the Golden Cup.  Fortitude is 
leaving us and I for one intend that we carry him into the mail coach this afternoon.ò 
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Chapter 2 

Three days and a hundred and twenty miles of the Kingôs highway brought Fortitude to 
Mersea.   It was a good sized town of five thousand souls ï built around a bridge over the 
river Strake.  The town was only a mile from the coast and the royal dockyards of Barton-
Offley.  The great fortress of Withersea with its garrison of two thousand royal guardsman lay 
a few miles further north. 

These were the lands of Duke Boric de Wayland and his great castle sat in the middle of that 
town.  Beneath it were the barracks and training grounds that housed the Mersea Ducal 
militia. 

The mail coach dropped Fortitude in the centre of town and he made his way on foot to the 
barracks.  His uniform and kit were finished to parade-ground standard and his heart was in 
his throat as he reported to the duty officer and relinquished his precious despatches. 

He sat in the watch-house three hours before a runner summoned him to appear before First 
Captain Richard de Seward.  He followed the runner into the barracks and entered the door 
he was shown to. 

He found himself in a small interview room.  The First Captain was seated there in a loose-
fitting tunic over a battered pair of grey leggings.  He was a man in his mid fifties with greying 
hair over a lined face. 

Fortitude snapped out his best parade ground salute.  ñCorporal Fortitude of second unit, 
seventh company, Stowe reporting as ordered, sir.ò 

 ñWelcome, corporal,ò the First Captain said.  ñStand at ease.ò 

The First Captainôs eyes swept Fortitude appraising him at length.  ñIôve read the reports, 
corporal and there are some matters that I would appreciate your perspective on.ò 

Fortitude felt rather overwhelmed by his company and he prayed he would not become 
tongue-tied.  His hands seemed to be sweating profusely.  ñYes sir?ò 

ñAccording to Lieutenant Bradbrokeôs report, the pirate shamen were targeting you personally 
with their rune guided arrows.ò 

ñIt seemed that way at the time, sir.ò 

ñDo you have any inkling as to why they would target you so?ò 

ñNo sir, none whatsoever.ò 

ñDid the squire or the constable of Stowe have any particular ill-will towards you?  Did you 
threaten them in any way?ò 

ñNo sir, my dealings with them were nothing other than cordial and business-like.  There was 
never any suspicion of wrong-doing before that night, sir.ò 

ñThe Lieutenant did not describe the markings and insignia of the shamen and the pirates with 
them.  Please describe them to me.ò 

ñThe shamen had goats head masks, sir.  Their bodies were painted with spirals that were 
surrounded and overwritten with intricate runes.  They were tall, thin, fair-haired men and one 
of the members of my reserve unit thought they might be Magus.  I donôt know what the runes 
were, though they did make the shamen invulnerable to arrows.  The men crewing the ship 
were all dressed like normal pirates, except that every one of them had an animal token 
hanging around their neck.  Some had horns, some teeth, several had dried crows feet and 
so on.   We didnôt keep an exact record of what we found though sir.ò 

The First Captain grunted.  Fortitude could not tell if it was to indicate understanding or 
disapproval.  ñWas there anything else on the shamen that might prove they were Îldar?ò 

ñElder, sir?ò 

ñÎldar, the First Captain corrected.  ñThatôs the actual name of the people we call Magus.ò 

ñTo be honest sir, Iôve never seen a Maé  Îldar before.  I wouldnôt know.ò 
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The First captain considered that.  ñI donôt doubt your account, corporal, but I would need 
pretty strong evidence before I could accept that Îldar were on that ship.  They donôt deal 
with other human races normally.  They would never fight alongside other humans and would 
never under any circumstances sell their services or work for other races.ò 

ñYes sir.ò 

ñMost likely these were not Îldar.  There are plenty of humans that could be mistaken for 
Îldar.ò 

ñYes sir.ò 

ñWhat about other races among these pirates?  Were there any Han among them?ò 

ñNo sir.  All appeared to be Ivon ï they were all fair of skin with blond or light brown hair.  
There were no Han at all.ò 

ñAnd none of the prisoners indicated any knowledge of acting under the orders of another 
nation?ò 

ñNo sir.  The pirates apparently knew little other than what their captains told them.  They 
believed they were fighting for booty and a place of triumph in the hall of their gods after 
death.  None of them admitted to any connection with any government.ò 

ñSo Lieutenant Bradbroke wrote in his report.ò  The First Captainôs gaze fixed on Fortitude.  
ñWould you like to know what the lieutenant wrote about you, corporal?ò 

Fortitude did want to know, but he was not sure he should say so.  ñBegging your pardon, sir, 
but I donôt know that itôs any of my business.ò 

ñHumph.  Fair enough, but Iôll tell you.ò  The First Captain read aloud from the papers in front 
of him.  ñI would particularly commend Corporal Fortitude Ulfsson to your lordships.ò  

Fortitude was relieved and pleased by the lieutenantôs commendation, and he felt himself 
growing flustered and embarrassed as the First Captain went on.   

ñThis operation was originally suggested by him and, as a consequence we have a great 
success against the pirates and their collaborators.  He did also, during our preparations for 
the attack, suggest many sensible things that undoubtedly made this operation more 
successful than would have been the case otherwise.  He did act in the best tradition of the 
militia by single-handedly besting three pirates who had infiltrated Stowe and he did show 
great leadership during the whole of the time I was in that village.  I do recommend him for 
some recognition by your lordships.ò 

The First Captain looked up and met Fortitudeôs gaze again.  ñHigh words of praise indeed,ò 
he said.  ñLieutenant Bradbroke is not often given to such statements.ò 

ñThank you, sir,ò Fortitude said.  He sensed that his face was very red. 

ñYou have a little over three years service with the militia ï am I correct?ò 

ñYes sir.  Three years and one month.ò 

ñA pity ï the militia has, as you know, an inviolable rule that no one with less than five years 
service may be promoted to the rank of sergeantéò  He smiled.  ñéNo matter how much we 
might be tempted.ò 

ñThank you sir.ò  Fortitude felt humbled.  They thought he was good enough to make 
sergeant.  

ñTell me, corporal; what do you see for yourself in future?ò 

ñI donôt know, sir.  I like my work and I want to continue serving.ò 

ñA commendable answer,ò the First Captain replied.  ñIf you stay where you are, I am 
confident you will get your promotion to sergeant soon after your five-year term is complete.  
But, that is hardly enough recognition for what you have done for us in the last week.  As 
such, Iôm going to make you an offer.ò 

Fortitude waited. 
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The First Captain leaned back in his seat and spoke after gathering his thoughts.  ñDo you 
know much about what is happening in the world at present?ò 

ñNo sir.  We hear a bit in Stowe, but really only what the merchants and traders know.ò 

ñHmm, well, I need to give you some background it my offer is to make sense.  King William is 
an ambitious man who wants Bayonnar to be strong and respected.  For centuries the lords of 
Bayonnar have owed various duties to the Crown ï including providing soldiers and knights in 
proportion to the size of their estates.ò  He paused and his gaze focussed on Fortitude.  ñDo 
you know what distinguishes the regular forces from the irregular militia?ò 

Fortitude thought he did, but he was reluctant to say so for fear of being wrong.  ñIôm not sure, 
sir.ò 

ñThe regulars are maintained to fight battles in formation using close action weapons like 
short-swords, spears, pikes and crossbows.  They move, stand and fight en-masse and are 
not expected to show much initiative.  The militia, in contrast, was formed here in Mersea 
nearly a quarter century ago when the pirate attacks became more organised and damaging.  
Duke Boricôs father realised we needed something in between the local constables and the 
regular guards units to patrol and police the coast.  We formed units with a wide mix of skills 
and a high degree of autonomy - able to deal with a wider range of problems than the guards 
or constables were able to.  In addition to basic fighting skills we looked for those with skills in 
tracking, investigation, rune-craft, and so on.  The militia proved quite effective ï certainly 
more so than the regular guards had previously.ò 

ñI see, sir.ò 

ñGood, because the militia had one other crucial advantage over the regular guards.ò 

ñSir?ò 

The First Captain smiled wryly.  ñThe militia operates at around half the cost of regular guard 
units per man and is even cheaper when you consider that it replaces the need for a large 
constabulary.ò 

ñThat probably makes the militia an attractive option then sir.ò 

ñCorrect.  King William cannot ask his lords to raise additional guards, but he has offered 
incentives for them to emulate what Mersea has done.  He has offered concessions to any 
and all lords who create reserve militia units.ò 

ñReserve units, sir?ò 

ñYes, unlike the Mersea militia which is a standing or permanent force, the King is 
encouraging his other lords to create reserves that would train for two or three months of the 
year ï probably during winter, and would then disband until the next winter when it would 
assemble again for additional training and exercises.  These reserves will be available in the 
event of war to supplement the regular guard units.  They would be much more useful than 
the usual levees and might prove almost as useful as the regular guards ï depending upon 
the form a future conflict might take.ò 

ñI see, sir,ò Fortitude said.  He suddenly realised where this might be going. 

ñYes, corporal. Only a few lords have moved to form these new reserves, but Baron William 
Peveral of Winterslow is one of them.  He has decided to create the beginnings of a new 
reserve militia in his capital of Wintershall.  I believe you are familiar with the city?ò 

ñYes sir, itôs my home town.  I was born there and raised and trained as a blacksmith.ò 

ñSo I read in your records.  Baron William currently has two hundred regular guardsmen.  In 
response to King Williamôs request, he intends to create a reserve of one hundred over the 
next two years ï starting with five units of ten men each this winter.  The Winterslow reserves 
will train three months each winter and stand down the rest of the year.  Baron William is a 
cousin of Duke Boric and he has written to the Duke asking if he might borrow experienced 
and good militiamen to serve as sergeants in the new Winterslow Reserves until such time 
has he can develop his own cadre of experienced non-commissioned officers.  Corporal 
Ulfsson, would you be interested in a posting back home to Wintershall?ò 
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Fortitude felt a mixture of astonishment and excitement at this offer.  The chance to become a 
sergeant after only three years and being posted home was like a dream come true.  His 
parents would be delighted to see him and astonished at his good fortune.  ñI would, sir,ò he 
said at last. 

ñGood.  Then youôll remain on the Mersea books as a corporal.  If, after two years, you wish to 
return here and if you have served Winterslow well, then you will be brought back as a full 
sergeant and given a unit of your own.  What do you say to that?ò 

ñThank you, sir,ò Fortitude said feeling overwhelmed.  ñThat is most generous and I am very 
grateful.ò 

The First Captain smiled.  ñYou have won us a significant victory in Stowe, corporal.  It is well 
deserved.  But, you will need to leave in the morning and travel with all despatch to 
Wintershall.  Knight Commander Sir Waltheof heads the Winterslow forces.  He says, in his 
request that he wishes all units to have been formed in time for training to begin on the first 
day of winter.  That is now only three weeks away so you will need to get there as fast as 
possible to ensure you get your fair share of whatever candidates have presented themselves 
as would-be recruits.ò 

ñYes sir,ò Fortitude said warmly.  ñThank you again, sir.ò 

ñDismissed sergeant,ò the First Captain replied. 

Fortitude grinned back at him. 

*** 

Eight days of being bumped and jolted along countless miles of muddy roads had left 
Fortitude battered, tired and slightly dazed.  He had been dozing over the last few hours as 
the coach had finally reached Wintershall and entered through the cityôs main south gate.  
When the coach finally creaked to a halt, Fortitude stumbled and almost fell as he alighted 
from the mail coach.   

Night had already fallen and Fortitude found himself shivering as the biting north wind swept 
over him.  Fortitude had forgotten how cold Wintershall could be.  It was late autumn, but to 
Fortitude who had spent the last three years in warmer coastal climes, it felt like the absolute 
depths of winter.  Patches of slushy ice lay caked at the base of nearby buildings and it felt 
like it was about to begin snowing at any moment. 

All around him, people scurried past wearing layers of heavy clothes ï their faces hidden in 
scarves and high collars.  Their heads covered by hats that covered ears and necks.  In 
between, red noses and cheeks were visible over pale white faces.   

ñGreat Vull,ò Fortitude exclaimed as the wind seemed to find a number of openings under his 
tunic.  He felt goosebumps forming across half his body. 

It took Fortitude a while to regain his bearings.  Most buildings were drab stone walls in 
various shades of grey, under slate roofs of a uniform black.  The only colour lay in the muted 
greens, reds, blues and yellows of the doors and shutters scattered nearly at random across 
the walls all around.  

The mail coach had brought Fortitude to the central market place.  This was a large square 
with dozens of stores and workshops clustered around three sides.  The city guildhall took up 
the fourth side soaring four storeys into the air behind an ornately carved façade of twisting 
pillars and arches. 

Fortitude could see the Baronial palace a half mile away.  Its great octagonal tower was the 
tallest structure in Wintershall and lights blazed from innumerable windows around its walls.  
Fortitude knew that the guard barracks was located alongside the palace.  

The bells for the seventh hour pealed out from the guildhall tower as he gazed about himself.  
He guessed that the gates to the barracks would be closed by now and so he resolved to 
report there first thing the next morning. 

With this in mind, he turned himself in a different direction ï towards his fatherôs smithy.  It lay 
along the Kingsway ï the main road through the city ï where the merchants quarter faded 
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into the warehouse district.  Fortitude found it with long familiar ease and was surprised to 
discover how glad he was to be home after all this time. 

The house and its workshop looked as they had when he last saw them three years ago.  The 
workshop was a plain stone building of two storeys.  It was set back from the street with a 
small stable to one side and a smithy with two forges on the other.  The house was above the 
workshop and comprised four small rooms ï a kitchen, a living area and two bedchambers.  
The toilet and wash pump were out the back ï shared by all the adjoining houses. 

Fortitude knocked and his father, Ulf Agahsson, answered the door after a minute.  Ulf filled 
the doorway.  Like Fortitude he was well over six feet in height with shoulders that could 
easily touch both sides of the doorway simultaneously.  He had an honest ruddy face under a 
greying mop of unkempt hair.  A single massive paw of a hand sheltered his eyes as he tried 
to see who was standing at the door. 

ñFather, it is I, Fortitude.ò 

Ulfôs face lit up with a delighted grin and he wrapped his son in a bear hug of an embrace 
before inviting him in.  ñMiriam,ò he called back up the stairs.  ñFortitude has returned.  Our 
son is come home!ò 

*** 

Fortitude was relieved and delighted to find both his parents well.  His mother looked a little 
older and greyer than when he had last seen her, and his father had a few more scars on his 
arms and lines on his face.  Other than this, both seemed happy and healthy. 

They oohed and ahhed as he recounted his adventures in the militia and exclaimed in delight 
as he related his new posting to Wintershall. 

ñThis will be wonderful,ò his father said.  ñWe will see more of you and, perhaps, if the Baron 
does not require you much outside of winter, you can help me in the forge.ò 

ñThe neighbours will be so impressed,ò his mother said.  ñOur son, a sergeant ï and 
commended by the Duke of Mersea himself.ò 

Over the next hour Fortitude heard of his childhood friends.  He learned of all the comings 
and goings among the neighbours.  He found out how business was doing and of all the 
births, marriages and deaths in the local community.  Fortitude just listened and nodded or 
asked for occasional points of clarification around one friend or another from his youth.  His 
final conclusion was that very little of any significance had occurred in his absence. 

After a time, the flow of conversation faded.  His parents bade him a good night and retired to 
their bedchamber. 

Fortitude remained up ï feeling tired, but not yet sleepy.  The Traderôs Rest was the inn 
where Fortitude had spent many pleasant evenings before leaving Wintershall.  It was a few 
hundred paces away and Fortitude decided that a quiet nightcap was exactly what was 
needed to help him unwind ready for sleep. 

*** 

It was snowing lightly as Fortitude walked to the Traderôs Rest.  As he passed the front of the 
inn, golden warm light spilled invitingly through cracks in the wooden shutters.  He heard the 
muffled hubbub of customers talking, laughing and arguing.   

Fortitude pushed his way in through the heavy wooden door and stopped just inside. The 
slightly off-key singing of a troubadour greeted him.  The man was singing a popular and 
bawdy tale of the highly entertaining, but improbable exploits of a farmerôs wife.  A few 
patrons near the entrance glared at him as a flurry of snowflakes and cold air swirled in with 
him and he quickly closed the door behind him. 

The common room was the busiest he had ever seen it.  There appeared to be well in excess 
of a hundred people filling every nook and cranny.   

He saw the usual groups of labourers gathered near the fires.  Nearer the bar he saw several 
tables of travelling merchants.  In between, however, was a mass of other people.  He stared 
at them for a moment trying to work out who they might be.  Most or all of the unfamiliar faces 
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seemed to belong to young and fit looking men and women.  They were all oddly boisterous 
and there was edge to the noise that suggested potential trouble. 

Fortitude considered the room carefully and weighed up whether he wanted to stay.  He really 
wasnôt tired and it was very cold outside.  He sighed and began pushing forward through the 
mass of milling people.  Crowd or no crowd, he was going to stay for at least one drink. 

He reached the bar without difficulty.  His massive size meant people moved aside quietly 
and without any fuss as he pushed through. 

At the bar Fortitude found himself face to face with Bracht the owner and proprietor of the 
Traderôs Rest.  He greeted the man with a polite nod.  ñEvening Bracht.  Itôs been a long time.ò 

Bracht appeared on edge, but he flashed Fortitude a smile.   ñGood evening to you too, young 
Fortitude,ò he called over the noise of the room.  ñI didnôt think weôd be seeing you again after 
all this time.ò 

ñIôve been in Mersea ï serving in the Ducal Militia.  Iôm back here to stay now, though.  So I 
might be round a bit more.ò 

ñGood for you, lad.  Youôre always welcome here.  So, can I get you an ale?ò 

ñYes please, Bracht,ò he said and dropped a copper bit on the counter.  He gestured around 
the noisy room.  ñIt looks like a busy night.ò 

Bracht screwed up his face.  ñAye, and a troublesome one.  Thereôs too many young lads 
come to town in the last few days to try out for the Baronôséò  Before he could finish there 
was a loud crash followed by angry voices on the far side of the common room.  The 
troubadour stopped his singing for a moment and everyone looked around.  A young man in 
his late teens had another pressed up against a wall.  Words were clearly being exchanged. 

Bracht gestured at two hulking figures at the door.  They waded into the crowd towards the 
altercation.  He then rubbed his forehead wearily and turned back to Fortitude.  ñSay 
Fortitude,ò he said suddenly.  ñYou donôt want some temporary work helping keep my 
customers in order do you?  There are hundreds of strangers in town trying out for the 
Baronôs new reserve.  Itôd just be for a few days ï until the testing of candidates is complete.ò 

Fortitude gazed around the room in astonishment.   These strangers all wanted to join the 
reserve?  What he saw gave him a pang of worry.  He could see a couple of foppishly 
overdressed lordlings at one table.  He couldnôt see them coping with full day forced marches 
or canteen food.  Another table contained some of the most murderous villains Fortitude had 
ever seen.  He judged they would never accept the discipline required to be a militiaman, and 
the only common interest they would serve would probably be their own.  At other tables 
Fortitude saw a mixture of the poor and hopeless ï those unable to find work at anything else 
and hoping that life in the reserves might be different.  Other tables contained individuals that 
were impossibly tall, impractically corpulent and one or two that just stared slack-jawed and 
witless at the bustle and colour around them.  And, among them, a few, a small few, were 
visible that on the surface at least, looked like they might have the self-discipline, wit and 
physique necessary to survive military life. 

ñGreat Vull,ò he said softly and sighed.  ñThankôs Bracht,ò he said.  ñBut Iôm a sergeant in the 
new reserve.  Iôll be reporting for duty in the morning.ò 

ñA sergeant, ehh?ò Bracht said admiringly.  ñThatôs a nice move up in the world.ò  There was 
now respect in his eye.  

Fortitude swept an arm over the room.  ñSo these are all here to try there luck with the 
reserve?ò 

ñMost already have,ò Bracht replied.  ñMost of this lot here are drinking their sorrows at not 
having been accepted ï though Iôve overheard more than a few who are due to for testing 
tomorrow or the day after.ò 

Fortitude exhaled in relief.  ñThanks Bracht,ò he said.  He took that opportunity to carry his 
drink away from the bar. 

The place was so full that it took him some time to find an empty seat.  He saw his opportunity 
when two men vacated a small table near the back of the bar.  There was another table with 
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eight men placed directly in front of it.  They were playing cards and there was a pile of 
copper bits spread between them.  They were arguing loudly over something to do with the 
play of the cards and there was an edge to their voices that suggested it was anything but a 
friendly game. 

As Fortitude sat down they glanced around at him.  Something about his huge mass and 
steady gaze seemed to unnerve them as they quietened down immediately and resumed their 
argument in heated whispers rather than shouts. 

He was on the second sip of his beer when a strangely accented manôs voice spoke quietly at 
his ear.  ñPardon me,ò the man said.  ñThere are no empty tables and you have the only 
unclaimed chair.  May I sit with you?ò 

Fortitude looked around and saw a man unlike any he had ever seen before.  His face was a 
golden brown with fine features and narrow eyes.  His jet-black hair was tied back in a plait 
behind his head.  He was wearing a long brown robe with green cloth covered buttons.  He 
bowed slightly to Fortitude. 

Fortitude gestured at the empty seat opposite.  ñSure,ò he said with a polite smile.  ñHelp 
yourself.ò   

The man sat down gracefully but carefully.  He remained upright in his seat and held his head 
high.  He sipped cautiously at a pot of wine before grimacing and pushing it to one side. 

Despite his normal manners, Fortitude found himself staring at the stranger.  The man was so 
unlike anyone that he had ever seen before that his curiosity was piqued.  The stranger 
returned the gaze impassively then spoke.   

ñIf I am not imposing, may I introduce myself?ò 

ñSure,ò Fortitude replied. 

ñI am Sang, son of Sung.  Thank you for letting me sit with you.ò 

ñNo problems,ò Fortitude said and he studied the stranger with open curiosity for a moment 
before speaking again.  ñUmm look, I donôt mean to be nosy, but youôre a Han, arenôt you?  
Are you from the Han Empire?ò 

Sang inclined his head.  ñThough I am of the Han people, I am not from the Empire.  My home 
is Routh, the southernmost province of this kingdom.  I am therefore Bayonnaran.  My original 
training was as an apothecary.ò 

ñRouth is five hundred miles south of here.  You are a long way from home.  May I ask what 
brings you here?ò 

ñI have been travelling the Kingdom of Bayonnar ï seeing the land and its peoples.  My path 
has brought me here and I am now seeking employment.ò 

ñEmployment?  Iôve never heard of any apothecaries in Wintershall.ò 

ñIndeed.  I intend to apply to join the new Winterslow Reserve that the Baron is forming here.ò 

Fortitude immediately became more guarded in his manner.  He knew that Routh had been 
taken from the Han more than a century ago and that the Han of Routh were all citizens of 
Bayonnar.  Nonetheless, he recalled the suspicions of Han involvement in pirate activity off 
the coast of Mersea and the suggestion that the kingdom might be preparing for some trouble 
with the Han Empire.  He had never seen a Han in Wintershall before and he wondered just 
why this Sang might be here now.  

