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The Fortune of War

As he stood on the narrow goat track with his arms held high in surrender, Fortituded s s efn s e
failure was tinged with anger. From the corner of his eyes he considered the sheer drop into the
ravine at his side. The morning sun washed it with a pale light and threw its craggy slopes into a
mass of jagged shadows. There was nothing more than death that way and that was not
something he would entertain while there was still some chance of escape or survival.

APut your pack and your weapons down, o the Lunar off
aware that he was the only member of the unit who had not complied. He grudgingly allowed his
rucksack to fall to the ground. It landed on the greatsword already lying at his feet.

There were Lunars everywhere covering him and the other members of his unit with a bewildering

number of crossbows. The sheer number of Lunars and their wary watchfulness would have

been al most funny if it wasndét for the fhabad t hat the
failed in his duty.

i T h a n k forynotuattempting any foolish resistance, 6 t h e offican saadr Was that
compassion in his voice? Fortitudecoul d not tell. ANow we wil/| searc
bind your hands. Do not resist or we will be forced to shoot you. That would be unfortunate and
unnecessary. o

Mar cus was first. He called out softlFomsi audedar ac

iObey, for now, 0 Fortitude replied. Marcusd® questio
had responsibility for the others.

Nan was the next to be searched and bound. Her face was a mask of anger and she swore at

the Lunar soldier as he ran his hands over the places where she might have a dagger hidden.

ATouch me there again and wedll both take a short tr
this with a few choice epithets.

To Fortitudeds sur pr i s dissedrdnbecamamaecarefyhol ogi sed and

Celia was next. She stood silently with a frown and a far-away gaze on her face as the Lunar
checked her pockets and tied her hands. Fortitude could not make out what was going through
her mind, but her expression appeared almost bitter.

Merrinfol | owed Cel i ai.oohthatharts,0 sbet rghtcompl ained as the Lu
wrists. She looked to Fortitude several times as the Lunars worked on her and seemed to take

strength in his r eass umastargd gsahzee .a s sfulréend fhii me obBecaes tt he
finished.

Fortitude realised at that point that William was missing. He had been scouting ahead and had
given a warning just before the Lunars had ambushed them. Perhaps he had escaped. The
thought gave Fortitude some hope.

Sang was searched next and he allowed the Lunars to work without comment or reaction.

The last person to be searched and tied was Aidan. Aidan glowered threateningly at the Lunars
and it was obvious that he wanted to fight.

AThe ackdsoa with us right neofty, friend Aidan, d Sang s



Aidan bared his teeth defiantly. Alf any of you Lunars would |ike a
ready any time you are. o

AAi dan! 0 Fortitude growl ed. ANot now. O

Aidan bared his teeth in disappointment, but complied. The Lunar searched him quickly and tied
his hands.

When everyone was bound, the g r o ugaéks and weapons were spread around the Lunar
soldiers for carrying. As the Lunars readied themselves and their prisoners for travelling, the
officer referred to a parchment and examined each of his prisoners in turn. He then approached

Fortitude and addressed him f i r ml vy, but with absolute politeness.
Ulfsson; where is the otherone;the one call ed William?0

For t i eyesdnarfowed and he looked down att he par chment i n Sdthee mands he
capturewasnotj ust bad | uck. iHeds not with us, o he replie
AWhere is he then?o0

Fortitude kept his tone sour as he | ied. makeHe t wi st e

his way back to the army camp. 0

The Lunar studied him thoughtfully for a | ong moment.
raised his voice so the entire group ®@aanloi hear hi
Winterslow, Theobald Peveral. | am Lieutenant Beonorth. If you behave well and do not attempt

to escape, you wil/ be well treated. o

AKnow this, though. o His gaze became regretful. Y
deaths and incapacitation of a number of our troops. There are those who want you to stand trial

and to pay for your crimes. But, we have agreed that you shall not be harmed while the truce

stands. 0

He paused and stared each one of his prisoners in th
agreement wi | | no |l onger apply. You will be hunted down
smile appeared on his f ackng & seashnableamndrrdcognises alr. ilf y o

Baron as the true lord of these lands then you will be freed. If he refuses to recognise our Baron,
you will remain prisoners for a very long time indeed. | believe you are already familiar with the
castle at Wintershall. Well, you shall be a guest of

With that, the officer ordered the unit roped together. They were then mostly marched, and partly
carried, down the ravine and across an improvised rope bridge to the Lunar camp on the other
side of the river.

*kk

Once William was sure that the Lunars had gone he carefully levered himself up from beneath the
overhang where he had been hidden. He perched on the trail above and massaged blood back
into his strained arms. His mind raced as he assessed his next move.

*kk

The unit spent an uncomfortable night tied together under the close guard of no less than ten
Lunar soldiers.

Fortitude tried to think of some means of escape, but nothing suggested itself. He began to give
into despair as the hours passed. It was so unfair, he decided. This was such an unceremonious
end to his mission. Worse, the Baron would not know that the mission to the Dierdrakin had
failed until the month of the truce had passed. These and darker thoughts haunted him as he
slowly drifted into an uncomfortable sleep.