ñWhy join the reserve here?ò Fortitude inquired carefully. 

ñI am here and the Baron has called for volunteers here.  If I were in Routh and the Warmarch 
of Routh called for volunteers, I might volunteer there.ò 

ñI see,ò Fortitude said.  ñWhat will you do if you are not accepted?ò 

ñI do not know.ò  Sangôs words became more forced.  ñBut, I have many skills.  I hope the 
recruiters will see that and that my Han birth will not be an impediment.ò 

ñWhat sort of skills?ò Fortitude asked. 
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ñI am a skilled healer and I have personally mastered more than a score of the more 
complicated healing and augmentation runes.ò 

Fortitude was impressed.  ñYou know twenty runes?ò 

ñMore,ò Sang admitted. 

ñI can see that would be very useful,ò Fortitude allowed.  ñBut, no disrespect, you donôt look 
like someone who has much experience with a sword.ò 

ñThat is true,ò Sang allowed.  ñBut I passed the chi-dan test to prove my proficiency with the 
bow when I was twelve.  I was accepted as a sixth level Aybani master when I was but 
sixteen.  There are few who could touch me with either a blade or a fist.ò 

Fortitude studied the diminutive Han disbelievingly.  

Sang stared back impassively.  ñI may be able to prove my claim,ò he said. 

ñWhat do you mean?ò 

Sangôs eyes flickered left towards the table that had been arguing when Fortitude sat down.  
The argument had resumed and two men were standing glaring murderously at each other.  
Several others were urging them on.  ñI think there is about to be trouble,ò Sang said over the 
shouts. 

He was right.  At that moment, one of the standing men grabbed a bottle from the table and 
swung it towards the other who dodged nimbly.  The defender then leaned in and punched his 
attacker on the nose.  Several others tried to intervene and were swept into the melee.  One 
of them swung a chair and hit someone at another table by accident.  The brawl rippled out 
across the tavern floor from there. 

Fortitude and Sang stood with their backs to the wall.  Neither wanted to join the fight, but 
they could see it spiralling out of control and coming to them.  A large number of drunken 
patrons were now in the fight ï throwing and blocking punches everywhere. 

A man staggered over to them holding a dagger.  He was drunk and his glazed eyes showed 
an irrational rage.  He screamed something at Sang and slashed at him.  Sang almost 
casually seized the manôs wrist and twisted.  The man howled in pain and the dagger dropped 
from his fingers.  Sang then swung him round with what appeared to be an effortless motion 
of his arm and flung him back out into the room. 

Two more men punched out another man in front of Sang and Fortitude.  They then turned 
and regarded Fortitude and Sang with brutish satisfaction.  Fortitude decided not to wait for 
the attack.  He bunched one of his huge fists and slammed it full force into the face of the 
closest man.  The man literally flipped over as the lower half of his body came up and the top 
half was smashed backwards.  Blood fountained through the air from his mangled nose and 
he collapsed on the floor and did not move again.   

The second man jumped through the air at Sang in an uncontrolled lunge.  Sang watched him 
coming and twisted at the last moment causing the man to slam into the wall behind.  Sang 
chopped down on the manôs head and he crumpled to the ground and lay there unmoving.   

A mass of milling punching men crashed over to where Fortitude and Sang were standing.  
Sang grabbed the arm of one of them and twisted it behind his back.  He then forced the man 
in front of him and used him as a shield to fend off another attacker.  He waited until the other 
attacker was off balance then slipped momentarily out from behind his human shield and 
kicked the second man hard in the stomach.  The man doubled over with an anguished óooofô.  
While the man was bent low Sang used all his force to kick him in the face.  The man flicked 
back and ended up unconscious on his back on top of Fortitudeôs last assailant. 

Sang then dispensed with the man he was using as a shield by squeezing his arm around the 
manôs neck.  Air and blood cut off briefly and the man slumped in his arms.  Sang tidily 
dropped him on the growing pile of bodies. 

Two more men now stepped forward to face Fortitude.  One was dark haired with a sharp 
face and a cruel glitter in his eyes.  He was holding a bottle and appeared to be in full 
command of his faculties.  The other was a thin wiry man who was so drunk that he appeared 
ready to swing at anything that moved.   
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Fortitude focussed on the man with the bottle.  The man glowered back and a sneer appeared 
on his face.  ñThis is a nice surprise,ò he said raking Fortitudeôs body with his eyes.  ñI donôt 
care how bloody big you are; I can take you now just as well as laterò he added belligerently.  
He lifted the bottle and feinted several times to draw Fortitude in. 

ñI cansh take you too,ò his companion slurred. 

The man with the bottle waved his companion back without breaking eye contact with 
Fortitude.  ñThis oneôs mine, Holt.  Keep back.ò 

ñBut Rudiéò 

ñKeep back, you pronging little weasel.  You can have the Han.  The big oneôs mine.ò 

Holt swayed and tried to focus on Sang, while Rudi made another feint with the bottle to test 
Fortitudeôs defences.   

Fortitude studied his opponentôs eyes carefully as the man feinted at him.  His experience had 
taught him that that was where the attack would be signalled.  He ignored the first three 
thrusts as a result.  On the fourth, the manôs eyes tightened as he put all his strength into a 
real attack.   

When the blow came, Fortitude ducked back nimbly and the bottle passed harmlessly over 
his head.  Fortitude then punched the man in the stomach.  The man dropped the bottle and 
doubled over.  Fortitude slammed his knee into the manôs face.  There was an impressive 
crack and the man let out an anguished scream.  Fortitude then seized him around the waist 
and lifted him effortlessly over his head.  He then slammed the man down full weight on the 
other drunken man.  Both hit the ground in a mass of flailing limbs and Fortitude followed up 
by kicking the bottle wielding man very hard in the privates.  

A few seconds later the bouncers reasserted order in the bar.  More than a dozen people 
were comatose and as many more were tending to injuries.  Fortitude looked at Sang and 
was pleased to see that the diminutive Han was unharmed.   

ñYou fight well for a big man,ò Sang observed quietly. 

ñYou too,ò Fortitude replied.  He scanned the bar once to make sure there were no more 
opponents then picked up his seat and sat back down.  He was pleased to see that his ale 
had survived the fight without spilling.  He picked it up and sipped at it before turning back to 
Sang.  ñWhere did you get those moves?ò he asked.  ñIôve never seen anyone fight like you 
before.ò 

ñThat is the ancient art of Aybani,ò Sang replied. 

ñYeah?ò  Fortitude tried to commit the word to memory.  ñAybani; is it easy to learn?  I could 
do with a few of those moves.ò 

ñIt has taken me fifteen years to learn what little I know of Aybani,ò Sang replied.  ñI have been 
learning since I was five.  I could show you some moves, but you would need patience and 
time to master them.ò 

ñSang, I have a confession to make.ò 

Sang regarded Fortitude quizzically and waited. 

ñMy name is Sergeant Fortitude Ulfsson.  Iôm one of the sergeants with the new reserve.ò 

Sang inclined his head respectfully.  ñI am honoured to meet you thus.  I trust that our 
acquaintance will not compromise your professional responsibility to choose the best to serve 
the Baron.ò 

Fortitude liked that answer and what he had seen of Sang so far.  The man fought well and 
spoke well. 

For the rest of the night Fortitude talked with Sang while the common room slowly returned to 
rights.  Their discussion ranged from the Baronial reserve, to the art of Aybani, the profession 
of the apothecary, the trade of the smith and life in Han.  By the end of the night, Sang and 
Fortitude were on very cordial terms.   
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When Fortitude finally bade Sang good night, he clapped him on the back and shook him by 
the hand.  ñNo promises,ò he said.  ñBut if you pass all the tests and if you are accepted into 
the reserve, Iôd be honoured and pleased to have you in my unit.ò 

*** 

The next morning Fortitude rose early and left his parentôs house a little after dawn.   

He reached the barracks after a brisk fifteen-minute walk and studied it carefully from the 
other side of the roadway.  It was a large plain stone building ï two storeys high with a huge 
parade and practice field at the back.  It lay alongside the Baronôs castle and the huge square 
central keep of the castle dwarfed the barrack building. 

Out front, two of the Baronôs foot guard were keeping watch either side of a carved stone 
doorway.  They made a fine sight standing proudly to attention in scarlet tunics, black and 
gold trousers and gleaming black leather belts and boots.  Golden dress swords hung in 
scabbards at their sides. 

Fortitude stepped up to them and snapped out a casual salute.  ñSergeant Fortitude Ulfsson 
of the Mersea Milia, reporting for duty seconded to the Winterslow Reserves.ò   

He passed over an envelope containing sealed orders from Mersea.  The envelope had an 
ornate seal and a note inscribed upon it ï óto present to Sir Waltheof of Winterslow on the 
occasion of Sgt Fortitude Ulfsson reporting for dutyô. 

The guard gave the envelope a cursory inspection then waved Fortitude through the door 
beyond.  ñThe duty officer is first door on the right,ò he said.  ñPass your orders to him, 
Sergeant, and heôll see they get to the knight commander.ò 

Fortitude grunted his thanks and entered the building.  He found himself in a long, wide 
hallway with more than twenty doors down its length.  Paintings of uniformed officers covered 
every inch of the walls.   

There were several dozen people in the hallway.  A silk-clad noble was talking to a high-
ranking officer down one end.  Several squires were waiting in an alcove dressed in a variety 
of coats of arms and uniforms.  A number of clerks and soldiers were also moving through the 
space. 

Fortitudeôs gaze quickly moved to the first doorway on the right.  There was no actual door ï 
and Fortitude could see a man wearing a cadet officerôs markings seated at a desk looking 
bored.  He stepped forward, handed over his orders and sat down to wait. 

Fortitude relaxed as he waited and he grew slightly drowsy in the relative warmth of the 
hallway.  When a womanôs voice sounded above him, he jumped and leapt to his feet without 
thinking. 

ñSorry,ò he said, focussing on her.  The woman standing beside him was the most beautiful 
woman he had ever seen or imagined.  Her head came just above the top of his shoulder.  A 
mass of chestnut hair framed a flawless heart-shaped face.  Expressive dark brown eyes 
were set above a delicate little nose.  Fortitudeôs heart began to thump in his chest and he 
instantly grew flustered and self-conscious as she gazed upon him with a cool disinterest. 

ñI said, can you tell me where my father is?ò she asked.  ñHave you seen him in here?ò 

Her cultured voice, dress and manner all suggested considerable breeding.  ñPardon me, 
lady,ò Fortitude replied suddenly feeling quite tongue-tied.  ñI am a stranger here.  I donôt know 
who your father is.ò 

She sniffed and arched a single perfect eyebrow at him.  She seemed to dismiss him from her 
mind in an instant and she moved along the corridor to a guard a few paces away.  
ñGuardsman,ò she said imperiously.  ñWhere is my father?ò 

The guardsman bowed respectfully.  ñThe Baron has not been through here this morning, 
milady.ò 

Fortitude found himself cringing.  So this was Lady Adela Peveral, the only child of Baron 
William.  Growing up in Wintershall as a child, he had heard tales of her beauty but, as a 
common blacksmith, he had never seen her before.  
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Lady Adela seemed to be in something of a bad temper.  She scowled at the hapless 
guardsman then swung about and strode out of a door at the end of the corridor.  Fortitude 
watched her go.  She was wearing a simple dress of forest green clasped around the waist 
with a golden chain.  She was just as beautiful from behind, Fortitude decided. 

ñBy the dark three,ò the guardsman grunted sourly once Lady Adela was out of earshot. 

Fortitude met his gaze.  ñNot someone to annoy, Iôd guess.ò 

ñNo,ò the guardsman agreed.  His expression suggested that the ladyôs moods and attitude 
was a familiar problem. 

Fortitude knew better than to venture an opinion on his lordôs daughter to a stranger.  He sat 
himself back down and returned to his patient wait.   

Thirty minutes passed before a messenger came to lead him along the hall to Sir Waltheofôs 
office.  This was at the far end of the hall and turned out to be a large spacious chamber with 
windows overlooking an ornamental garden.  The furniture was simple to the point of being 
uncomfortable, and a the only clutter in the room came from a slightly muddled pile of a dozen 
or so paper sitting on an otherwise bare oaken desk.   

Sir Waltheof turned out to be a friendly looking man in his late fifties.  He greeted Fortitude 
with a casual salute, followed by a warm handshake.  ñGood to have you here, Ulfsson,ò he 
said ï and seemed to genuinely mean it. 

ñThank you, sir.ò 

ñSit,ò the officer said ï pointing at one of the simple wooden chairs in front of the desk.  ñCan I 
get you tea?ò 

ñNo thank you, sir.ò 

ñAs you wish.ò  He cleared his throat and gestured at the topmost of the papers before him.  
ñFirst Captain De Seward commends you to me in the most glowing terms.  His letter makes 
you out to be a tactical genius, a fearless warrior and a great leader of men.ò 

Fortitude recoiled in astonishment.  ñSir?ò 

The knight commander laughed.  ñWell, perhaps Iôm paraphrasing a little,ò he admitted with a 
twinkle in his eye.  ñEither way, I trust De Sewardôs judgement.  I think youôll do us well.ò 

ñThank you sir.ò 

ñAnd by way of added bonus, you are a native of Wintershall?ò 

ñThatôs correct, sir.ò 

ñHmm, what do you know of our situation here?ò 

ñI know that the Baron is creating a new reserve that will grow to a hundred men and women 
over the next four years.  I know that the reserve will be loosely modelled on the Mersea 
Militia, except that those serving in the reserve will normally only be required over the three 
winter months each year.ò 

ñAll correct,ò Sir Waltheof confirmed.  ñWe advertised for volunteers a month ago and began 
testing and culling the three hundred odd souls that presented themselves at the beginning of 
last week.  We expect to finish tomorrow or the day after at latest.ò 

Fortitude felt a pang of dismay at this.  ñI take it that means I wonôt be able to choose my own 
unit then sir?ò 

ñNot fully,ò the knight commander confirmed.  He lifted the papers on his desk and searched 
through them until he found one.  He quickly scanned the contents before speaking again.  
ñOf the two hundred and sixty tested to date, twenty five have been accepted unconditionally.  
Thirty more have been ranked highly desireable and another sixty have ranked suitable ï 
though with caveats of one sort or another.ò 

ñI see sir,ò Fortitude said.  ñMay I ask what criteria have been used to assess the candidates.ò 

Sir Waltheof smiled wryly.  ñNot perhaps what you and I would choose.  Baron William has 
taken a personal interest in the recruiting process.ò 
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Fortitude felt another pang at that.  Baron William was not a military man.  ñI see, sir.ò 

ñI suspect not,ò Sir Waltheof said.  ñThe Baron quickly observed that the reserves offered him 
a number of opportunities.  He has been able to take the sons and daughters of a number of 
the baronyôs more prominent families in return for concessions and agreements.  He has also 
been able to cement relations with several temples, while acquiring reservists with skills that 
he will be able to employ for one silver penny a week ï significantly less than he might have 
to pay if were hiring on the general market.ò 

ñWhat sort of skills, sir?ò 

ñRune wielders, temple educated scribes and those with particularly useful craft and trade 
skills.ò 

ñWhat about basic fighting skills, sir?ò 

Sir Waltheof shrugged.  ñAll have been tested and none have been accepted that donôt have 
at least enough potential.ò 

Fortitude felt some relief at hearing this.  ñThatôs something, I suppose,ò he said.  ñWhat of my 
unit, sir?  Will I be able to select all the members myself.ò 

Sir Waltheof shook his head.  ñNo,ò he said.  ñYou have arrived after all the other sergeants 
and unfortunately, you will get a number of those that have been selected for the reserves but 
that have not been chosen by another unit.ò 

Fortitudeôs heart sank again.  ñMay I ask why, sir?  Why do I end up with the recruits that no 
one else wants?ò 

Sir Waltheof had the good grace to look faintly abashed.  ñI regret the situation, but you will 
just have to make the best of it.  All have the potential to be good reservists; youôll just need to 
realise that potential.ò 

Fortitude tried to hide his dismay.  ñSo have all my unit members been chosen, sir?ò 

ñNo, only four of the eight reservists youôll have in your unit.ò 

ñSo Iôll only be able to choose half my own unit then sir?ò 

ñCorrect.ò 

ñMay I ask who has already been assigned to me, then sir?  And why they were not selected 
by one of the other sergeants.ò 

ñOf course,ò Sir Waltheof replied.  He sorted through the papers in front of him until he found 
the information he wanted and then summarised what he saw there.  ñTwo people have 
presented so far with significant rune-lore - a noviciate priestess of Vull, and a temple 
educated scribe and have been assigned to your unit.  The other two that have been 
assigned to you so far are a petty criminal and an experienced guardsman who has served 
with a number of southern guards units over the last ten years.ò 

A sour feeling spread through Fortitude but he kept his manner professional and cool.  ñCan 
you tell me more about each of them, sir?ò 

ñHurrumph, yes.ò  Sir Waltheof scanned the papers and summarised what he read there.  
ñThe priestess of Vull is named Celia.  She has completed five years novice training with 
Vullôs temple in Warminster and has been posted to the Vull temple here in Wintershall to 
learn pastoral skills before taking final vows.  The Baron was keen to take her because she 
has considerable rune lore and command over all Vullôs battle magicks.  According to these 
records she has received temple training in the use of both the blade and the bow and was 
rated as proficient in both by those who tested her.ò  He paused and met Fortitudeôs gaze.  ñI 
have met her myself and I think she may be an asset ï though she has strong views on a 
number of matters and is not afraid to express them.ò 

A suspicion grew in Fortitudeôs mind.  A priestess of Vull would be an astonishing asset for his 
unit assuming this Celia had all the skills Sir Watheof had outlined, but the fact she had been 
temple trained in the use of weapons sounded an alarm in his mind.  Vull was the god of law 
and justice.  Its priests were sworn to uphold the law and to see that justice was carried out in 
all lands.  In pursuing this mission, the temple of Vull housed an arm known as the Questors.  
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This organisation had responsibility for seeking out and destroying all that was dark and evil.  
Almost a quarter of Vullôs priests were members of the Questors and all of them were 
required to be proficient with the sword and other weapons of war.  To Fortitudeôs way of 
thinking, it was far more likely that was why Celia was here.  No one in their right mind had 
more to do with Questors than was absolutely necessary as they could be unyieldingly 
fanatical in their adherence to Vullôs precepts and their enforcement of temple ways. 

Fortitude chose his words carefully.  ñPardon me, Sir Waltheof; is this Priestess Celia a 
Questor?ò 

Sir Waltheof regarded Fortitude levelly.  ñI honestly donôt know for sure,ò he replied.  ñBut 
having met her, I would guess that she is a Questor.ò 

ñWill she take orders, sir?ò 

ñShe had better,ò Sir Waltheof replied.  ñIôd not knowingly cross the Questors myself, but Iôll 
back my sergeants in any way necessary for the running of the reserve.ò 

Fortitude did not take much comfort in that.  ñWhat of the other reservists already assigned to 
me sir?ò 

ñNanya of Rearsby is the temple educated clerk.  She did well in the testing.  She was scored 
as expert in the use of the shortbow and having the potential to be adequate with a blade.  
She is proficient in the use of a number of the simpler runes and was judged, after training, as 
being capable of wielding significantly more complicated runes.ò 

ñMay I ask as to why none of the other units have taken her, sir?ò 

Sir Waltheof smiled wryly.  ñShe was evaluated as having a prickly and difficult personality ï 
despite her various skills.ò 

Fortitude exhaled gustily.  This was not shaping up well.  ñObviously I appreciate the value of 
taking those who have runelore, sir, but does my unit really need two?  May I inquire as to 
how many rune-adept recruits have been accepted into the reserves so far, sir?ò 

ñFive have been identified.  Two strong and three weak.ò 

ñAnd this Priestess Celia and this Nanya?ò 

ñBoth strong rune wielders.ò 

ñIs it wise to have both in one unit, sir?  Why not spread them round.ò 

Sir Waltheof met Fortitudeôs gaze.  ñThey may well be spread around the units in coming 
years, but for this first training season, it has been agreed that all those with significant rune-
skills should be placed in one unit to facilitate training.ò 

Fortitude wondered if this was really just an excuse for the two women not to be in other units.  
ñI see sir,ò he said trying not to let the resignation he felt show in his manner.  ñAnd the two 
other men, sir?  Who are they?ò 

ñMarcus Barker ï a convicted burgler.ò 

Fortitude kept his tone neutral and let his words speak for themselves.  ñA convicted criminal 
in the Baronôs reserves?ò 

Sir Waltheof made a face that suggested disapproval and resignation in equal proportion.  
ñBaron William sees it as a way of rehabilitating some of the cityôs more problematic citizens 
and a cheaper alternative than keeping them in the palace dungeon.  You will soon learn that 
the baron is very prudent with his money.ò 

The word óprudentô hung in the air and Fortitude and the Knight Commander.  Fortitude spoke 
again.  ñHave many convicted criminals been accepted into the reserves, sir?ò 

ñMarcus Barker is one of five accepted to date.  None are guilty of more than petty crimes or 
crimes against property.  In return for having his sentence commuted, Marcus Barker will 
serve in the reserve for not less than ten years.  If he misbehaves or causes you any trouble 
you may report him and he will be removed and returned to jail.ò 
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Fortitude felt some relief at that.  ñMay I ask what else you can tell me about this Marcus 
Barker?ò 

Sir Waltheof examined the sheet of parchment again.  ñHe was caught in a merchantôs house 
late at night helping himself to a small quantity of gold.  He had been questioned on several 
previous occasions on suspicion of pick pocketing, selling stolen goods and burglary, but 
nothing was proven.ò 

ñAnd what skills does he bring, sir?ò 

ñApparently he is proficient with both a bow and a blade.  His background might make him 
useful as a scout ï he is reputed to have demonstrated some skills in eluding and bypassing 
the guards at various times in the past.ò 

Fortitude nodded.  This Marcus Barker did not sound too bad ï so long as he really would be 
able to have him removed if he did not follow orders. 

ñAnd the final person, sir?ò 

ñAhh, Aidan Reichsmann.  He has a mixed record.  He is an expert with a number of different 
melee weapons including mace, greatsword and longsword.  He has more than ten years 
service accumulated with a dozen or more guards units between here and Routh.  For the last 
six months he has been working as a bouncer in the Dragon Scales inn.ò 

Fortitude considered this carefully.  The Dragon Scales was the roughest most disreputable 
tavern in Wintershall and anyone who could keep door in a place like that would have to be 
unusually tough and fearless.  ñMay I ask why he has served with so many guard forces and 
why he is not still serving with them?ò 

Sir Waltheofôs face darkened.  ñHe spun a tale of woe and misfortune to the testing officers, 
but I suspect there may be some disciplinary issues.  He was rated as one of the most 
accomplished recruits to present for testing, but did render two of those testing him 
unconscious.ò 

Fortitude felt another pang of dismay at this.  His experience with the Mersea Militia had 
taught him that a good unit depended as much on compatible personalities as it did on skill 
and experience.  It sounded like he had already been saddled with four people who would be 
difficult to manage individually at best and, as a whole, could prove wholly incompatible at 
worst. 

ñWhat of the other four slots in my unit, sir?ò 

ñThere are two more days of testing,ò Sir Waltheof replied.  ñAll candidates will undergo 
proficiency testing and those that pass minimum standards will be referred to you for your 
assessment.  The Baron has already accepted all those with connections that he wished to 
recognise, so you may choose whoever you believe will serve best.  The only constraint you 
have is that all those proficient in runelore must be accepted so long as they have the 
potential to be adequate reservists.  The Baron has been most explicit on that score.ò 

ñYes sir.ò  Fortitude thought of the Han he had met the previous night.  ñAre there any limits 
around background?ò 

ñAll those presenting must be Bayonarran.  We will not take any foreign nationals.ò 

ñWhat of a Han from Routh.  Iôve already met one who claims to have knowledge of more than 
twenty runes.  He is an apothecary by training and yet has some martial skills.ò 

The knight commander shrugged.  ñRouth is part of Bayonnar and any Han born there are 
citizens of the kingdom, so I suppose this man would be eligible.  If he has the runelore you 
say then I am sure the Baron would insist on us taking him.ò 

ñThank you sir.ò 

ñAny other questions, sergeant?ò 

ñNo sir.ò 

ñThen dismissed.ò 

*** 
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Fortitude hurried away from Sir Waltheofôs office with a sense of urgency mingled with worry.  
He had already been saddled with four reservists who sounded wholly unlike anything he 
would have chosen for himself.  He could not afford to waste any time in trying to locate 
another four unit members that would better meet his needs and complement the skills of 
those already chosen for him. 

Testing of candidates for the reserve was taking place at the other entrance to the barracks.  
He found a queue of around forty men and women waiting in front of the door into a single-
storey building guarded by two bored looking guardsmen.  He introduced himself and was 
given immediate entrance.   

Inside he found a reserve sergeant seated behind a desk.  The man regarded him quizzically 
as Fortitude entered and Fortitude hastily introduced himself. 

ñFortitude Ulfsson ï Mersea Militia ï seconded here to be a sergeant in the reserve.ò 

ñWelcome,ò the man replied.  ñIôm Sergeant Walters.ò  He was tall and wiry with a friendly 
expression.  ñSo youôve just arrived from Mersea?ò 

ñLast night, yes,ò Fortitude confirmed. 

ñYou cut it fine,ò Sergeant Walters said.  ñWeôve nearly finished testing and yours is the last 
unit to be staffed.ò 

Fortitude forced a grin.  ñSo all the good candidates are gone are they?ò 

Walters shook his head.  ñNo, the good news for you is that weôre still getting good candidates 
presenting.  We could take double the number we need if we wanted.  Already this morning, 
weôve got three candidates who have passed all the tests and who are now waiting for you to 
examine them.  Interestingly, two of them say they know you and both have demonstrated 
expertise in runelore.ò 

ñIs one of them a Han by the name of Sang?ò 

ñIndeed, yes.ò 

ñAnd he passed all the tests?ò 

ñExpert unarmed fighting, expert at the throwing dagger and bow.  Proficient runelore and 
high potential for mastering the sword.  Heôs good if you donôt mind him being a Han.  In fact 
heôs the best weôve tested for unarmed fighting.ò 

Fortitude grunted non-committally.  He was pleased that the Han had done well but did not 
want to reveal too much. 

ñWhoôs the other one who claims to know me.ò 

Sergeant Walterôs face darkened.  ñA woman by the name of Merrin Joysdaughter.ò 

Fortitude started.  ñHer!  Here?ò 

Sergeant Walters rubbed his jaw.  He suddenly seemed ill at ease.  ñShe was the first to 
present this morning.  She was waiting at first light.ò 

ñHow did she do in testing?ò 

ñWell enough, I suppose,ò Walters replied, though his expression suggested otherwise.  ñWe 
have two priests of Vull assessing candidates for their skills in battle magic and runelore.  She 
left one of them sobbing and convulsing.  Iôve never seen or heard of anything like it.  She has 
been rated the highest in battle magic and runelore of all those that have presented so far and 
so weôve shortlisted her in accordance with the Baronôs orders.ò 

ñWhat of her other skills?ò 

Walters shrugged.  ñShe has no weapons skills but shows adequate potential - barely.  The 
Vull-priest reports she is highly educated with training in history, philosophy and temple lore.  
She reads and writes as an expert.ò 

ñAnything else?ò 
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Walters snorted.  ñNone of those who tested her are willing to attest to the state of her mind.  
She has a bleak and unwholesome outlook.  And what she did to Vull-father Aoelstané  The 
way she left himéò 

Fortitude considered this carefully before speaking again.  ñSo what happens now?ò 

Sergeant Walter stepped out from behind the desk.  ñYou take my place,ò he replied.  ñThose 
that pass all the evaluation criteria will be referred to you.  Youôll review their test results and 
question them as to their reasons for joining the reserve and their aspirations.  Those you like 
you can sign up, though youôll need to have good reasons for rejecting anyone with significant 
runelore.  The Baron himself has asked to review any such candidates that we propose to 
reject.ò  The sergeant shook his head at this, then took Fortitude through the process for 
signing up recruits.  This took ten minutes after which time he bade Fortitude well and 
departed. 

Fortitude took a few minutes to settle himself.  He then stepped over to the adjacent door and 
opened it.  In the small room beyond, Sang and an unknown man were seated on one couch.  
Merrin was seated on another couch opposite them. 

Fortitude gestured at Sang.  ñSang, son of Sung, come through,ò he said. 

Sang stood and bowed before following Fortitude. 

Once the door was closed, Fortitude shook Sangôs hand.  ñCongratulations Sang,ò he said.  
ñYou did well in the testing.ò 

ñThank you,ò Sang replied. 

ñSo you still want to be in the reserve?ò 

ñI do.ò 

ñYou know its only three months a year and that you are signed up for ten years.  What will 
you do the rest of the year?ò 

ñI hope that membership in the Baronial reserve will suffice to establish my reputation such 
that I may secure respectable employment elsewhere in this city.ò 

ñDo you think that likely?ò 

ñThe future is like a prized blossom.  It only comes to pass through good judgement, careful 
tending and some luck.ò 

ñI see,ò Fortitude replied.  ñWell I hope it works out.  Certainly, I am pleased to accept you into 
the reserve, Sang.ò 

Sang bowed low.  ñI am indebted to you, Sergeant Fortitude Ulfsson.ò 

Fortitude spent the next five minutes completing paperwork with Sang and instructed him to 
report to the barracks a week from Monday to commence basic training.   

Once Sang was gone, Fortitude composed himself and called Merrin Joysdaughter in.  She 
entered and perched uncomfortably on the chair on the other side of the desk. 

ñSo Merrin, what are you doing here?ò 

ñI have come to join the reserve,ò she croaked.  She did not look particularly enthusiastic 
about the prospect. 

ñWhy do you want to be in the reserve?ò 

Her face screwed up distastefully.  ñI want to serve my Baron and to do my duty for the 
Kingdom.  I want to serve with others and to face challenges.ò  Her words were flat and 
without conviction. 

ñTell me the truth, Merrin; why do you want to join the Reserve?ò 

Merrin swallowed and a gleam appeared in her eyes.  ñI want to face my own mortality and 
see what it is like to face imminent death and continual deprivation.ò  

Fortitude regarded her carefully.  He suspected she was telling the truth, but it was still not 
enough.  ñWhy this reserve?  Why now?ò he insisted. 
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ñIt feels right,ò she said. 

ñFeels right?ò 

ñYes.ò 

Fortitude considered this.  ñHave you been told to do this in a dream?ò 

ñNo.  It just feels like something I have to do.ò 

ñThat and face death and suffering?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñDo you think thatôs a healthy attitude?ò 

ñItôs realistic.ò 

ñWhy would the Baron want you in his reserves with that attitude?ò 

ñBecause of my people skills,ò she replied dourly.  ñThat and Iôve already saved your life and I 
really will do my best.ò  She fixed him with what she thought was a winning smile.  It came 
across as a manic grimace. 

Fortitude leaned back in his seat and studied Merrin silently over the desk.  Her brow visibly 
dampened under his gaze.  ñPlease,ò she said.  ñI donôt have anything else.  You were nice to 
me and most people donôt seem to like me.  Iôll be good and loyal and Iôll do what you want.ò 

Fortitude knew that the Baron wanted anyone with runelore, but he just could not imagine 
Merrin as a reservist.   

ñYou owe me,ò she insisted.  ñI saved your life.  Iôm not asking for anything other than this.  
Please.ò 

She had saved his life ï he could not deny that and he did feel indebted despite himself, but, 
he was reluctant to have another reservist forced on him who on balanced of probability was 
going to be nothing but a liability.   

ñPlease,ò she said again plaintively.  ñNo one will be as good as me at battle magic.  You can 
dismiss me if I donôt work out, but I will, I promise.  You saw how I faced those Ældar shamen 
at Stoke.ò 

Fortitude felt himself weakening.  ñItôs going to be hard work ï long day and constant physical 
training.ò 

ñIôll cope,ò she claimed. 

ñYouôll have to keep watches and carry out camp chores along with everyone else.ò 

ñIôll do whatever I have to.ò 

ñYouôll need to watch your attitude.  Youôll have to live with others in barracks and be a part of 
a team.  Youôll need to get on with those who you serve with.ò 

Merrin looked faintly aghast at that, but she replied firmly enough.  ñI will do that.ò 

Fortitude considered her at length before speaking again.  ñVery well,ò he said at last.  ñIôll 
take you on a trial basis.  If you donôt measure up at any time over the coming winter Iôll have 
you dismissed from the Reserve.ò 

ñI wonôt fail you,ò she promised.  Her face lit up. ñNow it will be as was foretold.ò 

ñForetold?ò Fortitude frowned. 

Merrin suddenly became evasive.  ñSo what happens next?ò 

Fortitude sighed.  ñI sign you up.ò 

*** 

The next day and a half of candidate testing passed quickly.  Fortitude found himself 
repeatedly regretting having accepted Merrin, but he could not back down from his agreement 
until he had given her a chance to fail in training.  He rationalised the decision to take her, by 
telling himself that the Baron would have insisted on her being accepted given her proficiency 



Temple of the Moons.   Pg 48 of 262 

with runes.  It was going to be easier to fail her out of the reserve if he accepted her on his 
own initiative at this point. 

He interviewed nearly two dozen candidates before testing concluded.  He was now really 
only interested in candidates with actual or potential skills in melee based combat.  He 
wanted size and power along with a degree of intelligence and common sense.  Surprisingly 
few candidates met his criteria.  He rejected several muscular young men whose wit seemed 
to exist in inverse proportion to their size.   He rejected several others who had perfectly 
adequate skills with sword, but who came across as thugs and bullies.  There were any 
number of wholly unskilled candidates assessed as having the potential to make adequate 
fighters after training, but Fortitude was looking for those who already had some skill that 
would also work well with others. 

The final two candidates that Fortitude accepted both presented late on the final day of 
testing.  One was a journeyman blacksmith from the village of Ware by the name of Gytha.  
Despite being obviously uncomfortable around strangers, he revealed a quiet introspective 
nature combined with a massive set of arms which had demonstrated the ability to wield a 
hammer and battleaxe with remarkable ease. 

ñSo Gytha,ò Fortitude began.  ñWhy do you want to be a reservist.ò 

ñNot much work at Ware,ò Gytha rumbled. 

ñWareôs a reasonable size village on the main Standlynch road.  There must be a steady 
stream of travellers.ò 

ñNot during winter,ò Gytha answered.  ñThe pass over the mountainôs closed and the roads 
are ice and snow.ò 

ñSo youôll return to Ware once training finishes at the end of winter.ò 

ñYes.ò 

The other candidate was a hunter and trapper by the name of William who came from a small 
village several days south of Wintershall by the name of Sheepy Magma.  William was a 
willowy figure who stood six and a half feet in height.  He had fine features under fair hair.  He 
was an expert with a longbow and showed a natural aptitude with a longsword.   He was 
highly proficient in woodcraft and tracking and moved with an easy grace.  Despite this, his 
manner reflected his small-village upbringing ï uneducated and inexperienced to the point of 
naivety.  

His appearance was the first thing that struck Fortitude.  ñSo William, were you born in the 
barony?ò 

ñYes,ò William replied.  ñWell I think so, anyway.  Iôm a foundling.  When I was an infant ï 
probably only a few days old ï I was left on the doorstep of the temple in Sheepy Magma.  My 
parents, my foster parents raised me.ò 

ñHave you ever heard of Magus ï the Îldar?ò 

ñOf course.  I occasionally meet travellers on the main road who ask me if Iôve got Magus 
blood in me ï what with how I look and my height.ò 

ñAnd what do you think?ò 

ñWhat would a Magus be doing here in Winterslow?ò William laughed.  ñThey live far away 
and I doubt one of themôs ever been all the way north up here.ò 

ñWhy do you want to be in the reserve?ò 

ñI make my living off hunting and trapping.  Sheepy Magmaôs a stopping point on the road 
between Winterslow and Mortain and I provide food to both village inns and furs and skins to 
merchants that come through.  Merchants and other travellers just donôt come in winter and 
so Iôm looking for some steady work until the roads open again.ò 

Fortitude nodded his understanding and signed him up.   

*** 
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Fortitude spent the next week settling into the Wintershall barracks.  He quickly struck up 
acquaintances with the other reserve sergeants.  Two others had served with the Mersea 
Militia and though he did not know either of them personally, they had enough experience in 
common to develop a mutual respect. 

The reserve was being established with eight sergeants all up.  Five had unit responsibilities, 
while the other three provided administrative support in the areas of training, recruitment, 
stores, weapon supply, accommodation and communications.   

The Knight Commander Sir Waltheof called them together daily to plan the training roster for 
the next three months.  The training schedule was a complicated affair comprising marching, 
moving and training in basic weaponry in the mornings and early afternoons followed by 
specialist training later in the day in areas such as tracking, signals and, in the case of 
Fortitudeôs unit, runelore and battle magic. 

The units were all assigned designations and names.  The first unit under Sergeant Walter 
was named the Baronôs Own Irregulars.  The second unit under Sergeant Thurstan was 
named the Wintershall Furies.  The third unit under Sergeant Ansford was named the 
Winterslow Loyals.  The fourth unit under Sergeant Stockley was named the Lowland 
Relentlesses.  To Fortitude fell the misfortunate name of Lady Adelaôs Watch.  

He fumed when this was announced but tried to keep the chagrin from his voice as he 
addressed Sir Waltheof.  ñAre these names really necessary, sir?ò 

ñBaron William believes so,ò Sir Waltheof replied.  ñIt may not mean much now, but in future 
years when the reserves have a proud history, the names will mean something truly 
important.  The regular guards are similarly organised and everyone wants to join the 
Cunardhan Few or the Crimson Foot and to serve under those illustrious banners.ò 

Fortitude felt a pang of resentment.  ñPerhaps, sir, but does my unit really need to be known 
as Lady Adelaôs Watch?ò 

ñThe lady is the sole child of the Baron and is likely to remain as such with the recent passing 
of the Baroness.  He wishes her to take an active interest in the development of the reserve 
and believes that a unit honouring her may assist in this.ò 

ñI see,ò Fortitude said ï not really seeing at all.  
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Chapter 3 

The following Monday found Fortitude standing with the other reserve sergeants gazing out 
across a ragged mass of recruits.  Fortitude looked for familiar faces.  He saw Sang, Merrin, 
and Gytha scattered through the crowd.  Among them he recognised a few other faces.  
There were two men he had laboured with on the trade caravans and a girl he had played 
with as a child.  He nodded to a young man who lived on the same street as himself and 
could see a few others who he had met over the years while doing business in his fatherôs 
shop.   

He was shocked and more than a little perturbed to see the two men who had attacked him 
and Sang that night in the Traders Rest.  He fumbled round in his mind a moment before 
recalling the name of the one who had attacked him ï Rudi.  He was amused to note that 
Rudiôs nose now appeared flattened and permanently off-centre.  The centre of his face was 
still a lurid mass of green and yellow bruising.  

He suddenly realised that Rudi was staring back at him with a murderous glare.  Fortitude 
allowed his gaze to continue around the other recruits. 

In general Fortitude was surprised at the number of faces he did not know.  It appeared that 
the Baronôs proclamation had been distributed very widely and that many of the new 
reservists came from outside Wintershall and possibly even from beyond the Barony itself. 

A man stopped in front of Fortitude.  Fortitude had to think for a moment before he recognised 
the tall willowy figure before him.  It was William of Sheepy Magma.  One of Fortitudeôs new 
recruits ï not that the man knew he was in Fortitudeôs unit yet. 

ñGood morning, sergeant,ò William said.  ñI just wanted to thank you again, from the bottom of 
my heart.  Iôm very grateful for the chance of being here and serving.  Thank you for giving me 
that chance.ò 

Fortitude responded with a tight nod.  He kept his manner formal.  ñYou passed the tests and 
you met the criteria.  You still have much to prove, but if you do your duty youôll be confirmed 
as a reservist.ò 

ñIôll do my best,ò William assured Fortitude earnestly.   

Before Fortitude could say anything else, another figure shouldered William aside and stood 
with his face almost against Fortitudeôs.  It was Rudi ï the massive bruise marking him out 
instantly. 

ñYou!ò Rudi hissed ï unconsciously lifting a hand to his nose.  ñYou did this to me, you 
bastard.ò 

Fortitude was astonished by the manôs attitude.  ñWatch your tone, enlistee,ò he growled.  
ñYou will address me as sergeant, or youôll answer for it.ò 

ñYou broke my bloody nose.ò 

Fortitude was caught between wanting to enforce his position as sergeant and make peace 
with the man as someone he would have to serve and train with.  After a moment of internal 
struggle, he chose the latter course.  ñIôm sorry about your nose,ò he said gruffly.  ñIt was 
nothing personal.  It was a bar fight and everything was out of control.ò 

ñLook at my nose.  You should be more than just sorry.ò 

Fortitude frowned down at the man.  ñI really am sorry, but you attacked me.  I defended 
myself.ò 

ñIt was just a bit of fun,ò the man growled back.  ñYou had no call to do that.  You hit me when 
I wasnôt looking.ò 

That was not how Fortitude recalled the fight and he felt his attitude hardening.  ñLook, Iôm 
sorry about your nose, but you are an enlistee and Iôm a sergeant.  Youôll speak with respect 
or you wonôt speak at all.ò 

The man swore at Fortitude.  ñI wonôt forget that easily.  Ask around in town.  Ask about Rudi 
at the Mermaidôs Tail or at the Rampant Goat.  Anyone who crosses me gets cut up and 
found dead.ò 
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Fortitude regarded Rudi incredulously.  Before he could reply, though, William spoke.  ñHey, 
weôre all in the reserve together now and you donôt want to get into trouble on the first day, do 
you?  You shouldnôt be saying that sort of thing.ò 

Rudiôs lip curled.  ñMind your own business, pretty boy.ò 

ñMy nameôs William, not pretty boy,ò the man replied levelly.  ñI think we should all be trying to 
get along here.  We should be putting the past behind us.ò 

ñCorrect,ò Fortitude growled. 

ñScrew you,ò Rudi growled.  ñI could take either of you any time in a fair fight.ò  He put an 
emphasis on the word fair while staring meaningfully at Fortitude. 

ñThereôs no fighting allowed between reservists,ò Fortitude said.  ñAnd challenging a sergeant 
is a serious offence.ò 

ñNo one wants to fight,ò William said.  ñWe all just want to get along.ò 

ñOh thatôs sweet,ò Rudi sneered.  ñWell you two love birds can prong yourselves for all I care.  
Thank Dierdra I donôt have to serve with either of you.ò  He looked at Fortitude.  ñYouôd 
probably slit my throat while my back was turned and youéò he said turning to William.  ñWho 
knows what youôd do while my back was turned.ò 

He didnôt elaborate but his meaning was clear.  Williamôs gaze became cold.  ñI wouldnôt want 
to serve with you.  Iôm a trusting kind of person, but I donôt think I want to rely on someone like 
you at my side.ò 

Fortitude glowered down at Rudi.  ñHow do you know what unit youôve been assigned to?  
Assignments have not been announced yet.ò 

Rudi glared venomously at Fortitude.  ñI know more than you do, Corporal Ulfsson of the 
Mersea Militia.  Watch yourselves in training.  Iôve got friends here in the reserve and you 
could both get cut if youôre not careful.ò  His eyes flicked to William.  ñYou wouldnôt look so 
good with your nose flattened over your face and youéò  He turned to Fortitude.  ñI donôt care 
how bloody big you are.  A knife in the back will take anyone down.ò  He turned and strode 
away. 

There was a stunned silence following his departure.  William broke it.  ñHeôs not a very nice 
person, is he?ò 

Adrenalin was pumping through Fortitude and the banality of Williamôs comment caused him 
to laugh.  William was definitely something of an innocent. 

At that moment the senior sergeant barked an order calling everyone to attention.   

The mass of enlistees clumped together again and the sergeants moved them in a loose 
straggling mass through the barracks and out in to the huge parade ground on the other side 
of the building.  Once there, Fortitude and the others formed them up in rough lines in front of 
a raised dais. 

Sergeant Thurstan then stepped up and called everyone to silence in a huge bullhorn of a 
voice.  ñShortly you will have the honour of being addressed by our Knight Commander, Sir 
Waltheof,ò he called.  ñYou will stand in complete silence throughout this address and will not 
move or speak unless you are told to move or speak.ò  He glared at the mass of men and 
women below him as if daring one of them to speak.  There was complete silence. 

Sir Waltheof emerged from the barracks building behind dressed in the scarlet of a 
guardsman but with a gilded breastplate over the tunic.  Despite his age, he bounded 
effortlessly up the steps of the reviewing stand and stood there silently studying faces in the 
rows of reservists below. 

He cleared his throat suddenly and began to speak.  His voice was calm and confident and he 
spoke with an easy oratory.  ñEach of you has joined up for a different reason.  Glory, 
preferment, money, patriotism and yes, even boredom.ò  He winked meaningfully at a random 
reservist standing in the front row.  A chuckle rippled around the rest of the group and Sir 
Waltheof smiled wryly.  ñRegardless of your motive, your destinies are now the same.  You 
will train.  You will learn and you will become a superb fighting force for our baron.ò 
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He paused and studied the crowd again apparently collecting his thoughts.  ñThere are fifty of 
you.  Over the coming years we will increase your numbers until the total is two hundred.  
This will mean that the reserves will become the same size as the Baronôs regular guard.ò  He 
nodded and stared around at the mass of men and women below with a half smile.  ñThis is 
not a coincidence.ò   

He paused to let his audience consider his words.  ñThe reserve is being established for the 
time when the regular guard must answer the call of the King and march to his cause far from 
Winterslow.ò  He nodded slowly.  ñEven now, you may have heard rumours about unrest 
down in Routh between Bayonnar and the Han Empire.ò  Fortitudeôs eyes flickered to Sang.  
Sangôs gaze was fixed expressionlessly on Sir Waltheof. 

ñPerhaps it will come to something and perhaps it wonôt,ò Sir Waltheof continued.  ñDuring any 
such times it will fall to the reserve ï to you to keep the peace and to protect the Baronôs 
interests in Winterslow.  You will become a credible force commanding respect and 
admiration among the people of the Barony. 