Dark thoughts also dogged Celia. She suspected that the Lord Questor, Carolus Venite, lay
behindt he gr ou p dgéenlthie knowdegge bf their plans. If this was the case then it was
clear that he had never trusted her to be anything more than a contingency in the event that the



group somehow evaded capture. She had not even been valuable enough to protect i he had
sacrificed her to avoid making Fortitude suspicious.

Celia bridled as she realised this. If that was how Carolus Venite wanted to use her, then she
would moderate her own behaviour accordingly. Though she would still do her best to ensure
that a treaty never eventuated between the Baron and the Dierdrakin, she would do her best to
advance the other elements of the mission. Somehow she would keep the issue of the Dierdrakin
separate from everything else, she promised herself.

*kk

The next morning Fortitude and his companions awoke feeling tired and stiff. The Lunars did not
allow them any freedom to stretch or exercise and they were required to do their ablutions one at
a time under close guard. They remained tied up as the Lunars brought them a simple breakfast
of water, gruel and black bread. Then, once they had eaten, the Lunars lined them up and
marched them out northwards.

Twenty Lunars escorted the group. Five marched in front and five behind. The rest marched
either side. Each member of the group was tied to someone else by a rope around the waist.

Fortitude was astonished by the Lunar precautions and the number of guards assigned to them.
It seemed to be far more than was warranted for the escorting of prisoners.

William watched the column move off from the other side of the river. He waited until they were
well beyond the Lunar encampment, then started after them.

*k*k

The column stopped for lunch near midday. Lieutenant Beonorth issued orders for food and drink
to be prepared then walked up to where Fortitude was sitting on a patch of grass. He gave a
polite bow and spoke. i May | invite you to | dlfsson?mleshotiicolre
pleasedtohave your company and, maybe, one other

The courtesy surprised Fortitude, but he forced himself to accept the invitation with the same
good grace. He looked around at his companions until his eye fell upon Celia.

[
of

fi T h a n Kor your invitation, Li eutenant , OjusFas potitélyt ud & Pee plaipsd

could join us. o
The lieutenant bowed gallantly to her and ordered them both untied.

Lunch turned out to be unexpectedly pleasant. The Lunar lieutenant went out of his way to be
engaging. Though his education and breadth of experience was significantly less cosmopolitan
t han Clelwasawilbversed in classical literature and had many considered opinions about
philosophy and art. He made an entertaining and gracious host, and, despite their situation, both
Celia and Fortitude warmed to him.

He, in turn, seemed to greatly enjoy their company and at the conclusion of the meal invited them
to join him again for dinner that night.

*kk

The rest of the day passed uneventfully. Fortitude looked for slips in the Lunar security, but
nothing presented itself. Villagers watched the column pass through with interest and the rope-
bound prisoners excited many comments.

That night, Lieutenant Beonorth entertained Fortitude and Celia again. He continued to be an
attentive and entertaining host and offered his guests a rather pleasant wine to accompany their

meal . Celia regarded the wine with interest.

il am more pragmat imy she hieutenant redlied good-naturedly. i As
when | was scouting out your lands before our war of liberation | was forced to do many things

unch,

your

Cel i

il

such,

proscribed by the Temple. o He sniffed the wi

di scovered a number of pleasant diversions i

n
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your

a

t
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Celia suspected that his taste for wine might not have yet extended to him developing a tolerance
to it.

Celia made appreciative comments about the wine. While Fortitude watched, she sipped away at
it without actually consuming much. The lieutenant matched her sips with mouthfuls and before
long was clearly intoxicated.

Celia took advantage of his state and gomg
Lieutenant. How were your troops able to fi
i suppose it cannot harm for me to tell y ou

names and descriptions and told when and where to search for you. Sadly, | do not know who
betrayed you though. It is possible that you will find out when you get to Wintershall and are
interviewed by my superiors. o

humour

n d

, 0

us?o0

he s

l

Celia feigned fear and fixed her | arge brown eyes o0
us in Wintershall. Are we going to be killed or tortured? 0

The | ieutenant shook his head emphatically. ANo, O
afraid. We were given very clear instructions to a
paused and regar ded hfgou triedeosescape gnteudkényhen we feBeutdld

to use whatever force was required. o

Celia carried the conversation for the rest of the meal. She chatted animatedly with Lieutenant

Beonorth and Fortitude had to stop himself from smiling on more than one occasion as he

watched the priestess of Vull mercilessly ply her charms.

Once dinner was over, Celia changed tack. She feigned uncertainty and awkwardness. il was
wondering if | might ask a little favour. o6

The lieutenant smiled broadly at her and Fortitude suspected there was not much he would not

do for her at t heutesnanreplied magnanimousyk , 0 t he

Celia dropped her eyes. fi | have questions about my
so powerful and yet the southerntemple s dondét mention your god at al/l
to all my |ife.o

On the other side of the fire, Fortitude watched the interplay silently. This was not what he had

expected, but knowing Celia, he imagined that she was looking for intelligence.