ñTo become a reservist you will be diligent and you will learn what my guardsmen teach you.  
If you will not or cannot learn you will be dismissed from the reserve.  For the next few months 
you will learn everything we can teach you about being a soldier and fighting.  You will 
practice and develop these skills over the ten years that you remain in the reserve.ò 

He smiled and visibly relaxed as he continued.  ñThe first four weeks will be basic training.  
You will be formed up into units of nine or ten under one of the sergeants here.  You will learn 
to march and drill and keep your weapons and armour in good order.  You will be tested 
physically and mentally and assessed as to your ability to be a soldier.  Each unit will appoint 
a corporal from within its own ranks.  If you perform particularly well you may enjoy this 
honour.ò 

ñYou will learn different ways of fighting and the use of weapons that best suit you.ò  He 
nodded slowly as if to reinforce his point.  ñYou will be a different person in three months from 
who you are now. 

ñToday you will take the first step towards becoming a soldier.  To do so, there are some rules 
you must now learn and remember at all times.  Every officer is to be addressed as ósirô and 
saluted.  Every corporal is to be addressed as corporal and every sergeant will be addressed 
as sergeant.  They in turn will address you either as enlistee or as reservist.  You will follow 
the orders of anyone who outranks you regardless of how strange or pointless they seem.  
The penalty for doing otherwise is very unpleasant indeed as you will come to understand or 
see over the next few days.ò 

His eyes swept the crowd once more and he gave a single approving nod.  He then swung 
around and descended the stand and walked back to the barracks building. 

Sergeant Thurstan replaced the Knight Commander on the stand.  He had several sheets of 
parchment.  ñYou will now be assigned to the reserve units you will train with over the coming 
winter.  We will start with Lady Adelaôs Watch.  When your name is called you will step out 
and go to Sergeant Ulfsson there.ò  

Fortitude was taken by surprise.  He started but then raised a hand to identify himself to the 
mass of enlistees.  

Sergeant Thurstan cleared his throat and began reading from his list.  ñAidan Reichmann,ò he 
called.  A large blond-haired man, almost as big as Fortitude, stepped forward and over to 
Corporal Ansford.  Fortitude watched him carefully.  So this was the man who had experience 
in numerous southern guard units and had ended up as a bouncer at the Dragon Scales.  His 
face did not provide Fortitude with much confidence.  It was scarred and broken by numerous 
brawls.  He looked like someone who had never shirked from a fight in his life.  He had a 
thuggish dangerous look and Fortitudeôs heart sank as he examined the man. 

Notwithstanding his first impression of Aidan, Fortitude greeted him with a polite nod.  

ñMarcus Barker.ò  

Fortitude watched a young man of about twenty years separate from the mob. He was of 
average height and appeared fit and healthy under a non-descript green tunic.  He had a 
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disarmingly friendly face and he greeted Fortitude with a cheeky grin.  ñHiya sarge,ò he said.  
Fortitudeôs first instinct was to like the man ï but he reminded himself that Marcus Barker was 
a convicted thief ï a burglar - not to be trusted until he had proven himself.  

Fortitude gestured to a place beside Aidan Reichsmann.  ñWait there,ò he grunted. 

ñWilliam of Sheepy Magma,ò Sergeant Thurstan called. 

Fortitude watched the tall willowy man approach and greeted him with a nod. 

William grinned back.  He looked. 

Sergeant Thurstanôs voice called out again.  ñNanya of Rearsby.ò  A squat woman stepped 
forward glowering doubtfully at her new companions.  Fortitude studied her carefully.  Her 
face seemed fixed with permanent frown lines and showed faint scars where some childhood 
illness had marked her.  She glowered with obvious ill-humour at the little group enlistees she 
had been assigned to.  She did not seem particularly interested in making a good impression.  
Her eyes raked Fortitude and a look of fairly obvious disapproval was visible on her face as 
she took position alongside William. 

ñGytha of Ware.ò  Fortitude watched the burley blacksmith approach. Gytha smiled shyly at 
the faces waiting for him.  He circled around his new companions and stopped safely behind 
them. 

ñSang of Han,ò Fortitude greeted the diminutive Han with a tight lipped smile.  On his other 
side Aidan sniffed disapprovingly and muttered something unpleasant sounding under his 
breath. 

ñSister Celia of Vull.ò  Fortitude started a little when he saw a woman step out of the mass of 
enlistees.  She was tall and beautiful with extraordinary poise and an obvious intelligence.  
She had long red hair and strong well-proportioned face with penetrating almond coloured 
eyes.  She walked over with an easy grace and flashed a cool smile at the group.  Despite the 
smile, Fortitude sensed no warmth in her manner.  Sheôs probably a Questor, he reminded 
himself.  Be careful. 

The sergeantôs voice called out again.  ñAnd finally, Merrin Joysdaughter.ò  Merrin stepped out 
from the farthest end of the reservists.  She strode down to the little group and eyed them all 
doubtfully as she approached.  

She stopped beside Fortitude.  ñThatôs it,ò she muttered dourly to him, ñNow Iôm sure the fates 
have chosen me for death.ò 

*** 

Fortitude felt unexpectedly self-conscious as he eyed his new unit.  He knew half of them to 
some degree, whereas the others were strangers imposed on him.  His natural instinct was to 
try to befriend them all, but he reminded himself that he was their sergeant now. 

ñFollow me,ò he said. 

Fortitude led the unit away towards an open space on the far side of the training ground and, 
as they marched, they heard Sergeant Thurstan start calling names for the next unit.  
ñSecond Unit ï the Baronôs Own Irregulars.  Turold of Frocesteréò 

Fortitude stopped the unit once they were well out of earshot of the others.  ñSit,ò he ordered 
while placing himself on a convenient tree stump.  Every sat around him and stared at him 
attentively. 

ñWell,ò he began.  ñWelcome to Fifth Unit ï Lady Adelaôs Watch.  You may be wondering just 
why youôre in this particular company and what your role will be.  Listen and Iôll tell you.ò  He 
leaned in and ran his eyes over everyone in the group. 

ñWeôll be spending the next three months training and learning all the skills necessary for us 
to work together effectively.ò  He gestured at Aidan.  ñAidan Reichmann here is the only 
person who has experience in a guards unit.  He has served with nearly a dozen companies 
between here and Routh over the last decade.  Because of this experience he will start out as 
the unitôs acting corporal.  He will speak for me in my absence.ò  Aidan grinned thuggishly and 
Fortitude felt another twinge of misgiving.  ñDonôt get too comfortable with the title though 
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Corporal Reichmann.  Youôll only hold it for a fortnight at which time I may shift it to someone 
else.  But, you know how itôs done and I expect youôll set a good example and help the 
others.ò 

Aidan knuckled his forehead.  ñYou can trust me, sarge.ò  His wolfish grin suggested 
otherwise. 

Fortitude nodded.  ñThe rest of you bring the following skills ï actual or potential ï to the unit.  
Aidan, Gytha, Sang and William all show the potential to be excellent front line fighters; able 
to take and hold the best enemy fighters.  Celia, Merrin, Nan and Marcus all show aptitude for 
the mastery of missile weapons and lighter blades.  Celia, Fortitude, Merrin, Sang and Nan 
also display considerable aptitude for battle magic and, after suitable training, will be able to 
provide useful support in these areas.  William and Marcus both have talents with scouting, 
tracking and infiltrating positions through stealth.ò  He stared around the group approvingly.  
ñTogether, the unit has many skills and should prove very effective if we can work together 
and trust each other.ò   

Over the next hour, Fortitude had everyone introduce him or herself and describe their 
background.  He learned or confirmed a number of things about his new team. 

Aidan was exactly what he had imagined him to be.  Everything about him suggested a man 
who lived for brawling, drinking and womanising.  He described himself as having slowly 
worked his way up from Routh in the south of the Kingdom to Winterslow in the far north.  It 
sounded like he had had brief periods of employment with almost every army and guard along 
the way.  Though he did not say why he had left any of his previous employers, his blustering 
manner and off-colour sense of humour suggested he had been drummed out of more than 
one.  It sounded as if his current employment in the Baronôs reserve was a final attempt to 
gain respectable work.   

Fortitude already knew something of Merrinôs background, but she repeated it for the others.  
ñMy father is a merchant,ò she admitted in her usual depressing croak of a voice.  ñMy mother 
lives to entertain his clients and our rich neighbours.  Hence I was schooled well with the 
other rich children of the merchantôs quarter.  For some reason though, I did not fit in.  I asked 
questions and did not believe the comfortable truths that the priests taughtéò  She fell silent 
for a while and her gaze grew distant.  ñThere were a few other years where I filled in time 
and then I came here.ò  For the first time since meeting her, Fortitude noted that she did not 
wear a talisman for any of the gods.  He wondered briefly if she was some sort of unbeliever.  

ñAnd what are you doing here?ò Aidan asked.  ñYou donôt seem the type for this sort of thing.ò 

ñI felt a calling,ò Merrin replied. 

ñA calling?ò 

Merrin seemed to recall herself.  She forced something that looked like a smile then spoke 
what sounded like a carefully rehearsed statement.  ñI am looking to serve something larger 
than myself and to learn more about myself in doing so.  I was called by the recruitment 
poster.ò  

Aidan grunted disbelievingly, but Fortitude did not allow him to press the matter.  He gestured 
at the next person in the circle: Marcus Barker. 

Marcus came across as exactly the sort of delinquent youth that Fortitude had expected.  He 
was charming, engaging, and quite disarming.  He spun a lengthy tale of woe explaining how 
he had been arrested after taking the fall for a cousin who had fallen in with óbad peopleô.   

ñIt was a year in the dungeon or service in the Reserve,ò he declared at the end of his tale, 
then started in surprise and reached under his tunic.  When he drew his hand out he was 
clutching Fortitudes own purse.  Fortitude started in astonishment and muttered several 
ñGood heavens,ò followed by a ñBy Loki!ò before lapsing into astonished silence.  Marcus 
gave a crooked smile and leaned back smugly with his hands behind his head. 

Aidan glowered disapprovingly at Marcus.  ñI hope youôre not going to do that to any of us.ò 

ñNo of course not,ò Marcus said with a face of complete innocence.  ñI would never take 
advantage of friends.  I try to use my skills for the good of others.ò  He appraised Aidan and 
his eyes danced.  ñThese days I prefer to make my money out of providing various alcoholic 
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beverages at rock bottom prices to those who appreciate quality.  I also specialise in 
investments and those who trust me can double ï even triple their money for no personal risk 
or effort.ò 

ñCheap alcohol?ò Aidan inquired and licked his lips.  ñAnd easy moneyéò  A predatory grin 
spread across his face.  ñYou and I are going to get on just fine,ò he decided. 

Fortitude held up a hand to restrain Aidan.  ñThatôll do, Corporal Reichmann.  Weôve still got 
others to hear from and I donôt want any suggestion of drinking, gambling or other illegal 
enterprises.  Do you understand?ò  He arched an eyebrow at Marcus. 

ñYes corporal,ò Marcus said smoothly.  ñOf course.  Iôd never do anything to bring the reserve 
or the Baronôs good name into disrepute if there was any chance of getting caught.ò 

ñUmm, me too,ò Aidan assured Fortitude half-heartedly. 

Fortitude frowned at the two men.  

Nanya of Rearsby introduced herself next.  ñI prefer to be known as Nan.  I grew up in 
Rearsby after being orphaned when I was three.  Iôve been studying to be a scribe ever since 
I was seven.  The reason Iôm in the reserve is that I want a scholarship into one of the temple 
schools.ò  She regarded her new companions sourly.  ñIôve got a bit of a temper and I donôt 
like it when people cross me.  Youôll get on fine with me if you remember that.ò 

Fortitude was rather taken aback by Nanôs candour.  By any account, the pox scars on her 
face made her plain but there was also an odd meanness of spirit as she spoke that put him 
on edge.    

William introduced himself next.  ñIôm from Sheepy Magma where I work most of the year as a 
trapper and hunter,ò he began.   

ñHow tall are you?ò Marcus interrupted. 

ñWilliam laughed and darted a wry óI told you soô look at Fortitude before replying.  ñEveryone 
wants to know that.  Iôm six foot, six inches tall, and no, it doesnôt make hunting harder,ò he 
said and laughed.  ñItôs the first thing that everyone asks me when I tell them what I do, so I 
thought Iôd get it in first.ò   

Everyone smiled back politely except Aidan.  He leaned forward and pointed suspiciously at 
Williamôs wiry frame and delicate features.  ñSo where are you from originally William?ò he 
demanded.  ñYou look like a Magus I saw once down in the far south of the Kingdom.ò 

William shook his head.  ñPeople have said that to me before, but, Iôve never seen a Magus 
so I wouldnôt know,ò he said.  ñI donôt actually know who my parents were.  Iôm an orphan like 
Nan here.ò  He smiled at Nan but she just sniffed and looked away.  William continued looking 
slightly chagrined.  ñI was found on the steps of the village temple in Sheepy Magma when I 
was a baby.ò 

Aidan studied William mistrustfully.  William ignored this and went on to outline his upbringing 
in the village of Sheepy Magma and his reason for joining the reserve. 

Gytha of Ware introduced himself next.  He was shy and awkward at speaking in front of the 
group and he mumbled.  ñIôm a smith,ò he said.  ñI canôt work in winter so Iôm filling in time till 
spring.ò  He then lapsed into an awkward silence and sat down abruptly. 

Sang followed Gytha.  ñI am Sang, son of Sung, of Chowsei in the province of Routh of 
Bayonnar.  I am an apothecary by upbringing and the first in my family to follow that career.  I 
have come to the north to see more of the world in which I live and hope to find work here in 
this city when I am not serving with you.  I look forward to our working together to coming to 
know all of you as friends.ò 

Aidan snorted, but wisely said nothing when Fortitude glowered at him. 

The last to speak was the priestess, Celia.  She was the complete antithesis of Gytha.  She 
was charming and charismatic ï but a steely intensity and a disconcerting air of certainty and 
superiority underpinned every word and move she made.   

ñI am Noviciate Priestess Celia of the Temple of Vull,ò she began.  ñAll noviciates in Vullôs 
temple are required to spend a year after seminary training to experience the world one last 
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time before taking their final priestly vows.  This is how I have chosen to spend part of my 
time.ò 

Fortitudeôs earlier suspicion returned in an instant.  If she was only here for a year then there 
was no way the Baron would have accepted her into his reserve unless she really was a 
Questor.   

Fortitude saw his own thoughts reflected on a number of other faces and Aidan voiced the 
question in everyoneôs mind.  ñBut weôve all joined up for ten years,ò he said.  ñHowôd you get 
in for only a year?ò 

Celia regarded him coolly.  ñThe Baron has made an exception in my case.  He is most keen 
that the temples understand the practical problems faced by the armies that defend them.ò 

Aidan was not going to accept that.  ñAre you a Questor?ò he demanded. 

Celia stared back coolly at him.  ñWhy?ò she asked, ñDo you have something you wish to 
confess, Aidan?ò 

ñNo, of course not,ò Aidan said hastily.  ñThatôs not what I asked.ò 

ñThen, is there something you are hiding, Aidan?ò 

ñNo.ò 

ñYou seem to have some prejudice against the Questors, Aidan.  Have you embraced some 
heresy that would make travelling with a Questor difficult for you?ò 

ñNo, of course not.ò  There was now a hint of panic in Aidanôs voice.   

ñThen do you have doubts about Vullôs grace and his role in protecting the rule of Nine?ò 

ñUmm, Iôm a live and let live kind of guy,ò Aidan replied hastily.  ñI say people should believe 
what they want.ò 

ñIncluding heresy?ò  Celiaôs voice was now cold and Aidan writhed in her gaze. 

ñWell, erréò  Aidan mopped his brow and now clearly regretted having said anything in the 
first place.  

ñYes?ò Celia prompted. 

ñWhat was the question again?ò Aidan asked. 

Fortitude decided to save the hapless Aidan.  ñI think Aidanôs question was a valid one, Celia.  
We all need to trust each other and thatôs not possible if there are secrets between us.  Are 
you a Questor?ò   

Celia met Fortitudeôs steady gaze for a moment before replying.  ñI am a reservist in Baron 
Williamôs service,ò she replied.  ñI am sworn to Vull and I cannot say how I will be called upon 
to serve once my service here is up.ò 

Fortitudeôs doubt lingered but now was not the time to explore it.  He took a deep breath and 
spoke.  ñYou have ten minutes,ò he said briskly.  ñThen weôll go and get everyone issued with 
uniforms and weapons.ò 

*** 

Over the first couple of weeks, Fortitude focused on providing everyone in the unit with basic 
skills in marching, moving and basic weapon skills. Fortitude and Aidan were the only 
members of the unit with any significant experience in this area and the unit was split between 
them for training. 

Several hours were spent each day doing nothing but marching and manoeuvring.  Initially, 
this was done in the courtyard.  The unit was formed up and they practiced moved back and 
forth ï moving in step and without losing position relative to those around them.  What should 
have been a relatively simple process proved fraught with difficulty.   

Merrin seemed to find the process of keeping in step particularly difficult.  She would take little 
half steps every few paces and often threw the line into chaos around her when a change in 
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pace was ordered.  Fortitude watched her carefully as the days passed, and was only mildly 
reassured to see her making slow but steady improvements. 

William, Gytha and Marcus all learned the skills of marching and moving quickly and were 
soon passable by any standard. 

Nan and Celia were the opposite.  It was as if this was too menial ï too trivial for them.  Both 
grew visibly impatient with the monotonous routine of constant marching back and forth ï 
changing direction, facing and pace in response to barked orders.  Both also bridled obviously 
when Fortitude bawled them out or criticised some aspect of their efforts. 

ñLook Fortitude,ò Celia said a week after training began.  ñIôve been walking since I was two.  I 
appreciate the fact that there are probably very stupid people joining guard units the world 
over who need to learn basic skills of walking, talking and bathing, but Iôm not one of them.ò 

The fact that Celia was not referring to him as sergeant was not lost on Fortitude, but he 
decided to fight one battle at a time.  He kept his tone reasonable as he replied.  ñYes thatôs 
true, but you donôt walk the way I need you to.  Most of the life of a militiaman is about long 
marches, long waits and then being able to manoeuvre quickly without any uncertainty at a 
momentôs notice.ò 

ñThis isnôt a militia, Fortitude.  Itôs a reserve.  Weôre only here over winter, so I canôt see any 
long marches or desperate battles in my immediate future.ò 

Fortitude ground his teeth.  ñThis is a military force.  I am a sergeant and you are a recruit.   If 
things go well, you wonôt fighting or marching, but if things donôt go well, youôre going to need 
these skills to stay alive.ò 

Celia sniffed ï implying disagreement but said nothing more.  Her efforts at marching 
remained half-hearted. 

Fortitude began reinforcing the need to learn the skills of marching by taking the unit out of 
the city every few days.  He had everyone pack up all their equipment and load up with food 
and water.  He then marched them through Wintershall and out into the countryside beyond.  
Everything was frozen solid at this time of year and a thick layer of snow covered the ground.   

The winter was a mild one compared with those Fortitude remembered from his youth in 
Wintershall.  Though it remained bitterly cold, the sky remained clear and the north wind that 
usually blew relentlessly at this time of year was mostly still or gusted half-heartedly at best.  
Despite this, the effort of forging a path through snow over uneven soil and vegetation with 
heavy packs was utterly exhausting.  After only an hour, most of the unit would be swaying 
tiredly.   

Fortitude kept them at it and the overall fitness of the unit improved noticeably as everyone 
grew more accustomed to this regimen. 

When the unit was not on these marches or practicing formation movements, Fortitude had 
everyone learning basic weaponry. 

The unit was divided between Aidan and Fortitude for this part of the training.  Sang, William 
and Marcus were all assigned to Aidan and Fortitude took responsibility for training Celia, 
Nan, Merrin and Gytha. 

Fortitude had everyone start by learning basic combinations of thrusts, slashes and blocks.  It 
was tiring repetitive work, and it quickly revealed much about the individual personalities 
under his command. 

Aidan was a pleasant surprise to Fortitude.  When the unit was not training he blustered and 
regaled the others with tales of drunken violence, but when he was required to take others 
through their combinations a different side appeared.  He was suddenly attentive and helpful.  
He seemed to have a natural eye for training as under his tutelage Sang, William and Marcus 
all mastered basic weapon strokes in a matter of days and were soon testing them on each 
other with sword shaped wooden sticks. 

Fortitude watched Aidan and his charges carefully.  William appeared to have the makings of 
a superb swordsman.  He had a natural athleticism combined with a powerful arm and a long 
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reach.  He quickly established himself as the best of the novices.  It was clear that he loved 
the training and his skills visibly advanced with every passing day. 

Neither Sang nor Marcus displayed the same natural aptitude for hand weapons, but both 
were diligent in their training and they developed at a slower, but perfectly acceptable pace.   

Sang approached his lessons with a quiet intensity.  He said little, but he observed everything 
and used his mastery of Aybani to extrapolate and extend his skills beyond anything imparted 
to him by Aidan.  What he lacked in brute force, he made up for with his agility and speed.  He 
sparred with Aidan on a couple of occasions and seemed to have a knack for ducking and 
twisting away from every thrust and slash aimed at him. 

Where Sang learned through respectful observation and introspection, Marcus approached 
his lessons with a cheeky good natured irreverence.  He seemed to have the ability to find 
humour in everything and even Fortitude found himself laughing on occasion as Marcus 
demonstrated his sword combinations adopting the personas of those around him. 

ñLooksch,ò Marcus slurred dramatically as he thrust in an out.  ñThisch is a little move I 
learned while bedding hisch lordshipôs daughter in Earl Godwinôs guard.ò  He then twisted his 
hips suggestively while doing an overly wide slash followed by a half block.ò  He finished by 
clutching his groin and writhing in feigned pain.  ñDamn, I left myself exposed again.ò  

Amid the laughter Aidan spoke.  ñThatôs good,ò he said looking rather puzzled. ñBut who is it?  
Hey, I once served with Earl Godwin.  Do you know him?ò 

While Fortitude kept an eye on Aidan and his charges, he focussed the majority of his 
attention on his own more troublesome students.   

Nan soon grew bored with the repetitive exercise of learning sword stroke combinations.  She 
grew snappish and, when Fortitude remonstrated with her, she grew half-hearted and would 
sigh with every new instruction he gave. 

He took her to one side on several occasions.  She would invariably apologise and return to 
training with a renewed vigour.  The problem was that it rarely lasted long.  Another hour and 
she would be obviously bored and distracted again. 

The worst moments with Nan were when she lost her temper.  On the first occasion, Gytha 
was practicing alongside her.  He swung too wide on one slash and hit her in the neck with 
the edge of his blunted practice blade. 

Nan snapped.  Her face went red and she began shaking with an insane rage.  She screamed 
at the hapless Gytha who was now apologising profusely.  She then jumped on him and 
began thumping him.  Fortitude pulled her off Gytha and sent her away to cool off. 

When she returned all sign of her earlier rage was gone and she was deeply apologetic.  
ñPlease forgive me,ò she said to Gytha and then Fortitude in turn.  ñI have a filthy temper.  I try 
to control it.ò 

Fortitude was not impressed.  ñNever again,ò he warned her bluntly.  ñIf you ever physically 
attack a member of the reserve again, youôll be out.ò 

Nan was suitably contrite.  She apologised profusely and bought Gytha drinks that night. 

Despite Nanôs avowed intentions, her temper exploded at odd intervals thereafter.  Usually 
Nan would exercise a degree of self control and simply stand where she was shaking with a 
barely suppressed rage.  Sometimes, she would give into a flow of pointed invective, but at 
least she never physically attacked anyone again. 

Fortitude watched her and worried.    

Celia demonstrated the same difficult manner that had appeared during marching.  She 
quickly mastered her sword combinations then began critiquing them and their likely 
usefulness in actual combat.   

ñWell, I might very well try to block using that move,ò she said doubtfully.  ñBut if my opponent 
is bigger and stronger Iôm going to get hit.  Perhaps it would be better if I had a longer lighter 
weapon.  Iôd at least have a chance of hitting first then.ò 
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Fortitude tried reason at first.  ñYes, thatôs true,ò he said.  ñBut right now I just want everyone 
to learn the same moves with the same weapons.  You might benefit from a longer lighter 
weapon, but whoever youôre sparring with will be at a disadvantage from the outset.ò 

ñAre you sure?ò she asked archly.  ñHow much experience do you have in this sort of 
training?ò 

Fortitude ground his teeth but remained polite.  ñI have more than you.  Please just do the 
moves as I tell you.ò 

Soon Fortitude grew very tired of Celia.  Dozens of times each day she would ask why 
Fortitude wanted her to do something.  When he gave any answer that did not entirely satisfy 
her, she would press him further and ask for evidence as to why his methods were best.  She 
had a manner ï a way of speaking that made Fortitude feel unsure of himself and his own 
knowledge.   

Fortitude found himself lying away in the small hours of the night caught between anger and 
frustration with her.  He hid this during training, but he began to hate dealing with her and 
wished fervently that he could dismiss her.  Unfortunately, having been accepted by the baron 
himself and having skills in runelore he knew it would take more than his own dislike of her.  
He gritted his teeth and just tried to survive her. 

Gytha and Merrin were both much easier to deal with.  Gytha quietly took everything Fortitude 
showed him to heart.  He did not show any remarkable aptitude for weaponry, but he 
practiced and he practiced over and over until he mastered whatever it was that Fortitude was 
trying to show him.  Fortitude appreciated this diligent attitude and he encouraged Gytha with 
quiet praise. 

Merrin showed the least aptitude of all Fortitudeôs charges, but she seemed terrified of being 
expelled from the reserve.  She practiced without complaint and after a few days could 
demonstrate all the sword combinations to an adequate degree.  Fortitude could see that 
Merrin was never going to be a gifted front line fighter, but he rewarded her attentiveness with 
the occasional nod or compliment.   

Her response to these acknowledgements was almost painful.  A hint of colour would appear 
in her otherwise pallid cheeks and she would stammer things like; ñIs it possible?  Iôm not 
failing? 

ñNo youôre doing fine,ò he would reassure. 

ñIôm doing fine,ò she would repeat in quiet wonder then mutter happily to herself while running 
through the combinations with a newfound energy.  Merrin seemed pathetically grateful for 
these few moments and Fortitude again wondered about her mental wellbeing.  She hung off 
every word and seemed desperately keen for any kind of recognition at all.  

The training routine was briefly interrupted at the end of the second week.  The unit was 
practising blade work with the wooden practice weapons when a cloaked figure entered the 
courtyard accompanied by two of the Baronôs personal guard.  The trio made a direct line 
towards Fortitude and his unit. 

Fortitude instructed everyone to continue their drills and turned to greet the newcomer.  He 
felt a pang of nervousness.  Was this Baron William?  The figure between the two guards 
looked too short, but maybe it was just that the guards were very tall.  He had never met the 
baron in person, but had seen him during festivals and parades at a distance. 

The figure stopped in front of Fortitude.  The cloak was a deep sky blue embroidered with 
gold around the hem, breast and collar.  The hood was pulled back to reveal, Lady Adela ï 
the daughter of Baron William. 

Fortitude snapped to attention.  He threw his chin up and focussed his gaze unblinkingly on 
the top of the barrack wall. 

ñYou are Sergeant Ulfsson?ò 

Fortitude felt his heart begin to thump.  He could suddenly smell spices ï oranges, cinnamon 
and cloves.  It was very distracting, but he forced himself to reply.  ñYes, my lady.ò 

ñYou may relax, err, you donôt need to stand to attention.ò 
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Fortitude allowed his gaze to drop.  Lady Adela was just as breath-takingly, astonishingly 
beautiful as he recalled.  The top of her head just came above his chin, but she stared up at 
him with a cool self-assurance.  ñThank you, my lady.  Can I be of assistance?ò 

She sniffed and her lips twisted to indicate disapproval.  ñMy father has named your unit after 
me.  He says it is an honour.ò 

Fortitude did not think a response was required so he remained silent.  There had been an 
emphasis in her words that suggested Lady Adela did not share her fatherôs view. 

ñIs your unit any good?ò the lady asked. 

Fortitude was not sure how to answer this.  She was unsettling him and he could feel himself 
growing flustered.  He decided to keep his answers short.  ñI donôt know yet, my lady.ò 

ñWhat do you mean?ò 

ñWeôre two weeks into training, my lady.  The unit is shaping up adequately, but itôs too early 
to tell.ò 

ñMy father says you were recruited from the Mersea Militia.ò 

ñThatôs right, my lady.  Though I was born and raised in Wintershall.ò 

She did not seem impressed or interested in this additional information.  Her manner was cool 
ï almost hostile.  ñAre you going to make me a laughing stock?ò 

ñMy lady?ò 

ñMy father says that the units will all train against each other.  He says that your unit will either 
come first or last.ò 

Fortitude had no idea what the lady was talking about.  ñI donôt know, my lady.ò 

ñYou have four rune wielders in your unit?ò 

ñYes lady.ò 

ñWhich ones?ò 

Fortitude indicated.  ñPriestess Celia of Vull, Nanya of Rearsby, Sang of Routh and Merrin 
Joysdaughter of Wintershall.ò 

ñCan they fight?ò 

ñNot yet, but give them time.  Theyôre learning.ò 

ñWill you use magic to beat the other units?ò 

ñI donôt know what will and wonôt be allowed, but I imagine not.ò 

ñIôve never seen four rune-wielders in one place before,ò the lady said.  ñMy father says itôs 
probably the first time itôs ever been done anywhere in a fighting unit.ò 

ñI canôt say, my lady.ò 

ñTrain them well, sergeant.ò 

ñI will my lady.ò 

ñIf you canôt be better than the other units, donôt come last.ò 

ñWeôll try to do you proud, my lady.ò 

ñSee that you do.ò   She then swung about and departed with her bodyguards. 

*** 

At the end of the fourth week, training moved to what would be the permanent schedule for 
the next three months of winter.  Melee training and training in group fighting took place in the 
mornings Monday to Friday.  Missile training took place in the two hours after lunch, and this 
was followed by several hours of specialist training in skills such as runelore, battle magic, 
signalling, field logistics, tracking and tactics.  On Saturdays the different units would gather 
together for exercises and a variety of friendly competitions.  Sunday was free time. 



Temple of the Moons.   Pg 61 of 262 

His time with the Mersea Militia serving under Sergeant Wayland had convinced Fortitude that 
the best way to lead a reserve unit was to encourage others to show initiative and to express 
ideas freely.  He believed that the unit should be allowed to make mistakes and learn from 
them and that confidence and effectiveness would come from this.  To this end, he allowed 
Celia and Nan to speak freely and question one approach or another, even when he 
personally believed it was the correct one.  Gradually he began to see results from this 
approach. 

During one exercise, Fortitude put Celia in charge of Merrin, Marcus and Gytha, and Aidan in 
charge of Nan, William and Sang.  A bridge was improvised in the middle of the training hall 
by laying several wide wooden planks over two benches. 

Celiaôs team was charged with defending the bridge and Aidanôs team was charged with 
getting over the bridge. 

Fortitude watched as both teams made their preparations. 

Aidanôs approach was simple.  ñRight, weôll go in fast and hard,ò he said.  ñWilliam; you and I 
will take out Marcus and Gytha.  They wonôt stand a chance against us.  Nan and Sang, you 
can follow up and help if we need it.ò 

Nan scowled at him.  ñThat is the dumbest plan Iôve ever heard,ò she said.   

Aidan looked surprised.  ñWhatôs wrong with it?ò 

ñCelia knows that you and William are the best melee fighters.  Sheôll set things up so youôre 
neutalised.ò 

Aidan looked faintly worried by this.  ñWhy, what do you think sheôll do?ò 

ñPersonally, if I were Celia Iôd cover the bridge with archers ï she and Marcus are the best 
theyôve got.  I bet theyôll be targeting you and William.  My guess is that theyôll use Gytha for 
cover and that Merrin will support him with battle magic.  They wonôt want go hand to hand as 
theyôll lose.ò 

ñRight,ò Aidan said.  ñBut what if we attack really fast.  Perhaps theyôll miss and we can get 
them then.ò 

Nan shook her head and regarded Aidan as if he were an idiot.  ñNo, we should put our own 
archers in first ï William is a good fighter, but heôs a better archer.  Same with Sang and I.  I 
think we should aim for a position that gives us good cover and the ability to concentrate fire 
on Celiaôs group.  Marcus is their best archer ï if we concentrate fire on him, then Celia, then 
weôll win.  We donôt need to go hand to hand.ò 

Aidan looked like he had swallowed something very unpleasant, but he was conscious of 
Fortitude standing nearby.  ñI suppose that would be alright to start with,ò he allowed.  ñIf 
necessary we can always resort to an all-out attack.ò 

Fortitude left them at that point and went to listen in on planning in Celiaôs group.  He found 
them standing on the óbridgeô ï three wide planks of wood stretched between two wooden 
benches in the middle of an otherwise empty hall. 

ñNo,ò he heard Celia say firmly in a tone that brooked no opposition.  ñWeôll do it my way.  Iôm 
in charge.ò 

He walked up and stopped a short distance away. 

ñSure thing, Celia,ò Gytha said compliantly. 

ñGood,ò Celia replied.  ñThe plan will be this.  Aidan will probably want to charge us but Nan 
has probably talked some sense into him.  I think theyôll try to hit us with arrow fire first.  We 
need to set up cover for archers on the bridge.  Thatôll offset the advantage theyôve got with 
better archers.  Theyôll have to advance out of cover and we can pick them off.  Aidan will see 
heôs losing and heôll try a full on assault.  We can continue picking them off with bowfire, but I 
want you Gytha to charge out as soon as you see Aidan charge.  You need to slow him down 
and get to one side of him so our archers can hit him.  The same applies to William.  If he 
charges, Merrin you are to charge him back.  Youôre not good enough with a bow or a blade ï 
so just try to dodge his sword and slow him down so we can shoot him.ò 
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ñUnderstood Celia,ò Gytha rumbled obligingly. 

Merrin looked aghast.  ñWhy do I get to be killed?  Iôm not that useless.ò 

ñYouôll do what youôre told,ò Celia replied.  She glared at Merrin until Merrin finally wilted and 
inclined her head to indicate understanding. 

The exercise itself only took a few minutes. 

Aidan led his team into the training hall, where he found a row of five barrels lined up in front 
of the improvised bridge with Gytha and Merrin positioned behind them clutching bows.  
Another two barrels were placed across the middle of the bridge and Celia and Marcus were 
positioned behind these.   

William, Nan and Sang entered the hall with Aidan close behind.  William released his first 
arrow from the doorway.  He was using a practice arrow with a felt-tipped head dipped in 
chalk.  The arrow sprang away from his bow and wobbled slightly as it flew across the hall 
and slammed into the noseguard of Marcusô helm.  There was a metallic clang and yellow 
chalk dusk formed a cloud around Marcusô head.   

ñOuch,ò Marcus cried. 

ñYouôre dead,ò Fortitude called back. 

Celia cursed and fired.  Her own arrow missed by some distance and hit the wall at the back 
of the hall.  A split second later, Nan and Sang returned fire.  Both arrows slammed into the 
rim of the barrel below Celiaôs head.   

Merrin fired next.  She spat out a strange word that hung in the air and throbbed uncleanly.  
Her arrow seemed to fly in an impossible ósô shaped path and slammed into Sangôs chest 
leaving a blue chalk patch over his heart. 

ñDead,ò Merrin called excitedly. 

ñAgreed,ò Fortitude replied. 

Sang inclined his head to indicate understanding and stopped moving. 

ñBugger this,ò Aidan called.  His face was flushed and his eyes overly bright.  The smell of 
cheap liquor wafted from him as he charged forward with his sword extended.  ñFollow me!ò 

Nan cursed as Aidan ran in front of her. 

William fired a second time.  Though the practice arrow cut unevenly through the air, luck was 
with him.  The arrow caught the top edge of the barrel in front of Celia.  It deflected up and 
caught Celia in the chin.  She yelped and then coughed as chalk dusk filled her throat. 

ñYouôre dead Celia,ò Fortitude announced. 

Gytha followed his orders to the letter.  As Aidan lumbered towards him, he emerged from the 
cover of his barrels and charged back.   

The two men met between the two groups.  Gytha lunged once with his practice weight war-
hammer, but Aidan easily dodged back from the blow.  Aidan, then leaned back and swiped 
at Gythaôs ribs with his own practice mace.  There was an impressive thud. 

ñDead,ò Fortitude ruled. 

Gytha immediately lowered his weapon. 

Aidan did not appear to hear Fortitudeôs decision, however.  He let out an enraged growl and 
seized Gytha by the shoulder straps on his armour.  Despite Gythaôs size, Aidan swung him 
effortlessly about and slammed his mace down on the manôs back with a loud crack. 

Fortitude cried out in alarm.  ñAidan, stop.  Everyone stop.ò 

Aidan seemed to recall himself at that moment and he froze.  ñOops,ò he said.  His eyes 
focussed and the berserk madness faded from his eyes.  ñUmm, sorry Gytha.  Are you 
alright?ò 
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It turned out that Gytha was all right.  He was going to have two nasty bruises, but nothing 
was broken and Gytha was not someone to bear a grudge.  Fortitude was less forgiving.  He 
took Aidan to one side and glowered at him.   

ñWhat was that about?ò 

ñSorry sergeant.  I got carried away.ò 

ñHave you been drinking?ò 

Aidan looked like he was about to deny it but Fortitudeôs expression was unrelenting. 

ñI had a swig before the exercise.ò 

ñWhy?ò 

Aidan looked abashed.  ñNan got me really annoyed with her questions and attitude.  I 
needed something to relax me.ò 

Fortitudeôs voice became a growl.  ñThis is your one and only warning.  If it wasnôt for the fact 
youôve got so much more experience than the others and youôre doing a good job in training 
Iôd remove your corporalôs stripe here and now.  As it is, if you ever attack one of the others 
again or drink during an exercise, Iôll have you drummed out of the reserve.  Do you 
understand?ò 

ñYes Sergeant.ò 

ñDo you want to be dismissed from another guards unit?ò 

ñNo sergeant.ò 

Fortitude continued glaring at him until he was sure of Aidanôs contrition.  He then gathered 
everyone together around the makeshift bridge and had them sit. 

ñSo what did you all learn from that exercise?ò 

ñDonôt ever volunteer to take on Aidan,ò Marcus ventured. 

Everyone laughed and it broke the tension. 

ñSeriously though,ò Fortitude said.  ñWho won that exercise?ò 

Celia gestured at Aidan.  ñTheir group did.ò 

ñWhy?ò 

Marcus answered.  ñBecause they had William and heôs the best shot in the unit.ò 

Fortitude did not comment.  ñWilliam, Nan and Sang, you were on Aidanôs team.  What was 
good and what was bad about your plan.ò 

Nan replied.  ñThe plan was pretty good really.  We took down Celia, Marcus and Gytha.  
Sang was just unlucky when Merrin shot him.ò 

Sang shook his head.  ñWe judged our companions and not the situation.  Had William been 
defending the bridge then we would surely have been defeated.ò 

William agreed.  ñThatôs right.  They were behind cover and we werenôt.  We should have had 
cover ï you know shields or something.  We could have approached in a wagon and have 
opened fire from behind cover while also being higher than those we were attacking.ò 

Nan immediately grew defensive.  ñWe still won.  The point of the plan wasnôt to take a real 
bridge; it was to beat Celia and her team.  We did that and the plan was perfectly good.ò 

Fortitude gestured at Celia.  ñWhat about the other team.  Marcus, Gytha and Merrin; what 
was good and bad about your plan?ò 

Marcus replied.  ñWell the bad thing was that Celia and I got killed.  I would have preferred a 
plan where Iôd survived.ò 

That elicited a few more chuckles. 

Gytha spoke.  ñI donôt know why I left cover to meet Aidan.ò 
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Merrin agreed.  ñGytha and I were sacrificed needlessly.  Gytha and I were given orders that 
would have just gotten us killed in real life.ò 

Fortitude agreed, but he did not want to shame Celia in front of the others.  ñAidan, would you 
do anything different now given the way the exercise went and whatôs been said so far?ò 

Aidan considered that carefully before replying.  ñI like Williamôs idea of using a wagon to 
attack the bridge.  Iôd do that and ensure we were all attacking from cover.ò 

Fortitude gestured at Celia.  ñWhat about you Celia?  What would you have done differently, if 
anything?ò 

Celia clearly had not liked losing and her answer was rather pointed.  ñItôs just an exercise, 
Fortitude,ò she said.  ñMy plan was perfectly good ï itôs just that they had the good archers 
and we didnôt.  The attackers had the initiative and they chose how the battle unfolded.  That 
gave them another advantage.ò 

ñSo, would you have done anything different?ò 

Celia shrugged.  ñIt was as good a plan as any.ò 

Fortitude dismissed the unit at that point.  ñEveryone change out of armour.  After lunch, Iôll 
see you back on the archery ground.  I want everyone to learn to shoot at least half as well as 
William.ò 

William reddened with pleasure at the compliment.   

The unit moved away leaving Fortitude to take down the makeshift bridge. 

Celia walked out with Merrin.  Once they were out of earshot of the others, Celia spoke.  ñSo 
Merrin, what happened before with your arrow?  What was that spell that you used to make 
the arrow fly true?ò 

ñJust a little invocation that I know,ò Merrin said cautiously. 

ñCan anyone do it?ò 

Merrinôs eyes dropped.  ñNo.ò 

ñWhy not exactly?ò Celia demanded intently. 

Merrin now looked very uncomfortable.  ñIt takes special training,ò she said. 

ñI know all the low magic invocations and none of them cause pain like that.  The only other 
type of magic it could be is priestly magic.  Iôve studied all nine of the authorised temples at 
length and I know the eight invocations the Nine give each of their priests.  What you did 
today was not among any of the seventy two known priestly spells.ò 

ñIt could have been rune magic,ò Merrin ventured. 

ñRune magic takes hours to cast, and even if youôd prepared something before hand, thereôs 
no way youôd waste permanent power on taking down one person in an exercise.ò 

ñI might have,ò Merrin replied weakly. 

Celiaôs gaze became dangerous.  ñI donôt think it was either rune magic or low magic.ò 

Merrin said nothing but kept her head down and eyes forward. 

ñWho do you venerate, Merrin?  Everyone else wears a talisman to one of the gods, or has 
made it clear which god they particularly revere. You donôt.  Iôve heard you in barracks late at 
night when everyone else is asleep muttering an unfamiliar evil sounding tongue.ò  She 
pinned Merrin with her gaze.  

Merrin lifted her head and put on her best look of wide-eyed innocence.  ñI donôt know what 
youôre talking about Celia,ò she said.  She looked as if she was about to say something else, 
but changed her mind and just stood there in silence staring back and Celia.   

ñA word of warning then Merrin...  From one friend to another.ò  Celiaôs expression was now 
cold and threatening.  ñVeneration of anything other than the Nine is blasphemy, punishable 
by questioning and death.  Be careful Merrin.  Be very careful.ò 
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*** 

After hours, many of the unit members received instruction in the use of battle magic and the 
inscription of runes.  Fortitude observed this and was struck by what he saw.    Normally 
about one in every ten people had the focus and strength of will to control magic, and, of 
those, only a quarter could command the more complicated invocations and inscribe runes.  
Celia, Nan, Merrin, Sang were all able to command a surprising number of the greater 
invocations.   

A priestess of Illana taught them how to inscribe a rune on someone for healing all poison and 
disease.  Fortitude listened intently as the priestess talked and demonstrated. 

ñThe rune may be drawn anywhere on the victimôs body,ò she said.  ñAround it, Illanaôs sigil 
must be drawn four times and her name must be called four times.  Permanent life force is 
then given to Illana for her to grant the curing.  Remember that if you give up your own 
essence you will never regain it.  Likewise, if you use power of the victim or someone else, 
they must truly volunteer it, or you will be cursed in the sight of all the gods.ò 

A succession of priests from different temples taught the other more rudimentary invocations.  
They all learned the charms for making a sword sharper in battle, strengthening armour, and 
for healing wounds.   

Some of the group proved particularly proficient at this work.  Nan mastered an invocation for 
creating magical arrows earlier than anyone else.  She was able to fire a normal arrow, and 
speak a command word.  One or two glowing ghostly silver arrows would then appear 
alongside the first.  She was also first to master the ability to tell when people were lying.   

Nan tried to use her new power as soon as she mastered it.  ñHey Celia,ò she began.  She 
spoke the command word to invoke the truth-telling and made the necessary gesture in the 
air before continuing.  ñSo tell me why you came all the way here from Warminster to 
Wintershall to be in the Baronôs reserve.ò 

Celia saw what Nan was doing and recoiled angrily.  ñStop that Nan!  You donôt know what 
youôre doing.  That is against Vullôs law and you will bring his displeasure upon yourself.ò 

ñHuh?ò Nanôs face blackened at Celiaôs sharp tone.  ñWhat do you mean?ò 

The priest of Vull who was training them spoke.  ñNovice Celia is correct.  You must not use 
your new powers until I say you are ready.ò 

Nanôs expression grew dangerous and she looked like she was about to lose her temper.  
ñWhy not?ò 

The priest read Nanôs expression and his manner became more conciliatory.  ñThe telling of 
truth from falsehood is problematic and is governed by temple law.  It is, in fact, the only low 
magic invocation that is so governed.ò 

ñStop talking to me like Iôm a child,ò Nan replied coldly.  ñJust tell me what the problem is.ò   

The priest of Vull replied hastily.  ñThe invocation of truth-telling comes from Drazen.ò  He 
made the gesture to avert the gaze of that dark god.  ñAs such it is perilous but may be used 
by those who embrace law and goodness if used carefully.  It may only be used on those who 
assent knowingly to be subjected to a truth-telling.  Anyone who invokes a truth-telling on 
someone who does not assent will be cursed by Vull.ò 

ñSurely thatôs just superstition,ò Nan snapped. 