Celia sighed. il dd |Iike to talk to one of ,your peoj
Grippli. |l 6d |Ili ke to know of his ways and beliefs. 0
The lieutenant was visibly relieved to have been given a request that he could grant. AOof course,
he said graciously. il sdblighted. dAnyloree who wishes to know about Grippli should be
encouraged. 0

The lieutenant called out to a nearby Lunar soldier and told him to fetch someone by the name of

Otto. Otto arrived a few minutes later, pulling his breastplate into place. He was a young man of

maybe twenty years with a round honest face and short-cropped blond hair. The lieutenant

spoke. iAMay | introduce guar dsman @ovicmandshoulGloei pp | i Ci
able to answer any of your questions. 0

The lieutenant then bade his guests a good night. Several guards led Fortitude and Celia back to

the others where they were roped back into place in the line. Otto squatted down next to Celia

and, with minimal prompting, began to tell her everything and anything he could recall from the

Book of Grippli. Celia listened avidly and committed as much as she could to memory.

Merrin and Nan who were roped in behind Celia both

and on into the night.

Celia, however, was fascinated. It became evident from what Otto was saying that Grippli was a
militant god who believed in the spread of his word by the sword. It was the responsibility of all
worshippers to take up arms against any who imposed politics or power upon them.



It seemed to Celia that the Lord Questor had been correct. Grippli sounded like he was nothing
more than a manifestation of the god Drazen.

*k%

William spent the first few hours that evening studying the campsite from a nearby hillock. It was
evident to him that the Lunars were taking his companions towards Wintershall. It was also clear
to him that the column was too well guarded by both day and night for him to be able to attempt
any kind of rescue. The only option that therefore suggested itself to him was beating the group
to Wintershall and possibly arranging some reception for them there.

He considered this for sometime and carefully examined it from all angles. It was not ideal, but
there really was no other option that he could think of.

He slipped off into the darkness and made northwards by the light of the moon. If he moved fast,
he figured he could make Wintershall well ahead of the others.

*kk

The next day passed as the previous one had. Tied together and surrounded by alert Lunar
guards, everyone simply did as they were bidden and Wintershall grew nearer.

That night Celia and Fortitude were again invited to join the lieutenant for a meal. He was relaxed
and good-humoured. Both Celia and Fortitude responded in kind and a pleasant time was had by
all.

At the end of di nner, the Ilieutenant grew reflectiyv
began. AYou must be careful there. You are believe
soldiers. Though we are an honourable people and will not torture or try you while the truce lasts,
| fear you may be encouraged to escape so that the requirement to spare your lives is removed. |
urge you to be very careful in Wintershall .o

Fortitude considered this carefully and thanked the man for his advice.



The Palace of Wintershall

It was several hours after nightfall when William reached the walls of Wintershall. He had been
travelling without a break of more than a few minutes for nearly twenty four hours. He was tired
and not thinking too clearly, but could not afford to stop.

His first idea was to re-enter the city through the sewage outfall that the group had escaped from
previously. He made his way directly to it, but after wading though the unpleasant filth below the
outfall, he was disappointed to discover that the grating had since been sealed with new iron
bars. Entry via that route was impossible.

He then examined the city walls by the light of the moon. They were around thirty feet in height
and he guessed he could clamber up them if he could get a rope up. He had rope, but no means
of fixing it up the wall.

He moved away from the city until he came upon a farmstead with a series of outhouses. One of
them included a workshop where he found what he needed. Working in near darkness, William
fashioned a crude grappling hook from a large hay rake.

He then returned to the city wall and looked up for a suitable location. Nothing was visible over
the top of the city wall i as all the buildings on the other side were either too far back from the
wall to be visible or were below it. In the end, he just chose a location at random and settled
down to watch it for a while.

Guards were regularly patrolling the top of the wall. William patiently waited more than an hour
while he worked out their routine. When he judged the time just right, he sprinted up to the wall
and began swinging the rope with his makeshift hook in a large arc. He timed the release
perfectly and the hook arced up into the air and over the wall. There was a deafening crashing
tinkling sound followed by the sound of glass showering down on stone. It was followed by cries
of terror and the barking of numerous dogs.

William recoiled and ran back into the night as fast as his legs could carry him. On the wall
voices called out a mixture of alarms and challenges and he heard running feet.

AOh well, 0 muttered William to hi msethati doenac.ed0 heHevas
watched the wall again for some time from a safe distance. The number of guards had doubled

and they were carrying torches as they walked. William cursed under his breath. He was never

going to get over now.

He sighed and began moving away. He stopped before he had gone a dozen paces and let out a
pointed exclamation. i Th eyt dlomdw | 6 m herefflbepewsmdtd lé oludoki ng f
can just walk in tomorrow. o He shook his head ruef ul

Cursing his foolishness, and blaming his tiredness, he found a sheltered spot and lay down to
sleep for the night.

*kk

The next morning, William hid his weapons under the floor of a disused farm shed and fell in with

a group of labourers on their way to work in the city. There were six guards at Wi nt er shal |l 6s
southern gate. They gave William and the labourers a casual once-over inspection then waved

them through without comment.

Despite a racing heart, William kept his expression nonchalant and bored. Once he was in the
city, he broke away from the labourers and made his way towards the slum district. He could only
think of one person who might help him rescue the ot't



He just hoped he could find her.