ñNo,ò Celia replied.  ñI have seen men and women brought before the Questors for invoking 
this power.  Vull, himself, denies it to the Questors.ò 

ñThatôs dumb,ò Nan replied.  ñSurely Questors would be best able to root out heresy if they 
could sense the truth?ò 

The priest of Grism shook his head.  ñNo, Nan.  You should wait and hear my teachings 
before venturing your uninformed opinions.ò 

ñWhat teachings?ò Nan snarled. 
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ñThe invocation of truth-telling is also easily subverted by anyone who can focus power and 
who is willing to sacrifice some of it to Drazen.  They can give whatever result they wish to the 
questioner.ò 

ñSo what bloody use is the damned spell, then?ò Nan roared. 

Fortitude had been sitting to one side of Nan during this by-play.  He rested a hand upon her 
shoulder to settle her down. 

ñThatôs enough, Nan,ò Fortitude said softly.  ñFather Curt deserves our respect.ò 

Nan was shaking with anger by now but had enough presence of mind to know she had gone 
too far.  She took a deep breath and visibly calmed herself.  ñOf course,ò she said tightly.  ñSo 
what use is the spell if itôs easily subverted?ò 

ñMost people donôt have the strength of mind to sacrifice power to Drazen,ò Father Curt 
replied levelly.  ñThe truth-tell is useful if it tells you someone is lying.  But, you should not 
assume that a result of ótruthô is correct.  You should always look for additional information to 
corroborate the result ï particularly if you know the person being questioned can call upon the 
powers.ò 

Nan could not resist one more tart comment.  ñWhy didnôt you just say that up front?ò 

ñNan,ò Fortitude growled. 

Nan subsided into silence with a growl. 

Fortitude mused upon Nanôs behaviour several times over the remainder of the training 
session and he decided to warn her again after the lesson.  Her behaviour at the end of the 
class forestalled this, however.  As everyone else was leaving, Fortitude observed her hang 
back, then approach Father Curt.  Fortitude was not sure what was on her mind and, given 
her loss of temper in the class, he feared the worst.  He remained at the door to listen and 
intervene if necessary. 

Nanôs words were moderate and regretful though.  ñFather Curt,ò she said.  ñI want to 
apologise for my rudeness before.  I really didnôt mean to challenge you or to create a scene.ò 

Father Curt was blunt in his reply.  ñYour behaviour was disruptive, Nan.  If you do that again 
Iôll ban you from this class and that will jeopardise your future in the reserve.ò 

ñI know, father.  Iôm truly sorry and I wonôt allow my temper to get the better of me again.  
Things irritate me easily.  I know they shouldnôt but they do and I react before I can think.  I 
always regret it afterwards though.  I know that you and the others are only trying to train me 
and help me.  Please tell me what I can do to put things right between you and me.ò 

ñDonôt ever lose your temper again or treat me rudely.ò 

ñI wonôt, father.ò 

ñAnd donôt let me hear that youôve lost your temper with anyone else.ò 

ñYou wonôt, father.ò 

When Father Curt spoke again his tone was warmer.  ñYour temper will get you in trouble, 
Nanya.  You will end up in a fight you canôt win, or youôll alienate people who would otherwise 
be your friends.ò 

ñI know, father, I struggle with it constantly.  I spend a day each week at Illanaôs hospice in the 
Tannerôs District helping others and healing in the Ladyôs name.  It helps me manage my 
temper normally.ò 

ñYou serve Illanaôs cause?ò 

ñI venerate the Lady,ò Nanya replied. 

Father Curt sniffed.  ñWell if the lady continues to grant you her healing miracles, despite your 
manner, you must still be in her favour.  I will overlook the matter this time.  Go now and 
apologise to Novice Celia for your rudeness.  I will not mention this matter again.ò 

ñThank you, father,ò Nan replied humbly. 
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Fortitude did not want Nan to discover him eavesdropping so he departed at that point.  He 
reviewed what he had heard as he walked.  Nan was clearly not quite the person he had 
imagined.  She regretted her temper and admitted that she fought to control it.  She had also 
claimed that she atoned for it by helping the sick and injured in Illanaôs hospice.   

As Fortitude considered this, he decided that his first impression of Nan had been too black 
and white ï too judgemental.   

With Fortitudeôs realisation that Nan was fighting to control her temper, he actually observed 
her doing it over the following days.  She still snapped from time to time, but for every time 
that she did, he would observe her another dozen times, holding herself back or turning away 
and departing to calm herself down.  With this discovery, Fortitude altered his own attitude 
towards her and allowed her more leeway during the times when her temper snapped. 

*** 

Fortitude conducted exercises most days following the scenario with the bridge and he tried to 
be as creative as possible in setting them up.  Some days he would conduct actual exercises 
where the entire unit would plan an assault on one of the barrack guard towers or the guard 
armoury ï much to the tolerant bemusement of the Baronôs regular forces.   

On other days, he would conduct entire scenarios on a tabletop using coins in place of unit 
members.  In these instances the scenarios covered such imaginary challenges as searching 
an abandoned tower where bandits were rumoured to be hiding, or scouting out into land that 
was known to be held by an enemy army. 

In every case, Fortitude encouraged everyone to contribute to the planning and to think about 
risks, precautions and approaches.  The debates were often heated and lasted an hour or 
more, but as time passed, the group learned to anticipate likely problems and, more often 
than not, they came up with simple robust plans that were gratifyingly successful. 

Fortitude carefully watched the unit develop.    

There was an obvious tension always present between Merrin and Celia.  Merrin pointedly 
avoided Celia and would often fall silent or withdraw whenever Celia was near.  Celia, for her 
part, seemed to take a particular interest in whatever Merrin was doing and Fortitude saw her 
periodically studying Merrin. 

Nan and Celia continued to impress Fortitude as two of the most intelligent people he had 
ever met ï and concern him in equal measure by their clear and continual dismissal of those 
they regarded as their intellectual inferiors. 

Celia was usually the first to grasp the tactical possibilities inherent in a scenario.  She would 
then propose a solution that offered the best chance of success in her mind and would defend 
this scenario against all objections ï often using sarcasm and belittling comments when 
others could not or did not see things her way.  Additionally, her approaches often assumed 
that success could be best secured by sacrificing one or more members of the unit in delaying 
or diversionary actions.  Though Fortitude was forced to agree that her plans would probably 
succeed, he tried to get her to think in terms of plans that had no friendly casualties ï even if 
they were inherently more risky.  He found himself continually running a fine line between 
reasoning with her and deflecting her often acerbic and quite personal debating style. 

Nan was not quite as single-minded or overbearing as Celia, but she was good at taking the 
plans of others and filling in the detail.  She would quickly catalogue all likely risks and 
problems associated with a plan in her mind and then she would rattle of an impressive list of 
precautions for the group.  The problems would occur only when others tried to add to her 
plans or question elements of them.  She would grow prickly and respond aggressively. 

Aidan generally remained sober over this time and provided a useful if unimaginative role in 
assisting Fortitude as the unitôs corporal.  Tactical and logistical considerations were beyond 
him most of the time, but he was fearless and would take on any challenge, no matter how 
futile or suicidal once he understood what was expected of him. 

The others all tended to sit back and let Celia, Nan and Fortitude do the thinking, though 
Sang and Merrin both made the occasional suggestion.  Merrin excelled at adding to Nanôs 
lists of risks and likely sources of failure.  Sang tended to speak only after everyone else had 
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made their contribution.  When he did make a suggestion it was usually something that 
improved plans by simplifying or nuancing it. 

The success of this approach was proven a month into training when the different Reserve 
units began conducting exercises against each other once a week.   

The first scenario was set by Sir Waltheof.  He called Fortitude and Sergeant Walters into his 
office and wasted no time in laying out the scenario. 

ñRight, your units get the first exercise.  One unit will defend and the other will attack.  The 
scenario is simple.  Earthards Tower in the barrack west wall is where a unit of guardsmen 
are going to take a cask of beer and hole up.  The other unit will attempt to recover this barrel.  
The unit that has the barrel after two hours wins and gets to consume their prize this 
evening.ò 

He removed a silver penny from his purse.  ñCall it sergeant,ò he said gesturing at Fortitude.  

ñHeads sir,ò Fortitude replied as the coin spun into the air and back down into Sir Waltheofôs 
hands.   

ñHeads it is,ò Sir Waltheof announced.  ñSo do you want to attack or defend?ò 

Fortitude considered that carefully.  Earthards Tower was an ancient part of the original city 
wall ï absorbed into the barracks at some point in the distant past when the city had grown 
beyond its original borders.  It was a simple two storey square tower about twenty paces a 
side, which was now used as a hay store for the Baronôs horses.  The wall that faced into the 
barrack courtyard was missing at ground level.  The ground level floor was a single open area 
and the upper level had only half a floor piled high with hay.  The roof was flat and Fortitude 
recalled a trapdoor accessed by a ladder from the hay loft. 

ñAttack,ò he said.   

ñRight,ò Sir Waltheof said.  ñSergeant Walters, your unit can go now.  Sergeant Ulfsson, the 
two hours begins when the guildhall clock strikes ten.  Thatôll be in about thirty minutes.ò 

ñAny standing orders, sir?ò Sergeant Walters inquired. 

ñWooden weapons only.  Arrows and heavy weapons to be padded.  Sergeants Ansford and 
Stockley will be moderating and your reservists must follow their orders.  When they call 
someone killed the person must stop fighting and withdraw immediately.  Donôt damage 
anything ï property or people.ò 

ñUnderstood sir,ò Sergeant Walters replied. 

ñUnderstood sir,ò Fortitude echoed. 

Walters and Fortitude grinned at each other and departed hastily to ready their units. 

*** 

Fortitude found his unit waiting for him and he quickly outlined the scenario. 

ñSo,ò he said.  ñWhat do people think?  Celia, how would you defend the tower if you were in 
Sergeant Walterôs position?ò 

Celia was instantly caught up in the exercise.  ñThere are two approaches to the tower ï from 
inside the barrack walls and outside the barrack walls.  They can cover the inside approach 
from the roof and the entrance on the ground floor and the outside approach from the roof 
only.  Iôd have at least four people on the roof ï two covering each side ready to reinforce the 
other once they know where the attack is coming from.ò 

ñIôd then have at least two people behind barrels or in some other sort of cover in the entrance 
to the tower.  I might have one or two people in the loft to cover the barrel, but not many as Iôd 
personally want to take down as many people as possible as they approach.ò 

ñThat all makes sense,ò Fortitude said.  ñAny other suggestions as to what weôll see?ò 

ñOurs is the only unit that has been carrying out exercises in our own time,ò Sang observed.  
ñThey will keep it simple and will rely on the fact that the attacker should have a 
disadvantage.ò 
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ñAgreed,ò Fortitude said.  ñSo how do we attack?ò 

ñFast and sudden,ò Aidan grunted.  ñLetôs see if we canôt catch them with their trousers down 
and get among them before they can get us.  I can take three or four if I can just get among 
them.ò 

ñYou really havenôt learned anything in the last month, have you Aidan,ò Nan observed tartly. 

Aidan frowned and muttered something under his breath. 

ñOther suggestions,ò Fortitude prompted. 

ñItôs reaching the tower thatôll be the really dangerous bit,ò Marcus observed.  ñThis is like that 
first exercise we did ï taking that imaginary bridge.  We should get a wagon and drive straight 
into the tower.  They wonôt get any of us till weôre inside, and anyone on the roof will be 
useless until they get down.ò 

A few people nodded at that. 

William spoke.  ñThe Grey Tower is only a hundred paces from Earthards Tower.  Itôs nearly 
twice as tall and a good archer on its roof could pin down any archers on the roof of Earthards 
Tower and prevent them from descending into the tower below.ò 

ñThatôd be an impossible shot with padded arrows,ò Aidan exclaimed. 

William shook his head.  ñI can do it.  Remember, I just need to keep them pinned down.ò 

Fortitude liked the idea, but he wanted more ideas.  ñCelia, any other suggestions?ò 

ñNo, I like the idea of using a wagon to get into the tower.  I also like the idea of an archer.ò 

Sang spoke.  ñThere is also room for misdirection in this plan.  The tiger makes an easier 
target from the side than when it is charging.ò 

Fortitude considered that, then nodded.  ñAgreed,ò he said ï the plan now clear in his mind. 

*** 

As the others were readying the wagon or taking agreed positions elsewhere, Fortitude 
stepped out into the barrack courtyard to take a look at Earthards Tower.   

The first thing he noticed was two large carriages sitting thirty paces from the tower.  Both 
were richly appointed vehicles lacquered in black with inlaid silver crests.  Seated inside the 
first carriage behind thick uneven glass windows Fortitude saw Sir Waltheof with Baron 
William himself.  The other carriage held the Lady Adela and three other women Fortitude 
could not identify.   

Fortitude suddenly felt very self-conscious.  This was going to be more than a simple training 
exercise ï there was actual prestige on the line.  

He tried to still his misgivings and turned his attention to the tower beyond the carriages.  
Several figures were visible on the tower roof.  The sky was a leaden grey and the 
temperature was well below freezing.  Fortitude felt a pang of sympathy for the reservists up 
there and wondered what their archery would be like after waiting a while in the gusting 
northerly that occasionally lifted snow from the courtyard in eddies. 

He saw nothing to cause any revision of the plan, so he turned about and returned to where 
the others waited.  Sergeant Ansford was waiting with them as their umpire for the exercise. 

ñWeôll hold off half an hour,ò he ruled.  ñItôs freezing out there and it might make our opponents 
a little less accurate in their bowfire and swordcraft.ò 

The time passed quickly and the tension mounted in Fortitude as he counted down the 
minutes.  Finally he judged it was time.  ñNow,ò he said.  ñFive minutes for everyone to take 
position, and then we go.ò 

The plan worked with gratifying ease.   

The improvised wagon rumbled out into view of Earthards Tower.  A cover had been 
improvised over it to conceal the wagonôs contents from external view.  Fortitude was in the 
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driving seat clutching an oversized shield over himself.  He could not actually see the tower 
ahead, but he steered by focusing on the wall to the right of the tower.   

One of the baronôs carriages appeared to the left of the shield and Fortitude tried to ignore it 
as the wall grew closer.  He heard cries from the tower ahead and something thumped off his 
shield.  A second later two more padded arrows hit the seat beside him and the wagon cover 
over his head. 

The challenges from the top of the tower were quickly replaced by cries of alarm and anger.  
Fortitude smiled to himself.  William had obviously opened fire.  

ñYouôre dead,ò a voice called.  It sounded like Sergeant Stockley.  He was one of the umpires 
for the exercise and was stationed with Unit Two in the tower. 

There was another yelp.  ñAnd youôre also dead,ò Sergeant Stockley called again. 

Two down, seven to go, Fortitude told himself.  Good for William. 

Fortitude deliberately pulled on the right-most rein and saw the wall ahead slip sideways.  He 
allowed the wagon to continue on its amended path for another fifty paces, then he turned the 
horse back towards the tower in a shallow curve.   

He heard orders being called ahead.  The arrows had stopped and so Fortitude chanced a 
glimpse around the shield.  He saw four members of Unit two waiting in the entrance to the 
tower.  They all had shields and were armed with a variety of swords and maces.   

All four men appeared oblivious to anything but the approaching wagon. None of them saw 
Aidan, Nan and Gytha edging along the wall into the alcove where Earthards Tower met the 
barracks wall.   

The exercise was over a minute later.  As the wagon approached the tower diagonally from 
along the western wall, Celia and Merrin popped out from cover within the wagon and loosed 
off several very inaccurate bow shots.  This kept the four defenders completely distracted as 
Aidan, Nan and Gytha took them quietly from behind. 

Two of the Unit Two defenders cried out in surprise as they felt the wooden blades slap into 
their back.  One other cried out in pain as Aidanôs practice mace slammed into the side of his 
face.  He dropped without a sound and lay motionless at Aidanôs feet.  Aidan then reversed 
his swing and took the fourth defender in his elbow.  The man spasmed and dropped his 
wooden sword with a yelp.  Aidan wound back his arm for another stupendous blow, but 
halted as Sergeant Ansford called out. 

ñDead, all four Furies are dead.ò 

The three conscious Unit Two members looked very angry for dead men, but they obeyed 
orders and set about tending to their unconscious companion. 

Sergeant Stockleyôs voice was heard again from the top of the tower.  ñYouôre dead,ò he 
called as a woman above let out a particularly vile curse. 

The wagon creaked to a halt at that moment.  ñThatôs seven down,ò Fortitude observed as he 
leapt from the driving seat to the group.  ñTwo left.ò 

He lifted a heavy crossbow down from the wagon.  ñGytha, keep your shield between me and 
the loft as we enter.  You may need to block at least one arrow.  If Iôm hit, Aidan you get the 
crossbow and have a go.ò 

ñWhat in the name of the dark threeé!ò  A voice called from above.  ñWhere did you come 
from?ò 

ñYouôre dead,ò Sergeant Stockley ruled.   

Sangôs head appeared over the parapet of the tower.  ñThe roof is now clear,ò he called down 
to Fortitude. 

ñOne left,ò Fortitude observed.   

Gytha and Aidan took position around him and they advanced into the halflight of the tower.  
Fortitude crouched low behind the shield and searched around for a target.  
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ñThere,ò Aidan muttered ï gesturing up into the loft. 

Fortitude could now see the top of a helmeted head between two barrels.  The barrels were at 
the top of a wooden rung ladder and effectively blocked access into the loft.  It was an almost 
impossible shot, Fortitude decided.  Perhaps if William was hereé. 

He decided to try reason.  ñYou might as well surrender,ò he suggested.  ñThe rest of your unit 
is dead for no losses on our side.  Thereôs no point getting bruised for nothing.ò 

ñYou, you bastard,ò the man in the loft called back.  With a start, Fortitude recognised the 
voice ï Rudi, the man who had attacked him in the Traders Rest more than a month ago. 

ñReservist,ò Fortitude called back.  ñItôs too cold out here.  Letôs just end this and get back to 
the warmth of the training hall.ò 

ñIôm not giving up to you,ò Rudi replied with a vehemence that suggested his feelings for 
Fortitude bordered on hatred.  ñIf you want me, youôd better come and get me.ò  An arrow 
twanged out of the darkness and thumped off the shield Gytha was holding in front of 
Fortitude.  ñCome on up,ò Rudi called.  ñPerhaps a fall from here will teach you a lesson.ò 

ñLook,ò Fortitude began as reasonably as he could.  ñWeôre here for an exercise ï not to play 
out some imaginary quarrel from weeks ago.  Letôs just focus on training and put our 
differences behind us.ò 

ñYou smashed my nose.  Iôm not going to forget that in a hurry.  So, why donôt you come up 
here and try to get at this barrel Iôve got here.ò   

Fortitude exchanged a glance with Sergeant Ansford who shrugged as if to say Rudi was 
Fortitudeôs problem. 

Fortitude turned his gaze back up into the loft.  ñI really donôt want to fight you.ò 

ñYeah thatôs right, pretty boy.  You should be afraid of me.  It wouldnôt take much of an 
accident to cut that face of yours and maybe to remove an eye.  I doubt the girls would like 
you quite as much thenéò 

Fortitude glowered up at loft.  His own patience was going.  ñFine,ò he said.  ñIf you want to 
take a shot at me, then come down here and face me.  Iôll give you a chance to get even.ò 

Rudi spat a curse at him. ñYouôll shoot me as I come down.ò 

ñNo I wonôt,ò Fortitude said with more equanimity than he actually felt.  ñThis exercise is over.  
If you want to fight, you can do so down here ï but itôs not part of the exercise.ò 

Rudi pushed a barrel aside with a grunt.  In a moment he was down the ladder and standing 
before Fortitude.  His face appeared almost completely healed ï but his nose now appeared 
permanently flattened and off-centre. 

Sergeant Ansford spoke.  ñThis is inappropriate.  Sergeant Ulfsson, if you wish I can order this 
man back to barracks for challenging a sergeant.ò 

Fortitude shook his head.  ñNo, better we settle this now.  I waive my rank.ò 

Ansford shrugged and stepped back just as Sang appeared in the entrance behind Fortitude.  
He was breathing heavily.  

Rudiôs eyes flicked to Sang for a moment and he sneered.  ñWhenever youôre ready,ò he said. 

ñWhat is going on here, sergeant?ò Sang inquired quietly. 

Fortitude answered.  ñRudi here seems to think he still has an argument with me.ò 

ñIôm sure they would not be foolish enough to challenge you again, friend Fortitude,ò Sang 
added.  His expression was neutral, but his eyes radiated a quiet confidence.  He stepped 
forward and stood beside Fortitude. 

ñOoh,ò Aidan exclaimed stepping forward to the other side of Fortitude.  ñCan I have a go at 
him too?  Man, I havenôt had a good fight for weeks.ò 

Rudiôs face darkened and he looked between Aidan, Sang and Fortitude more warily.  ñSo 
your bedmates are getting jealous, are they?ò  He wrinkled his nose at Sang.  ñHey Hanboy, 
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why arenôt you back at the officerôs mess polishing shoes and sewing on buttons.  You donôt 
belong with us men.ò 

Fortitudeôs fist slammed into Rudiôs face with a meaty slap.  For the second time Rudiôs entire 
upper body snapped back in a half circle and his legs flipped high into the air.  He dropped 
onto his head and did not move. 

ñI believe you may have broken Rudiôs nose again,ò Sang observed matter-of-factly. 

*** 

Both units gathered at the entrance of the tower.  Sergeant Thurstan of the Wintershall Furies 
had been one of those on the roof to the tower and he seemed astonished to find two of his 
men unconscious.   

ñWhat happened with Enlistee Rudi?ò he demanded. 

ñThe man has a personal grudge against me,ò Fortitude replied. 

Sergeant Ansford spoke.  ñItôs true, the enlistee challenged Fortitude.  He wasnôt very polite 
about it and, in my opinion, got off lightly given his manner.ò 

Sergeant Thurstan grunted.  ñHim and Gunther have had an attitude problem since the first 
day they joined.  They fight and train well enough, but they both have obvious chips on their 
shoulders and they havenôt tried hard to fit in with the other reservists.ò  He gestured down at 
the two unconscious reservists.  Fortitude suddenly recognised the man that Aidan had 
rendered unconscious as Gunther.  ñIôll see they donôt bother anyone again.  Theyôll be gone 
by morning.ò 

Fortitude considered that silently a long moment.  He would never want a man like Rudi in his 
own unit and would never want a man like that fighting alongside him.  ñAgreed,ò he said. 

Everyone stiffened to attention at that moment as the Baron, his daughter Adela and the 
Knight Commander appeared.  All three were wrapped in thick cloaks. 

ñImpressive,ò the Baron said to Fortitude.  ñNo losses against a defended position.  You and 
your men have earned the remainder of the day off and the barrel of ale.ò 

The Baron was a middle aged man of a rather corpulent frame.  He had thinning dark hair and 
blue eyes in a florid slightly pocked face.  He looked like a man used to books and good 
living. 

Fortitude bowed low.  ñThank you, my lord.ò 

The Knight Commander Sir Waltheof spoke ï addressing Sergeant Thurstan.  ñSo Sergeant; 
what have the Wintershall Furies learned this day?ò 

The Sergeant looked like he would rather be anywhere else at that moment, but he answered 
firmly while gesturing at the Grey Tower where William had been placed.  ñWe didnôt cover the 
high ground and got pinned down as a consequence.  We also, got suckered by a diversion.  
Next time, Iôd keep everyone in the tower in two layers ï half in the loft with bows and half 
behind barrels on the ground to slow fighters.  We mightnôt win, but weôd certainly make a 
better showing.ò 

Sir Waltheof nodded.  ñYouôll get a chance to try that,ò he promised.  He raised his voice and 
addressed all the men and women present.  ñThis was the first of many exercises youôll 
undergo here in the reserve.  To the Wintershall Furies I say; there is no shame is losing, the 
only shame is in not learning.  To Lady Adelaôs Watch, I say, congratulations.ò 

He and the Baron then turned about and returned to the waiting carriages. 

Lady Adela remained behind a moment.  She pulled the hood back from her face and gazed 
up at Fortitude with a half smile that caused his heart to jump.  ñSergeant, you upheld the 
honour of my name today.ò  She passed him a silver penny.  ñPlease add that to your 
celebrations, with my thanks.ò 

Fortitude bowed low.  ñThank you, my lady.ò 

When he lifted his head, she was gone. 
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*** 

That night the unit celebrated their victory in their bunkroom and relived the dayôs triumph 
blow-by-blow.  Fortitude relaxed in a large wooden chair at one end of the bunkroom table 
and studied them while sipping at an ale. 

Celia and Nan were seated at the far end of the table.  Both were in uncharacteristically good 
moods.  Celiaôs usual air of austere superiority was gone and there was no sign of Nanôs 
typical defensiveness or challenging nature.  Right now, the two women were giggling like 
school girls over something that had happened that day. 

Celia was a particular source of astonishment for Fortitude that evening.  Earlier on she had 
confounded him by congratulating him on coming up with a good plan for the exercise.  She 
had then compounded his confusion by actively participating in the eveningôs celebration.  
She had made small talk in a way that demonstrated what appeared to be genuine warmth 
and interest for others.  For the first time, Fortitude felt she was actually part of the group, not 
sitting outside it analysing and criticising.  For the first time, he felt hope that maybe, just 
maybe, she would prove to be more of an asset than a liability to the unit. 

Nan was just as good humoured.  Victory laced with a fair quantity of ale had removed her 
ever-present frown.  Fortitude could not recall her really laughing in the past, but now she 
seemed content to laugh and laugh as if she never wanted to stop. 

Marcus, Aidan and Gytha were seated on the right hand side of the table from Fortitude.  The 
three men were drinking more than their share of the ale ï with Aidan consuming two or three 
drinks to each one consumed by the others.  Tankard after tankard disappeared into his 
capacious belly and, over the space of several hours, his face grew red and his voice loud 
and slurred. 

Gytha seemed content to listen and laugh as his two companions recounted numerous tales 
of bawdy and illicit exploits.  As the evening past, Aidanôs tales grew seedier and darker, while 
Marcus began to drunkenly relate tales of some of the richest burglaries he had successfully 
completed.  If both men were to be believed, Aidan had the libido of a goat and Marcus the 
loot of a small kingdom. 

Merrin, Sang and William were seated together to the left of Fortitude.  To Aidanôs disgust and 
disbelief, all three had passed up on drinking the Baronôs beer.  Sang and Merrin were both 
sipping at cups of hot tea and William was working his way through a pitcher of goats milk.   

Throughout most of the evening Merrin sat silently listening to the flow of conversation around 
her.  She never quite smiled at anything, but seemed more relaxed and comfortable than 
Fortitude had seen previously. 

Sang and William were quietly conversing about the dayôs exercise. 

ñA strong arm and a good eye is all it takes,ò William proclaimed.  ñArchery is like bladework.  
Height and strength help with both.ò 

Sang smiled politely.  ñAhh, you northerners and your preoccupation with size and muscle.  
How do they aid the tiger when it faces the intelligence and skill of the hunter?ò 

Fortitude waited for Williamôs response.  He knew enough about Sang now to know that the 
question was rhetorical, but William mulled it over for some time before answering.  ñI 
suppose it matters in a more equal contest,ò he replied.  ñIf two hunters are going against 
each other, or if two tigers were going against each other, more strength or being bigger 
might help one win out over the other.ò 

Fortitude waited for Sangôs inevitable reply.  It came almost immediately. 

ñWho is more dangerous, friend William ï the hunter who is strong or the hunter who is not.ò 

ñIt depends, I suppose,ò William replied. 

ñHow would you defend against a hunter who you knew to be strong and large?ò 

ñIôd use the strength and size against them,ò William replied.  ñIôd use my bow or some such 
thing and choose a position to defend myself where their size would hamper them.ò 

ñIndeed, friend William.  And how would you defend against the hunter who was not strong.ò 
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William frowned.  ñI donôt know,ò he said.  

ñIndeed,ò Sang replied.  ñAnd that is why I would fear that hunter more than the one who I 
know to be strong and large.ò 

ñButéò William spluttered.  ñArenôt you assumingé  I mean, that doesnôt hold trueé  Youôre 
assuming that the other hunter has other skills that can deal with the first hunterôs strength 
and sizeéò 

ñYes,ò Sang agreed.  ñIn truth, the hunter I really fear is the large strong one who does not 
behave like a large strong hunter.ò 

ñYes butéò  William lapsed into silence. 

Despite himself, Fortitude burst out laughing.  ñAhh William, youôll soon learn that the point of 
Sangôs statements are to get you to think ï not to prove any particular point.ò 

ñOh?ò William said. 

ñIndeed,ò Sang affirmed.  ñThe most important questions have no right answer, but we learn 
much in considering the possible answers.ò 

Williamôs mouth fell open as he tried to decipher that.  

Aidan grunted.  ñToo much talking, not enough drinking,ò he slurred waving his nearly empty 
tankard at William.  He lurched over to the half empty barrel and only spoke again as his 
tankard began filling.  ñWe won,ò he said.  ñNo amount of smart words or justification changes 
that fact.  We were better than them.ò 

*** 

The evening finally came to a close near the eleventh hour.  Marcusô head hit the table with a 
dull thud and remained there.  Fortitude was beginning to doze and the occasional snore 
emerged from his throat ï despite the fact he was still sitting upright.  Sang, Merrin and 
William had disappeared into their bunks an hour earlier. 

Aidan looked at those around him with a drunken disdain.  ñPah,ò he slurred.  ñYou guys have 
no stamina.ò  A thought struck him and he chortled.  ñBut Iôve got an idea where we can find a 
real party.  Is anyone interested?ò 

Those that were still capable of responding shook their heads.  ñRight then,ò Aidan said with a 
degree of resignation.  ñIôll see you all in the morning then.ò  Fortitude was completely asleep 
by then and did not see him go. 

*** 

The next morning Fortitude was roused by an officious sounding knock on his door.  He was 
in his bed but could not actually recall how he had got there.  He forced the tongue off the roof 
of his mouth and desperately tried to summon enough moisture to speak.  He staggered over 
to the door and opened it slowly.  There was a serious faced man in uniform waiting for him.  
ñYes,ò Fortitude croaked. 

ñExcuse me for disturbing you Sergeant, Iôm Provost Marshal Duncan.ò 

ñUh huh.ò 

ñIs Private Aidan Reichmann a member of your unit?ò 

Fortitudeôs heart sank.  ñYes, unfortunately he is.  Whatôs he done?ò 

ñHeôs under arrest.  He picked a fight in the Golden Unicorn last night with all ten members of 
Sergeant Waylandôs Reserve Unit.  Five are in hospital and the rest are sporting various cuts 
and bruises.  Several innocent bystanders were injured and a considerable amount of 
property was destroyed.ò  The marshalôs gaze became very sour.  ñYour unit member has 
taken a few knocks but heôll live.  Heôs currently locked up in the cells.ò 

Fortitude stared wide-eyed at the guardsman.  ñHe what?ò he said weakly. 

The man sighed.  ñYouôre to come with me to the Marshalôs office to provide a statement.ò 
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Fortitude understood that and he quickly changed into his uniform and followed the marshal 
over to the Barrack cells. 

As Fortitude entered the cellblock, he immediately became aware of a strong odour of vomit.  
Aidan was slumped on a wooden chair ï chuckling and moaning to himself.  His face was a 
mass of bruises and his uniform had been badly ripped in a number of places.  ñHiya Sarge,ò 
he said and drunkenly waved blood stained knuckles at him. 

Fortitude described the events of the previous day to an officer who recorded his story in a 
large leather-bound book.  When the statement was complete, the officer sighed and rubbed 
the bridge of his nose tiredly.  ñLook,ò he said.  ñAs far as Iôm concerned, I donôt need to hold 
Corporal Reichmann any longer.  The corporal had several gold crowns in his purse.  Iôve 
taken these and given them to the innkeeper to cover the damages and inconvenience.  You 
can take him back with you.ò 

The officer turned to Aidan.  ñI hope youôve learned something today,ò he said sternly.  ñIf you 
appear here again youôll be charged and sentenced to a month or two in the cells or hard 
labour.ò  His tone became hard and uncompromising.  ñStay out of trouble!  Do you 
understand?ò 

Aidan nodded insincerely and bit his cheek to suppress another chortle. 

The officer grimaced in disgust.  ñHeôs all yours,ò he said to Fortitude.  ñGood luck.ò 

ñYes sir,ò Fortitude replied.  He seized Aidanôs arm.  ñCome on; letôs go.ò 

Aidan limped back to the barracks with Fortitude.  ñThose reservists are very sore losers,ò he 
ventured finally.  ñI was just trying to be friendly.  I offered them some pointers about 
soldiering and they took offence.ò  He adopted a sanctimonious look.  ñThey swung the first 
blow though.ò 

Fortitude glowered at him.  ñGo and sleep,ò he said.  ñYouôre not fit for duty.  If you ever get 
drunk and start a fight again with others in the Baronôs service or in uniform Iôll have you 
disrated.  Do you understand me?ò 

Aidan looked suitably chastened.  ñSure thing Fortitude,ò he slurred. 

*** 

The weeks passed quickly after that.  The bitter cold of a northern winter was mitigated by a 
tangible new enthusiasm for training within the unit. 

As Fortitude had hoped, the win in the first inter-unit training exercise had served to create 
more cohesion within the unit.  No one changed over night, but the rougher edges of a few of 
the personalities were visibly reined in. 

Nan remained prickly, but continued trying her hardest to fit in.  There was the occasional 
burst of anger, but mostly she directed it away from her companions or stormed away to vent 
it in private when provoked. 

Celia continued questioning the training and the training methods, but her comments were 
now directed at the military system as a whole rather than Fortitude specifically. Additionally 
she increasingly displayed other good points as the days passed.  She was invariably the 
voice of reason in disputes and, when everyone was at end of their strength or enthusiasm, 
she displayed an unusual ability to rally them with a few well-chosen comments or a flash of 
humour.  Fortitude decided that she would make a formidable officer someday, if she could 
only learn to accept that the world was not a perfect place and that others were not as 
motivated by truth and intellectual rigour as she was. 

Aidan remained barely adequate as the unitôs corporal.  He continued to drink too much when 
off duty, but seemed to have taken Fortitudeôs warning to heart.  He continued to bluster and 
boast when under the influence, but stayed away from situations where his crude violent 
nature might tempt him into trouble.  Fortitude continually considered demoting him, but the 
fact was that the manôs military experience and skills outstripped the rest of the unit 
combined.  When he was sober and had a clear objective he could be very good indeed. 
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Merrin continued to worry Fortitude.  Some days she was lucid and clear-headed.  On others, 
she was bleak and pessimistic, though he did not see any further signs of the strange 
prescience or unnatural knowledge that he had seen in the Village of Stowe 

Outside training, she seemed to actually enjoy the company of the others in the unit, but 
seemed wary of growing too close.  Fortitude came to the view that someone or something 
had hurt her badly in the past.  He noticed early on that Merrin ate alone in the mess and that 
other reservists tended to avoid her in training and exclude her from their discussions.  Once 
he saw that he made every effort to make up for their discourtesy.  He greeted her whenever 
they met and joined her every few days for one of the meals.  Merrin was clearly unused to 
anyone treating her like this and, after some initial consternation, she started greeting him 
with the strained grimace that, for her, passed for a warm smile. 

Despite not wearing the symbol of any god, Merrin prayed softly every night in a strangely 
disturbing tongue that Fortitude had never heard before.  He worried that Merrin might be a 
worshipper of one of the three dark gods ï Drazen, Zaahl, or Dierdra.  For her sake and the 
sake of the group, Fortitude sincerely hoped not.   

Fortitude also saw Celia studying Merrin at regular intervals.  It was obvious that she 
harboured similar suspicions.  

The rest of the unit presented significantly fewer problems.  Gytha, William and Sang trained 
diligently and did everything expected of them without comment or complaint. 

Marcus made everything a joke, but he undertook his duties with a similar good humour.  
Despite his initial worries about Marcusôs criminal past, Fortitude found he quite liked the 
man.  Marcusô flippancy occasionally caused some tension, but he proved capable enough in 
his duties and competent with his weaponcraft. 

After hours, Fortitude tried to encourage the disparate members of the unit to bond socially.  
He encouraged everyone to eat together and to relax together after hours.  He would often 
reach into his own meagre purse to shout the unit a few drinks once or twice a week 
whenever the unit achieved a milestone in training, or some particular triumph in exercises. 

The cohesion in the unit was complemented by continued success in the inter-unit exercises. 

Though the unit was not always victorious, they won three exercises for every time they lost. 

Fortitude and Celia continued to do most of the unitôs tactical planning ï complemented by 
suggestions from Nan and Sang.  The various strengths and weaknesses of their unit were 
usually well assessed against the relative skills of the opposing unit and its commander.  
Celia and Fortitude would start by putting themselves in their opponentsô position and then 
working backwards to determine how to counter this position.  Usually they would guess 
correctly and the few losses suffered by the unit were mostly attributable to their opponents 
getting lucky, or taking some extreme action that no one could have reasonably predicted. 

Fortitude grew confident at deploying his unit. 

In confrontations of brute force, Fortitude, Gytha, William, and Aidan were able to stand 
shoulder to shoulder and break through any fighting line put up by their opponents.   

Aidan seemed to use these exercises as an opportunity to direct the more aggressive side of 
his nature.  The other units quickly learned to recognise him in exercises and within a few 
weeks the key fighters of opposing teams would break and run whenever Aidan charged 
them.  He caused no less than six opponents to be carried away unconscious or with broken 
bones during this time. 

Sang and Marcus demonstrated the ability to move fast and quietly.  They supported the 
fighting line of the heavy fighters through an ability to appear as if from nowhere behind the 
enemy unitôs flanks and strike with devastating effect. 

The others all contributed through the judicious use of missile weaponry, or assisted other 
attackers through the use of battle magicks that improved the accuracy or effectiveness of 
their companions in melee. 

Around the sixth week of training, Nan mastered a particularly tricky and difficult invocation for 
creating magical arrows.  She was able to fire a normal arrow, and speak a command word.  
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One or two glowing ghostly silver arrows would then appear alongside the first.  This rare 
ability further enhanced the unitôs reputation and effectiveness in exercises when she was 
able to fire three arrows for everyone elseôs one.  

Fortitude found himself the butt of rueful though friendly humour in the Sergeantôs mess as 
the other non-commissioned officers rather pointedly blamed their own defeats on a mixture 
of witchcraft and necromancy.  Despite their jokes, Fortitude could see a genuine respect as 
his unit out thought and out-fought them time and time again. 

This success also drew a certain attention from other quarters.  The cityôs chief priests of Vull, 
the god of law and justice, and Grism, the god of war, visited several times to observe 
exercises and to remark on the effectiveness of embedding power wielders in an irregular 
military unit like that of the Wintershall reserves. 

Officers and sergeants from the regular guard units also began turning up to observe the 
training exercises.   

And, on no less than four occasions, Lady Adela returned to watch the unit training and 
competing against other units.  Each time, Fortitude found himself feeling incredibly self 
conscious and snatching glances at the beautiful impossibly remote woman.   

Twice the lady deigned to speak to him.  The first time was just to say good day and to wish 
him well as an exercise was about to commence.  The second time followed a short and very 
one-sided exercise where the unit had utterly routed their opponents.  Lady Adela 
approached him as he re-entered the barracks.  She had two woman companions with her.  
Their dress and bearing marked them as someoneôs well bred daughters. 

ñSergeant,ò she said.  Her voice was a rich contralto and it sent an odd tingle down his spine.  
Her eyes were sparkling in a rather fascinating way and though she was dressed in a full 
length winter cloak, enough of her form was visible to cause his pulse to pound. 

ñMy lady,ò he replied, bowing deeply.  His heart gave an odd bounce.  By the gods, but she is 
beautiful. 

ñYou appear to be bringing my name into disrepute.ò 

Fortitude blanched.  ñMy lady?ò 

Her dark eyes sparkled in a rather fascinating way as she laughed.  ñEverywhere I go I keep 
being told of óthe lady Adelaôsô.  Your óladiesô, or my óladiesô as my father insists.ò 

Wit failed Fortitude.  He was only able to manage another, ñMy lady?ò 

ñSergeant, do you think it right that my name should be casually bandied about by every 
common reservist in barracks.ò 

Fortitude replied without thinking.  ñMy lady, weôve beaten them all.  I suspect the one way 
they donôt speak your name is casually.ò 

She gave a delighted laugh at that.  ñPerhaps,ò she began.  ñJust perhaps, my father did me a 
favour in naming your unit in my honour.  But tell me, Sergeant, I understand your reservists 
are commonly referred to as ómy ladiesô, or óthe ladiesô.  How do you like being referred to as 
a lady?  Or, more to the point how do you like being referred to as one of my ladies?ò 

The two women with Lady Adela, both tittered. 

Fortitude thought fast and gestured at his unit.  ñWell, I doubt that reservists Merrin, Celia and 
Nan mind at all.ò  He indicated the hulking unkempt unshaven mass of Aidan.  ñIôd guess that 
Corporal Aidan is probably alright with it as well, just so long as heôs not expected to dress 
like a lady or be particularly ladylike.ò 

All three women laughed delightedly at this. 

ñI like you, Sergeant,ò Adela said.  ñContinue upholding my name and Iôll continue liking you.ò  
She smiled and departed with her two companions in tow. 

Fortitude was haunted by a number of rather inappropriate dreams over the next few nights.  
The lady was flirting with him in them and he was caught between longing and propriety.  On 
waking, he shook his head and grumbled under his breath at his own foolishness.  He told 
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himself that when spring came and the Reserve was suspended he would have more time.  
Perhaps then, he thought, he would look about for a woman more suited to his prospects and 
station.  Perhaps. 
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Chapter 4 

The third month of training finished with snow still hard on the ground, but with the days 
growing noticeably longer as spring approached. 

Six recruits had not made it this far.  Rudi and Gunther, the two men that had challenged 
Fortitude were the only ones that had been dismissed for disciplinary reasons.  One had 
taken a fall during a training exercise and broken both legs particularly badly.  Three others 
had simply found that Reserve life was not as glamorous or as remunerative as they had 
hoped for and had quit.   

Fortunately for Fortitude, Lady Adelaôs Watch had not lost a single member, though the unit 
was greatly changed.  The string of training victories had given everyone a palpable 
confidence and pride in themselves and their name.  Being known as Lady Adelaôs Watch 
had become a badge of honour.  No one laughed at them now ï at least, not to their faces. 

Possibly it was because of these successes that orders came through at the three-month 
mark for the unit to supplement the city watch in patrolling the streets of Wintershall.  It was 
make-work as far as Fortitude was concerned, as the city watch was at full strength, but it 
gave Fortitude an opportunity to see how the unit might function in the field.  He knew from 
his Mersea Militia experience that lessons learned in training could quickly evaporate when 
the danger of death or injury was real and when the threat was in the small hours of the 
morning when everyone was exhausted and easily disoriented. 

The unit was assigned to patrolling the Guilds Quarter.  The area was where many of 
Wintershallôs small businesses were located.  Tanners were located alongside leather 
workers, dyers, cooperages, furniture makers, saddle makers, candle makers, tailors, 
shoemakers, hat makers, and a myriad of other crafts.  Typically the tradespeople all lived 
above their shops and so security was less of an issue than in the Merchantôs District or the 
Temple Quarter below the palace. 

Nevertheless, Fortitude took the assignment seriously.  He broke the unit into two groups of 
four and then assigned people partners within these groups.  No one was allowed to move 
about without their assigned partner, so that if any group had to split, then they would do so in 
pairs.  He then had the groups do hour-on, hour-off turnabouts where one group would get to 
rest for an hour while the other patrolled the two dozen or so streets assigned to them.  It was 
an approach that Fortitude had seen worked well when he was based in Stowe with Sergeant 
Wayland. 

On the second night the group broke up a fight outside the Battered Brideôs Arms and, later 
that same evening, arrested a man who could not or would not settle his tab in the same 
establishment.  The rest of the evening was spent walking mostly deserted streets huddled 
inside thick cloaks against the bitterly cold winter wind.  A few late night travelers were 
encountered and questioned as to their name, address and purpose at being out so late. 

It was not glamorous work and reactions varied within the group.  Aidan enjoyed the work.  
He knew all the bouncers at the three inns and half dozen taverns in the patrol area and 
always seemed able to arrange a hot stew or fortifying tot of brandy as required.  Whenever 
the unit was required to intervene in fights or loud altercations after closing time, Aidan was 
the first to wade in to break up whatever trouble he imagined to be brewing.  More than a few 
heads were broken and Fortitude had to quietly rein Aidan in on a few occasions. 

The others were a lot less enthusiastic about their duties. 

ñBy Grism, Fortitude,ò Celia exclaimed.  ñThis is work for the witless.  Weôve proven weôre 
capable of more than this.  Why donôt you ask for a better assignment for us?ò 

ñItôs cold and thereôs a perfectly good city watch who actually get paid to do this,ò Nan added 
pointedly. 

ñNo,ò Fortitude said bluntly.  ñThis is military life.  Trust me; itôs better than being in a battle.  
People die in those.  Here, cold or boredom is the worst you face.ò 

ñAre we going to be doing this for the next month?ò Marcus inquired.  He was referring to the 
fact that the four month training period was up in thirty days. 

ñHave you got something better to do?ò Fortitude inquired. 
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Marcus grinned back at him.  ñWell I suppose I can patrol the outside of these places this 
month and the insides after that.ò 

ñThis is good work,ò Aidan said pointedly.  ñWe get paid and fed.  And we get to hit people 
from time to time legally.ò 

Nan sniffed disapprovingly. 

ñI like the night,ò Merrin said softly.  Her gaze flickered up into the pitch black sky above.  ñI 
can almost make myself believe that they canôt see us.  Almostéò 

Everyone turned to gaze at Merrin. 

ñWhat are you talking about, Merrin?ò Celia demanded. 

Merrin recoiled at seeing so many eyes fixed on her and, despite a few additional attempts by 
both Fortitude and Celia to draw her out, refused to say any more. 