*k%

The rest of the unit reached the city shortly after lunchtime. Fortitude felt terribly self-conscious

as he was led into the city of his birth i roped and under guard like a common prisoner. It was a

long walk to the Baroni a | palace and it took him through the art
his parents lived. Though he was a prisoner of war, he felt real shame as he was marched

through the streets he had played in as a child.

Hundreds of townspeople paused in what they were doing to watch as he and the others
marched by. Fortitude kept his head down and hoped that no one recognised him. Certainly no
one called his name i in fact, no one really called out at all.

The prisoners were taken direct to the palace. They were led through the massive gateway and
down stairs, past the kitchens to the dungeon. Their route took them briefly through the great hall
where more than one person noted craftsmen at work repairing extensive damage.

They entered a long stone corridor lined with cells. There was a guardroom just inside the
corridor. The group stopped there and were subjected to another cursory search. They were
then taken down the corridor to a junction where another corridor ran left and right. It was lined
with cell doors every few yards.

They turned right and one by one were locked in adjoining cells.

Fortitude waited until the footsteps of the guards had gone and the dungeon was quiet. Then he

called out carefully through his door. ils everyon:e
back and confirmed that they were. He ran an eye over the grimy damp cell and grimaced.
AfHave a | ook erdo brad ko stod td al. | inSee i f you can find an

He and the others set about carefully searching their cells.

The cells had all been hewn out of the bedrock of the castle. They were separated from one
another by thick stone walls and were closed by iron bound wooden doors with grilles inset in
them at eye level. There was a small common open drain at the back of each cell to carry waste
away and water was constantly trickling along it.

Marcus was the first to finish searching hiscell. He cal l ed qui etly down to his
guys;thereds a fine saw blade under my mattress. I t s &
Merrin called out from the adjacent cell. fi T enire mygell iddor has been completely loosened

and comes out when | pull a tHeriwbrdsawere followedbya | oud metal |l ic crash. f
said.

Despite the noise, there was no sound of alarm. Everyone waited in silence for a few long

minutes then they heard a muted scraping and grunting as Merrin eased the grille back into her

door.

Once she was sure that the guards were not coming, Ce
she said from the ot her sioaditeroteh. |thiokthatiifd tbrememyfull A My cel |
weight at it, it would collapse. o

Fortitude recall ed t he andhinface todkior aigrim exprassignsnthear ni ng

dar kness. iwWwedre being set up,0 he whispered back.

A agree, o0 replied Celia just |l oud enough for everyo
wecanbe killed in the attempt. o

iBast ar dgrowbed. Adbritie was suddenly glad that it was Celia and not Aidan in the cell
with the soft wooden door.

The unit discussed what they should do in forced whispers. A variety of creative and implausible
plans were suggested for escape. Finally, reason asserted itself however. Everyone agreed to



wait and see what the Lunars had in store for them. There would be plenty of time to attempt
escape later.

*k%

It was about this time that William finally located the hous e of Ma r Mrsl Batker.mibet h e r ;

had spent hours searching and inquiring. His search had been hindered by the fact that several

of the more disreputable | ooking locals had delibera
mother was also known locally by a number of different names.

Once he had finally found the right alleyway he knocked on the door and spent fifteen minutes
convincing her through a letter slot that he was not a Lunar, a salesman, a creditor or someone
else intending her harm. Finally she him in and listened to him as he gave an account of what
had happened to her boy Marcus.

Once she had heard the account, shes qui nt ed and muttered darkly under

said in her wusual g r a vsedkizyg viauincaer.s hiiaTvheo sgeo tv imye pmielcki o u
AYes. O

AAnd hedbs being marched here right now?bo

Al i magine theyobébve already arrived. I't took me a whi
ATheyol | Batomb si ownhedungeons, 0 Mrs Bar ke Atheughehitul at ed.
herand she snickered i n a r altstippose tuhrepyldevaes agnott wahyat cfoAwn
head-butted me | ast time you were here?0

William nodded. ifYes. o

Mrs Barker looked pleased a t the thought of that . Al hope they
i T h o u gike ariothed chhnce athermys el f , 6 she sai d.

William nodded. i Fai we shoull uagdomebhinchadoutsMaricus and thdéi B u t

others first. 0

She shifted her not i nconsi der allagree. Youdakstaghete cl enched
whilewewor k. 0O She stared into space for a few | ong sec
afool-pr oof plan, 06 she decl ared.

fi O h Wiliam inquired.

The woman glared back at him. AMind your own business, 0 she said

know, the fewerascan t urn me i n. 0O

William had to agree with that. He was tired and decided he had no choice but to trust the
woman. She seemed to have a plan and she knew the city better than he did. He therefore just
asked if she had a bed somewhere that he could borrow.

Mrs Barker nodded reluctantly. She lit a lantern and showed him back through the house to the
concealed basement ar agan, 0 fisthoeu scaaind .st ay here

William thanked her faintly. She just grunted and disappeared back up the stairs leaving William
in the half-light of the single lantern. He loosened his clothes somewhat and lay down on one of
the water-soiled mattresses. Despite his surroundings, he was asleep in less than a minute.