*** 

On the ninth night after beginning the patrols, winter was noticeably turning to spring.  Snow 
falls had been replaced with a mixture of sleet and slushy rain and the city streets had now 
thawed to the point where straw was being laid daily to prevent wagons and horses from 
becoming mired in the muddy roadways.   

Fortitude was out patrolling with Merrin, William, Marcus and Sang.  They were walking along 
the Bishops Way ï the main road through the Guilds District.  It was a wide street lined with 
shops ï all of which were firmly closed for the night. 

Light glimmered from behind a few shutters and shadows danced from the occasional lantern 
hung from posts every fifty paces or so.  

It was not yet midnight when the attack came.  The sound of bow strings thrumming overhead 
was followed by the brief hum of arrows.  An arrow slapped into Fortitudeôs shoulder just as 
another arrow spanged off Merrinôs helm. 

ñWeôre under attack,ò William cried out unnecessarily.   

Fortitude instinctively reached for the mace at his side, but the pain of the arrow in his arm 
stopped him.  ñTake cover,ò he commanded throwing himself to one side. 

Two more arrows were fired in that instant.  Fortitude could now tell that they were coming 
from the roof of the three storey building on the opposite side of the road. 

An arrow stabbed through Merrinôs leather surcoat and buried itself in her side.  She cried out 
in alarm and pain and staggered back into the shutter covering the shop doorway behind her.  
She managed to wrest the shield off her back and pull it over her head.  She curled up under 
it whimpering in pain and shock. 

Another arrow took Fortitude in his arm.  It was most mostly deflected by his cloak, but still 
grazed the flesh leaving a long bloody rent in his jerkin. 

William had his bow out at that moment and almost before Fortitude could register it, an arrow 
was flying back up towards the unknown assailants.  The arrow hit the stone façade at the 
edge of the roof and bounced harmlessly up into the night sky.  Despite the miss, a manôs 
voice yelped in surprise. 

ñThem again,ò William exclaimed with uncharacteristic anger.  

Sang and Marcus were a lot slower than William and both found a measure of cover behind a 
water trough before unlimbering their own bows.  The unknown archers fired twice more 
before they were ready to fire ï burying another arrow in Fortitudeôs leg and two more in 
Merrinôs shield.  William returned fired three times in the same interval.  

The attack ended when William managed to put an arrow a mere inch over the edge of the 
roof above.  There was a howl of pain and the attack ceased. 

Fortitude found cover with William and Sang and surveyed the roof above.  ñGet into that 
house,ò he ordered them.  ñSecure the roof.  Iôll tend to myself and Merrin.ò  He called out to 
William.  ñContinue to cover the street and the roof with your bow.  If it moves shoot it.ò 
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ñIt was those reservists, Rudi and Gunther,ò William called back without looking away from the 
roofline above. 

Fortitudeôs pain and fear were replaced by anger.  He glowered up into the night above.  ñAre 
you sure?  I couldnôt see them at all from down here.ò 

ñQuite sure.  I saw Rudiôs mangled face clearly and Gunther wasnôt keeping such good 
cover.ò 

ñGood eyesight,ò Marcus exclaimed.  ñDamn, but I couldnôt see them.ò 

ñNor I,ò Sang added.  ñTruly you have the eyes of the tiger.ò 

Fortitude was equally impressed, but he had other priorities at that moment.  His leg was 
unsteady under him, and blood was still seeping down his arm and side.  He opened his heart 
and mind to Illana, the goddess of healing, and called some of her blessings upon himself to 
dull the pain of the wounds.  He then moved over to Merrin keeping his own shield over head 
just in case the attackers were still there.  

He found Merrin whimpering under her shield.  The arrow had gone deep and there was a 
large pool of blood caking around the wound.  Once again, Fortitude called down Illanaôs 
blessing and he saw the bleeding slow and stop. 

Marcus called down from the roof above a few seconds later.  ñNothing Fortitude, theyôve 
gone.  Thereôs a pool of blood here, so William obviously got one of them, but thereôs no sign 
of where they went.ò 

ñI hit Gunther in the side of the face,ò William said.  ñI doubt it was fatal but it would have hurt.ò 

The rest of the evening was a blur.  The guard was raised and a city wide search carried out.  
No one in either the city watch or the regular guard units had come under such an attack in 
living memory and so patrols were tripled and everyone was instructed to watch for two men ï 
one of whom was probably nursing a nasty head wound. 

Fortitude and Merrin were both tended to back in the city barracks.  A priestess of Illana was 
brought to them from the nearby temple and she used her own link with the goddess to 
remove the arrows from Fortitudeôs shoulder and Merrinôs side.  She then expertly closed the 
wounds with another healing invocation and pronounced that both of them would be just fine 
with a day or so of bed rest. 

Fortitude was questioned at length by the Knight Commander, Sir Waltheof, but was unable 
to provide much useful information as to the nature of the Unitôs attackers or their motive.  
The Knight Commander, for his part, regretted to inform Fortitude that no sign had been seen 
of Rudi or Gunther. 

*** 

It was only a few days later that Fortitude received orders to report to the Knight 
Commanderôs office again.  He assumed that it was a follow up to the attack and hoped it 
might be news of an arrest. 

Sir Waltheof met Fortitudeôs salute with a cordial nod and invited him to sit. 

ñInjury all right?ò he inquired politely. 

ñYes sir, the priestesses know their stuff.  Thereôs a small twinge in my leg, but I canôt even 
feel the two other wounds.ò 

ñGood, good,ò the Knight Commander replied.  ñSergeant, there are two things I wish to 
discuss with you.ò 

ñSir?ò 

ñFirst, thereôs still no sign of probationers Rudi and Gunther.ò 

ñThatôs unfortunate, sir.ò 

ñWe didnôt take any interest in them once they were drummed out of the reserve, but weôve 
been able to learn a bit since the attack.  Both men left here and took up residence in the 
Silver Mermaid.  They kept good rooms, or as good as you can get in a place like that and 
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didnôt skimp on anything ï eating, drinking or whoring.  According to the publican, they paid 
their bill in full in silver but did not actually appear to be holding down any employment.  They 
were based at the Silver Mermaid until the night of the attack on your unit, and then were 
gone the next morning.  Their room was cleared out, but nothing has been seen of them and, 
of course, neither man actually checked out.ò 

ñI see, sir,ò Fortitude breathed.  ñPresumably they were trying to get revenge on me for getting 
them kicked out of the reserve.ò 

Sir Waltheof made a face.  ñPerhaps.  Iôm not so sure though.  They were also shooting at 
Reservist Merrin Joysdaughter and Iôd like to know how it was they were able to afford those 
rooms.ò 

ñI canôt imagine, sir.ò 

ñItôs got me intrigued, Iôll admit Sergeant.  You and the reservist were both attacked on the 
beach at Stowe werenôt you.  Iôm not a great believer in coincidence, but I also canôt quite see 
what youôve done to attract enemies.ò 

ñMe neither, sir,ò Fortitude said.  

ñWhatôs the status of your unit, Sergeant?ò 

The sudden change in topic threw Fortitude for a moment.  ñFully operational again, sir.ò 

Sir Waltheof referred to a piece of paper.  ñIt seems to have worked out extremely well having 
four people with rune lore in one unit.  How are reservists Sang, Celia, Nanya and Merrin 
working out?ò 

ñWell enough sir.  Thereôs not been any requirement for the use of their runelore to date, but 
their skills as reservists are about what youôd hope for recruits with not quite four months 
experience.ò 

ñGood, very good.  Iôve got an assignment for your unit.  It will take your unit past the 
demobilization date, but not by more than two or three weeks, I imagine.ò 

ñI donôt believe any of the unit has pressing engagements elsewhere, sir, ñFortitude replied.  
ñPriestess Celia may have obligations with Vullôs temple.  Gytha of Ware and William of 
Sheepy Magma both planned to return to their village businesses at the onset of spring.ò 

ñMmm, the priestess can be spared for this assignment, Iôm sure and the work will take you 
through the village of Ware, so your blacksmith may leave the unit there at the end of the 
assignment if necessary.ò 

Fortitude was now intrigued.  Ware was seven or eight days travel east across the Barony.  
What kind of assignment was the unit going to be given? 

Sir Waltheof cleared his throat and began.  ñEach year, our baron purchases a range of 
goods from the Baron of Standlynch for himself and the palace.  This includes wine, cider, 
honey, cloth, wool and various spices like pepper and salt.  They come in a single supply train 
along the Great Eastern Road at the beginning of spring.  This yearôs train will be leaving 
Northold City in five days and will arrive at the border between Standlynch and Winterslow in 
around two weeks.  You are to proceed to the border where you will wait for it to arrive.  You 
will then escort it back to Wintershall ensuring that it remains safe and whole. 

ñThe assignment should be very straightforward.  There are minor threats from thieves, 
bandits and wolves.  Itôs been an unusually warm winter and so the wolves shouldnôt be too 
hungry.  A decent guard and a few fires should keep them at bay.  The Eastern Road patrol 
has had considerable success against the bandits and thereôs been no activity reported since 
last summer.  Just in case though, the Eastern patrol are currently sweeping the road near 
the border with Standlynch and will remain there until the wagons have passed through 
successfully.  In my opinion the most likely threat will be thieves.  The goods in the wagon 
train are valuable and would fetch a pretty crown.  Watching out for and preventing theft will 
be your main challenge.ò 

He looked at Fortitude.  ñWhat do you think, Sergeant?  Does it sound interesting?ò 
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Fortitude stiffened.  He had some questions but he guessed he would get a chance to ask 
them later.  ñYes sir, itôll be a good chance to see how the unit performs in the field.ò 

ñThe really good news is that you and your men get paid more,ò the Knight Commander said.  
ñThat might head off any grumblings that arise from carrying out extended service.  While on 
active duty everyone will draw an extra silver penny a fortnight.ò 

Fortitude nodded.  ñIôm sure thatôll please them, sir.  May I ask why this isnôt being done by a 
regular guards unit?ò 

ñWell I had intended to use a reserve unit anyway to assess their effectiveness.  Escort duty 
is low risk and most of the time would be spent getting the wagons through the roads.  The 
spring melt has come early again this year and the roads are going to be difficult.ò 

Fortitude suddenly had some inkling as to why this mission was being assigned to a reserve 
unit.  He had escorted wagons over those roads in the years before joining the Mersea Militia.  
Moving wagons through mud was dirty, exhausting, unpleasant work.   

ñBut things have taken a turn,ò the Knight Commander added.  ñLast thing yesterday, the 
castle received word of a problem in the village of Rye.  A young ladôs been murdered there.  
The local reeve has requested the assistance of an investigator whoôs got experience with 
necromancy.ò   

Fortitude felt an almost physical shock at the Knight Commanderôs words.  Necromancers 
were those who stole power from other humans against their will and worked the blackest 
rune magicks.  Fortitude had been taught all his life that necromancers were vile and dark 
humans who had given into the most debased instincts of evil.  Fortitude unconsciously made 
the sign to ward away evil. 

Sir Waltheof grimaced sympathetically.  ñLook,ò he said.  ñWe donôt know the details.  We 
donôt even know if itôs really necromancy thatôs involved.  However, the Temple of Illana has 
agreed to send one of their priestesses to investigate.  Her name is Sister Rachel.ò  He 
paused and regarded Fortitude levelly.  ñAs Rye is only a day out of your way and youôve got 
a good few days spare before you need to be at the border, your unit will escort her there and 
to help her in any way that she requires.  You have Priestess Celia of Vull in your unit along 
with the three others who understand runelore.  I donôt know how serious it is, but your unit 
has a perfect mix of skills and experience to investigate this matter.  The only thing you have 
to remember is that you must leave Rye in time to make the meeting with the wagon train.  
Youôve got to be on the border two weeks from today.ò 

ñI understand, sir,ò Fortitude replied.  ñIôll do my best.  Is the priestess ready?ò 

ñYes, sheôll find you in the next few hours.ò   

ñDo you have any other advice for me, sir?ò 

ñYes, a few things.  Support Priestess Rachel in any way that she requires and make sure 
she has good things to say about you when she gets back here.  Necromancy is a damned 
serious business.  Whether itôs there or not, the Temple of Illana is in charge and, in this, they 
report direct to the Baron and their own temple back in the capital, Warminster.  Thereôs more 
than just your reputation on the line with this one.ò 

ñUnderstood sir.ò 

ñAnd, speaking of the Baron, make sure that you get his wagon train back safe and whole; itôs 
more than your lifeôs worth if anything goes missing.  Make sure you know where the wine 
and the Standlynch honey are.  Theyôre both for the Baronôs own table and heôll crucify you if 
anything happens to them.  Last year Sergeant Donaldsonôs men broached a barrel of 
Standlynch red while bringing the train back here.  The Baron had him and his men whipped 
out of the guards and out of the city.ò 

Fortitude winced internally.  ñUnderstood sir.  Anything else?ò 

Sir Waltheof studied Fortitude silently a long moment.  ñYes,ò he said at last.  ñJust as you 
evaluate your unit, so do I and the regular guard officers evaluate the reserve sergeants.ò 

Fortitude suddenly found it hard to breathe, but he kept his face expressionless.  ñSir?ò 
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ñYou were a corporal in the Mersea Militia werenôt you?ò 

ñYes sir.ò 

ñAnd this is your first actual experience of commanding a unit?ò 

ñYes sir.ò 

ñHmm, my observations corroborated by the other officers who have watched the training 
exercises suggest you have real potential.  Youôve got common sense, a good tactical 
understanding and enough intelligence to aspire to an officerôs commission, someday.ò 

ñThank you, sir.ò 

ñYou need to improve your literacy ï no guards will ever employ an officer that canôt read or 
write well.ò 

ñI know sir, I was hoping to use some of my spare time between now and next winter.ò 

ñYouôre not comfortable with giving orders.  You want to be liked too much.ò 

Fortitude felt like he had been punched.  He could feel the blood draining from his face.  ñSir?ò 
he managed. 

Sir Waltheof raised a reassuring hand.  ñSometimes being a nice guy works, but you need a 
bit of steel to back it up when it doesnôt.  Youôve got some troublemakers in your unit.  In fact, 
youôve got more than your share.  I donôt think youôll find the escort duty very hard and 
boredom is a dangerous thing for discipline.  Youôre likely to face some challenges in keeping 
your unit together.ò 

ñI understand, sir,ò Fortitude replied.  He then stopped a moment and tried to get his thoughts 
in order.  ñThe unit has been effective to date because we donôt follow a strictly military 
approach to things.  The others have lots of good ideas, sir, and they can only really 
contribute them if I let them speak freely.  Priestess Celia is probably never going to take well 
to orders, but she has a strong sense of duty and usually does the right thing.  Recruit Nanya 
of Rearsby and Corporal Aidan Reichmann have both come close to being on disciplinary 
charges on numerous occasions, but they mean well and donôt shirk from their duty once they 
understand it.  Even recruit Marcus Barker, the convicted burglar, is kind of the same.  Heôs 
flippant and undisciplined and doesnôt care about the chain of command, but heôs taken to the 
unit and the life of a reservist because heôs got enough room to be himself.  I donôt think that 
the unit would be as effective if it was being run with orders and punishments.ò 

Sir Waltheof smiled.  ñI canôt argue with success ï otherwise you would have heard about this 
from me well before now.  Youôve got more experience with reserve life than I have and itôs 
clear that what works with the regular guards units may not be best for the irregular reserve 
units.  But just be careful that you donôt lose control of them or fail in your duty because they 
wonôt follow orders when they actually have to.ò 

ñDefinitely not sir.ò 

Fortitude was dismissed.  He returned to barracks and found the others carrying out weapon 
maintenance.  He outlined the new orders. 

ñAnother ha-penny a week,ò Aidan said.  His eyes glowed approvingly.  ñSounds damn fine to 
me.  Letôs hope the assignment goes long.ò 

Marcus snorted.  ñI can earn more than that in a single good night.ò  Nan glowered at him and 
he grinned cheekily back.  ñOf course that was before I joined the reserve and developed a 
heartfelt respect for life, and property law.ò 

Celiaôs gaze developed a steely edge.  ñIf necromancy exists in Rye, itôll be a pleasure to 
assist the priestess in digging it out and ending it.  Such evil must be crushed wherever it 
appears or it will grow fast.ò 

ñThatôs a very simplistic viewéò Merrin said and stopped suddenly. 

ñEvil is evil,ò Celia declared.  ñNecromancy is evil.ò  Her gaze bored into Merrin.  ñSurely you 
donôt approve of necromancy?ò 
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Merrinôs attention was suddenly claimed by something on the other side of the room and she 
ignored the question.  Celia continued to stare at her through narrowed eyes. 

William tried to raise the temperature at the table.  ñI donôt know about you, but Iôm quite 
happy to leave necromancers well alone.  My lifeôs worth more than that.ò 

Aidan nodded emphatically.  ñIôm with you on that.ò  

Gytha spoke looking particularly worried.  ñRyeôs a peaceful little place of maybe a hundred 
and fifty souls.  Itôs only a half dayôs walk from my home village of Ware.ò  He shook his head 
doubtfully.  ñI canôt believe anyone there would be involved in necromancy.ò 

ñI hope youôre right,ò Fortitude said and his gaze rested on Merrin for a moment.   

ñWhen do we go, Fortitude?ò Nan inquired. 

ñFirst thing in the morning.ò 

Fortitude dismissed everyone and returned to his own room where he set about packing.  The 
Knight Commanderôs observations of his leadership style returned to him unbidden and he 
worried them over silently.  Were they a criticism or a warning?  He could not quite tell.  
Perhaps they had been meant as both.  He fretted and speculated over the rest of that day. 

Fortitude slept badly that night.  His head was caught up in plans for the coming journey and 
his heart was full of the Knight Commanderôs warning.  He tossed and turned in his bed until 
well after midnight.  When he did finally sleep it was disturbed and broken.   

His dreams were entirely appropriate.  He was on a long trip with frequent stops.  At every 
stop, he found that he had left something important behind and the Knight Commander was 
always there ï watching him and shaking his head disappointedly.  

*** 

The unit set off eastwards a little after daybreak the next morning.  Almost as soon as they left 
the walls of the city, they encountered their first problem; the spring melt had begun and the 
Standlynch road was one long expanse of badly churned mud. 

Years earlier when Fortitude had worked as a laborer and teamster he had traveled with 
wagon trains along this road.  He knew it and the villages between Wintershall and the 
Standlynch border well.  He also knew that the spring melt had come uncharacteristically 
early.  At this time of year, the road was normally frozen solid.   

Until recently, the winters had been particularly hard in Winterslow.  Roads, rivers and land 
had remained frozen upwards of seven to eight months a year.  Something had changed, 
however, and three years ago there had been a record summer that had lingered two months 
past its normal time.  Winter had come late and had been uncommonly mild.  For the first time 
in anyoneôs memory, that year the winter roads had remained free of snow for all but a month 
in midwinter.  The next spring the slopes of the mountains around Winterslow had remained 
free of snow and the farmers now grazed their cattle higher than in anyoneôs living memory.   

This warm weather had lasted three whole seasons now, and, looking at the road, Fortitude 
guessed that this year was not going to be any different. 

Fortitude frowned as his feet slid partly out from under him, causing him to almost fall for the 
fifth time that hour.  Though the warm air was pleasant, the muddy ground underfoot was 
hard work.  Travel was taking twice as long as usual.  He comforted himself with the reminder 
that it could have been snowing and that would have been worse. 

In fact, as he looked around, he decided that there was also a positive side to this unusual 
weather.  There was a clear pale blue sky and that bathed the dramatic landscape in cool 
golden sunlight.  The Barony of Winterslow comprised wide rugged plains and river valleys 
overlaid with poor soil and mile after mile of scrubby golden tussock grasses.  These were 
surrounded by tall, jagged, snow-covered mountains that leapt up out of the plains and 
towered many thousands of feet over the lands below.  The sun shining off the snow made 
the mountains dazzling and reflected a cold light down into the lands below. 
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The priestess Rachel was walking beside Fortitude and she slipped at that moment and fell to 
her knees.  Fortitude turned his gaze from the landscape to her and seized her arm and 
helped her back up.   

ñThank you,ò she said in a soft lilting voice. 

ñNo problems,ò Fortitude replied.  ñIf weôre lucky and this weather holds, the road will become 
a little firmer in a few days.ò   

Rachel did not reply as her feet slid sideways again and she focussed all her attention on 
keeping her balance. 

Fortitude helped steady her.  The priestess was an energetic woman in her late forties. Dark 
hair framed her face in untidy wisps and a problem with short-sightedness gave her a slightly 
absent-minded look.  She dressed in the austere black and white of a full priest of the order of 
Illana but this belied her nature.  She seemed keen to talk to everyone and had a way of 
laughing delightedly that put people at ease and made them open up to her.  Her round face 
was creased with laugh lines. 

The priestess quickly impressed Fortitude.  She made conversation effortlessly with him and 
seemed keen to win his trust.  She asked him many questions about his upbringing and 
background and questioned him at length about blacksmithing and his motives for joining the 
Mersea Militia.   

Fortitude enjoyed her company and found himself talking candidly to her about his hopes and 
aspirations for life as a reserve sergeant.  He admitted that there was still much he had to 
learn.  ñThis is my first time commanding a unit and Iôm sure itôll take time for me to learn how 
to do it well.  Iôve also got to get better with the administrative side.ò 

ñWhat do you mean?ò Rachel asked. 

ñAs a blacksmith or militiaman you donôt need to be good with paper and reports.  As a 
sergeant you do.ò 

Rachel chose her words carefully.  ñYou donôt like the paperwork?ò 

Fortitude shrugged.  ñI only learned enough reading and writing to be able to help my father in 
the smithy.  I can read numbers and a few words.  After a bit, I can piece together what 
writing means.ò 

Rachel shrugged.  ñWeôre going to be together for the next week or so and one of my duties in 
the Temple is teaching in the school.  Would you like some lessons when we stop for the 
evening?ò 

Fortitude felt uncomfortable at the suggestion, but he could see that the priestessô offer had 
been given with genuine good will.  He forced himself to nod.  ñIf you donôt mind, Iôd be very 
grateful, thank you.ò 

They began that night.  She quickly determined that he knew his letters and numbers, but had 
no skill or confidence in combining them to form familiar words.  With this in mind, Rachel 
began by taking Fortitude through his written orders and looking at how certain letters were 
combined to form combinations of sounds.  She then had Fortitude extrapolate from this to 
guess how other words might possibly be spelt.   

It was painfully slow at first, and the way the spelling did not always match the sounds 
confused him more than once; but slowly, and with increasing confidence, it began to come to 
him.   

Rachel encouraged Fortitude and praised him liberally.  Though he thought she was just 
being kind to him, she remarked several times at the speed with which Fortitude picked up 
things.  ñYou have a quite remarkable vocabulary for a blacksmith and guardsman,ò she 
observed.  ñThat helps. You know the words already, now itôs just working out how they look 
when written.ò 

They quickly graduated from reading Fortitudeôs orders and moved to Rachelôs Book of Illana.  
The language was stilted and archaic in places and Fortitude found it hard going.  
Nevertheless, he persevered and, though it remained painfully slow, he was able to muddle 
his way through entire pages of the book with only occasional help from Rachel.  