*k%k

The others had been in the cells for several hours when a guard came down and rapped noisily
on their cell door s. AYoubre all to prepare for a n
not keep him waiting.©o

They got five minutes before a squad of Lunar guards tramped down to them and unlocked their
cells. They were led back through the great hall to a library at the end of a corridor.



The walls were lined with shelves and hundreds of books and there was a large table surrounded
by enough chairs for fifteen people or more. The guards gestured at the chairs on one side of the
table and instructed them to sit.

A Lunar officer entered the room a minute later. He was almost completely bald and had an air
about him that suggested intelligence and long experience of command. He studied each

member of the unitf or a | ong moment before speaking. iwWel com
in a thick Lunar accent. il trust you are all comfortable. o
Fortitude decidedtoco-oper at e for the moment at | east. iYes th

comfortable. o

The man rewarded Fortitude with a nod. AGood, 0 he said. A am Guard
Leofrun. | am hoping that this will be a pleasant interview and, in fact, that unpleasantness can

be avoided throughout the time yorud.r emali nf iougst gwiesh st
what you know about the people known as the Dierdraki

Fortitude kept his expression as innocent as possi bl
what do you want to know?bo

The guard captain fixed Fortitude with a predatory s mi | e . ADescribe what you Kk
Everythingyou know about them. 0

i really donét know much. |l 6ve never visited them
Dierdra and liveinrune-pr ot ect ed settl ements. o

i G o otde,gdard captain replied. AAnd are they getting ready for war
Fortitude shook his head. ANo, 0 he said. AThey sali
anywher e. They said that all/l their forces were defer
The guard captainbs eyes (¢ thie mformationafiSo, 06 he sai d. iThey are
action against wus at this time. They are content to
Fortitude nodded truthfully. AYes. O

The guard captain considered this for a moment then shifted the interview to other areas of

interest. He asked them at length about the King and his attitude to the cease-fire. He tried to

ascertain what, if anything, they knew about the Kingbs posi ti on on the Lunar de.l
Barony. He also pressed them on their travels and what they knew of the giants.

Fortitude continued to answer truthfully while omitting anything that might significantly help the
Lunars or incriminate the group. He told the guard captain that the King seemed to be genuinely
considering the Lunar liad ordiredrhis gehsralsaanddis tordsate horioer
the cease-fire. However, he also emphasised the fact that the King had ordered his forces to
take every precaution in case of Lunar treachery.

The interview lasted almost half an hour and the guard captain remained polite, but cool
throughout this time. The interview ended when the door to the room opened and another man
entered. Celia recognised him from the parley between Sir Griswold and the Lunars. He was the
man the Lunars claimed as the true Baron on Wintershall i Theobald Peveral. He was dressed
in a fine silken robe with the Peveral coat of arms embroidered over the heart. When he saw her,
he greeted her with a smile and a polite nod.

iGood day,nmoving bis astention to Fortitude. nfi Theolaald Peveral, true Baron of
Winterslow and you are Lieutenant Fortitude Ulfsson. Welcome; though | apologise for the
quality of my hospitality.0 He all owed his gaze to move slowly ar ol
genuine hint of respect in his eyes. iSo you are the bold troops who h
trouble over the | ast mont h. I wished to meet you my

The unit steeled themselves for trouble. The man sensed it and raised a hand to calm them.
AiBut do n bam natangry with you. In fact, | respect your evident resourcefulness and



commitment to your King and Kingdom. You were unlucky that your King himself told us that you
were coming and told us where to find you. o

Fortitude could not imagine how that could be true, but he decided that politeness was probably
going to get him further here than any show of br avi
said.

Theobald Pever al measured Fortitude carefully with h
am sure that the King will have no choice but to recognise my claim. He will need my army too

much to do otherwise. As such, I wish to make you al
AMy |l ord?0 asked Fortitude carefully. AfWhat events?c
AAhhHO, yes, 0 Theobald replied. fectivad repoasntidat thek now wi | |
Kingdom has been invaded in the south. The King and his most senior commanders have left the

camp in Mortain and are riding south as fast as they
Fortitude half rose in alarm, AWho has invaded Bayor
Theobald Peveral shrugg e d . iThe reports did not say. Only the
Kingdom. o

Al't must ,bde Qehlei aHasnai d from beside Fortitude. AOonl vy
iprobably into Routh.Oo

The Baron pretender locked his gaze on her . A ANfehave Heard ofithemé They

have had claim on the southern-most part of Bayonnar for centuries, have they not. The province

called Routh that you have referredto, i f | recall correctly. o

Alndeed, 06 said Sangkesdfdtl yhi mEveHoygomad!| an air of sad
my h o mRoéth is where | was born and lived until a few years ago. It has known many wars

and has changed hands many times between the Empire and the Kingdom. Many of my people

have passed into the hands of Ghin-z hu i n these times. 0 He shook his h
not another of those times. 0

TheBaronpr et ender l ooked at S a n g dowottkhow the detils efghe . iYes,
attack, but | suspect that the King may need all the troops he can get in the near future. The
Lunarswillbeaveryat t r acti ve addition to his army. o

Fortitude felt sick as hebutlhé leptaisexgtessioo netitrhleas hmandés gl o a
spoke again. AAnd so whdtorwass ?tohi s of fer that you haeé
TheBaronpr et ender smil ed. AWinterslow is your home is
than Sang and Aidan nodded. ifGood, 6 the man said. f
homes and families, would you not?0

Fortitude noddedc ar ef ul | y. iOof course. 0

AThen accept t hBaronmreevtidmdbdre, Daitchesi mgndsyeartomieJ oi n my f ¢
You will be treated with honour and the rewards will be great. If your King agrees to recognise

my title to Winterslow, you will have a guaranteed place in your own homeland and be able to

return to your homes when you wish. o0

Fortitude was somewhat taken aback by this offer but he looked around at his companions before
repl yi ngyou, 0f Thhrearskai d. iMay we elraweo usro md fteirnffe@d t o cons

iOf courBarenpd ettleender replied. He | ooked at the guard
a ti me. The guards shall wait outside. Just call wt

AThank y o uForityde baaytien decided to take a s ma | | ¢ h a nquestion, myfi On e
l ord, if you dondt mind. o

TheBaronpr et ender stopped and | ooked at Fortitude qui zzi



Fortitude feigned embarr adrenddaerd in the céstiey LddyAdela, | had a
BaronWi | | i amés daugbnheéering whh she is still alive?0

Theobald Peveral 6s face dar kened allowedigAirhthd gyiensg | ys.he fi $Sh &
is a wilful and ungrateful creature who has caused my staff and myself several inconveniences. |
have tried to treat her with courtesy and respect but she has thrown my good will back in my face.
Consequently, | have confined her to chambers up in the tower. Despite that, we are both
Peverals and | am treating as if she were a member of my own family. You may be assured that
your friend is well .o With that, he strode out of tF
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Once the unit was alone in the library, everyone began to speak at once. Fortitude lifted a hand

for silence and, once he hadit, he spoke. A We davred awe 6 Igbochantelto ropvu eni on

be heard. Letds take it in turns so we all/l know where we
Celia saw an opportunity here to end the mission to the Dierdrakin once and for all and this

shaped her words. il d othedoffer df this false Baronvbet | do hetiewnd d accep

we should offer him our parole. He could then | et u
him or the Lunars any more. That fits with the Kingbs i nt enti ons. weewsre of all,
taken prisoner, the Baronwonét think wedve compromised our vows of
We can return to him and serve him in some other way.

Fortitude did not like this view, but he did not allow it to show on his face. He turned to Nan.
AWhat do ?wou t hink

A think we should escape, 06 Nan r epliidespite theirii | i ked
goddess and their rituals T b u t I dondt 1| i ke what |l 6ve seen so far o
carryingouttheBarondb s or der s and hkeilnpianggaitnhset DXiheer druanar s . 0
AYes, 0 said Merrin. il agree with Nan. o

Fortitude turnedtoSa n g . i WhaSaag@ot you

Sang stared into space for a |l ong moment as he prepe
service of the Baron, 6 he sai d. s offiour mission distastefuh but tlisobeying the

Baronbs orders would be dishonourable. I could not c

obeying our lord. | would also see parole as a dishonourable option if we were only offering it as
a convenient way to avoid completingour Baron6 s or der s . 0

That was Fortitudebs opinion also, IMartus. as before, he
Marcus scratched his neck and |l ooked al most apologet
sai d. Al 6l 1 g dhe mastt Someoheoetsey veluntegred yns for this little army and if

|l can do better than a silver a week by working for t

fiYeah,Adasai @il 6m with Marcus on that.o

Fortitude gathered his own thoughts before giving his own view. iwWe disagree, 0 he
AfiHowever, personally, Il 6m most swaye Bardngeriousiyat Sang s eé
I wondét f or Kmfreedagmingdd & hreew | ord here and | wonodt
parole unnecessarily. Doing anything else would make us traitors and oath-breakers. To my way

of thinking, wemustescape and try to follow out our orders. o
the objections he could see formingon afewf ac e s . AYes, theudsdunbus weodl |l t |
just have to be smarter and more determined than ther

Silence fell over the room. Sang pointedly moved and stood beside Fortitude.
Al &m with Fortitude on this, o Nan said.
ATo the death, o added Merrin.

Celia saw the debate going against her so she sniffed and shrugged as if the matter was of no
real i mportance. AVery well, 0 she said. Al &6l 1 go wi



Aidan sighed but waved one hand to indicate very reluctant assent.

Marcus made a sour face. i lheaiadmiettt epda.i d fbla cku g o Vo |
withthe Baronwhi | e his silveroés still good. 0

Fortitude stared around making eye contact with ever
say no and return to our cells. 0

There was a range of muttered responses that ranged greatly in their degree of enthusiasm.

Fortitude did not labour the issue further. He went to the door and spoke to the guard waiting

there. BaromMTheobald that wedre ready to see him now. o
*k*k

Theobald Peveral rejoined themafewmi nut es | athart. hafvWelylou wleci ded?0

Fortitude kept his voice polite and temperate as he

under oath to Baron William Peveral. We will continue to remain loyal to him until the King
recognises your claim here. Once you are appointed Baron in his place, then we will shift our

all egiance to you, as our rightful l ord. o He kept hi
fi | am disappointed, 0 Theobal d Pever al ouraadddyalte d . iBut
reflected in your decision. You will need to remain in your cells for the next month until your King

recognises my c¢l ai m. I ook forward to accepting yol

*k*k

Fortitude and the others were marched back to the dungeon. Each person was locked back in
the same cell they had occupied earlier. The guards made a perfunctory check of the doors then
departed.

The group sat in darkness and silence for a long ten minutes before they heard the tramp of a

single guard approaching. He banged a fistont he door to Marcusdé cel
demanded.

AYes?0 replied Marcus worriedly.
iYou have a visitor. Come with me. o

The guard opened the cell door and led Marcus down to a small chamber inside the entrance to

the dungeon. The room had a small simple table with two chea
was in one chair and there was a large apple pie sitting on the table. Rather surprisingly, the

apple pie was whole and did not appear to have been searched. It smelled disgusting and

Marcus tried not to wrinkle his nose at the odour of what smelled like burned rope.

AYou have fi ve msaiduHeavihdréw frorh the rgoon and dbcked the door as he
went.

fPookie! 6 hi scriedomi henr an af f e cdametomnsed tieat youawerne all rightiahd to
bring you some of my home <cooking. o She began to |
smothered him in a hug. AMy little baby, 0 she said.
said bet weegmusadals.crifmefs, donét get caught. o

They talked for a few minutes while Marcus tried to calm her down, then the door to the cell
opened again. ATi medbs up, o6 said the guard.

Marcusé®é mother carefully and pointedl y Madupamdi away a t
looked down meaningfully at the pie. Marcus sighed inwardly and forced a polite smile.

He picked up the pie and almost let out an audible grunt of surprise. It weighed three or four
times more than any normal pie should have. He gave the guard a worried glance but the man
seemed completely disinterested.



Once Marcusd mother had gone, Ma applel gie. rtevasunotn ed t o hii
inspected and he was locked in with it. Once he was sure that the guard had gone, he opened

the pie and looked to see what was inside. Wrapped in cloth, he found a dagger, a set of lock

picks, a file, a rasp, a hand drill with multiple bits, another metal cutting saw-blade, a club, a small

pick and a hammer. There was also a length of burned rope wrapped around the inside of the

crust.

i Damn! 0 ektlimedu s

He listened quietly at the door to make sure that the guards were not near, and then he related
what had happened to the others in a forced whisper.

Fortitude listened incredulously in his dark cell. He considered the implications of this then called
back to Marcus. AiHey Mar cus?0

AYeah?o

ALook, this is almost certainly a set up.o

ATel | me something | dondt know, 0 Marcus whispered be
AfYyes, well, what do you say we explore this trap?o
Hecoul d hear Marcus6 grin as he replied. AAbout tir
AwWhat are you suggesting?o0

ifiSee if you can get yourself in and out of your cel/l
check of these dungeons. There might be some other way out of the castle or up into the castle

than going through the great hall. See what you can
ANo problems, 6 Marcus replied. Wit hout further cor

mechanism with the tools provided by his mother.
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William awoke as a door slammed upstairs. He stood groggily and made his way up into the
hal |l way. Marcusd® mot her wasstisfiechamd she proadlylexplaiged s mug and
what she had done.

William listened incredulously but said nothin g . He was astonished that Marc
believed that such an obvious ploy could have worked
going to |l ook round the castle, 0 he declared finally.
AYou do dtehaarti e, 0 she said dismissively. AYou do that
William bit back his first response and kept his mani
borrow? And a bag | could conceal them in?bo

ASur e, raplied he iMarcusd® bedroom hal IdownYdthé&l le nfdi nod tthhaet
swings back. You should find everything you need bel

William thanked her and went to equip himself.
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Working by feel, it took Marcus fifteen minutes to get the cell door open. He then practised
locking and unlocking it repeatedly until he was able to do it with his eyes closed in less than five
seconds.

Once he was sure he had mastered the lock he stopped and listened carefully. There was the
distant sound of banging pots from the kitchen, but the dungeons themselves were silent. He let
himself out of the cell and stepped out in the corridor beyond. He half expected to hear an alarm
at that moment, but to his relief the corridors remained reassuringly quiet.



The passageway was empty and dark. There was a single torch at the corridor junction and its
flickering did little more than give Marcus a reference point for his exploration. He tiptoed down
towards the corridor junction making every effort to avoid making noise.

As he approached the junction, he noticed the tiniest glint of light at floor level. He got down on
his hands and knees to look more closely and found a small fine wire stretched from one side of
the corridor to the other. One end was tied to a small hook; the other end disappeared into a hole
in the wall.

Marcus carefully stepped over the wire and looked around the corner into the other corridor.
There was another torch burning at the far end. The door opposite the torch was open and light
was spilling into the corridor from it. There was nothing else in the corridor and Marcus relaxed
slightly.

Having found one trap, he moved more carefully here. A careful inspection revealed two more
wires covering all three ways out of the junction. He found that each wire terminated at small
bells concealed in a wall recess.

Marcus stepped over the wires and continued along the corridor. As he moved, he searched the
walls and cells methodically and painstakingly looking for anything out of the ordinary.

*k*k

William reached the castle after a brisk walk. There were Lunar guards everywhere and he felt a
moment of panic every time he passed one. He was very conscious
bag at his side, full of weapons. But he kept his pace and his expression confident and no one
challenged him.

At the castle, he carefully circled the walls twice T trying to think of some way that he could aid his
companions. The entrance had six Lunar guards in front of it, and he could not see any other
way in or out of the castle.

Having escaped from the city once by way of the sewer system, he did notice that there were
gratings for the sewers all the way around the outside of the castle walls. William decided that
they might be worth inspecting in more detail.

He purchased a lantern in a nearby shop and then wandered through the maze of houses around
the palace looking for some quiet place to enter the sewers. He eventually located a grating
down a blind alleyway. After ensuring he was alone, he prised it up and lowered himself down.

The tunnel below was similar to the one that the unit had escaped through previously. The roof
was an arch of mould and slime encrusted brickwork with a walkway along one side. As before,
the stench was overpowering but he forced himself to breathe deeply and his nose adjusted
quickly enough. He placed the bag full of weapons on a convenient ledge out of sight of the
grating above and, when he was ready, he carefully lifted his lamp and began edging along the
narrow walkway.

The sewer ran in a straight line towards the castle but, just below the castle wall, it ended at a
junction that ran both left and right. There was a drainage grating in the roof of the junction and
through it; Marcus was able to see the palace wall above him. He looked left down the sewer,
then right. Nothing suggested which way he should go. He chose left and started moving around
the castle.

There were many small drains exiting into the sewer from the castle. However, none were large
enough for someone to crawl or wriggle through. He worked his way around slowly and after
almost an hour returned to his starting point. The sewer described a full circle around the outside
of the castle, but there was no evidence of any way actually into the castle.

He scratched his head and tried to think of some other approach. With a deep sigh, he decided
to try again. This time, he pried out a loose brick from the sewer ceiling. As he walked, he
tapped gently on the wall hoping that at some point he might hear something other than solid
stone.

of

t

he
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In the dungeon, Marcus found something very strange while searching the far end of the corridor
in which the unit was imprisoned. Most of the dungeon walls were unfinished stone; however, the
walls here had been smoothed over with some type of plaster.

The anomaly stirred his instincts and he began inspecting this section of wall very carefully. The
grime and dirt of centuries was upon it and he was working in almost complete darkness, but this
was something he was good at. After some searching, he detected an almost imperceptible gap
in the plasterwork around the end wall. He traced it around all three sides of the wall and grinned
happily in the darkness. It looked like the whole end of the corridor opened somehow.

It took him another half-hour of fumbling in dark before he felt a well-concealed flaw in the plaster
on the wall to the right. He experimented with it for a few minutes before he discovered that it
could be recessed into the wall by a full inch when significant force was applied. An almost
imperceptible click rewarded his efforts.

Despite this, the end wall still did not open. He tried all sorts of things and after ten long minutes
of straining and twisting, he found that the wall slid a quarter-inch sideways. Once this was done,
it swung easily open to reveal a corridor beyond. Marcus had a good look at the edges of the
door. It was a solid slab of stone and it looked like it had not opened in some years. His guess
was that the Lunars could not know about it. Certainly, the mechanism was ingenious and, in his
opinion, was unlikely to be detected or operated without some skill.

It was completely dark down the corridor beyond the door and, no matter how Marcus stared; he
could not make out anything down it. He did not want to attempt it without light. He could just
imagine the types of traps or wards that might have been left to stop unwary explorers. With a
mutter of disappointment, he closed the door and slid it back into place. He checked the
mechanism one again to make sure that it would reopen. It did.

He then crept back down to the others where he related his discovery.
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There was a hasty and rather excited discussion. Despite half-hearted urging by Fortitude and
Celia for caution, there was general agreement that if Marcus really had found a passageway
unknown to the Lunars, then escape should be attempted as soon as possible. Fortitude finally
gave in to the excitement and instructed Marcus to open all the cell doors.

Marcus worked fast and had all the locks open in a matter of minutes. He gave Aidan the pie
holding all the tools then led everyone down the corridor. He stepped each of them carefully over
the alarm wires. Moving in almost complete silence the group successfully reached the
concealed door without any sound of alarm from the guards.

Marcus quickly reopened the hidden door and stepped back. Celia and Nan took his place. They
both chanted words of invocation under their breath and, moving almost in unison, made the
gesture to summon light. The fingers on their right hands lit up casting a dim pearly light around
the stony walls.

Everyone was now able to see past the concealed door into the corridor behind it. It was
narrower than the passageway they were standing in and its walls had been lined with plaster in
ages past. The plaster was now cracking and flaking in places. The passage ran downwards at
a slight angle for around thirty feet then finished at a blank wall.

Before exploring further, Marcus inspected the other side of the concealed door. He found that
the opening apparatus was a simple rocker mechanism. Pushing the hidden button in the wall
rotated the rocker 7 pulling a bolt back and freeing the door to open. On closer examination,
Marcus detected a pinhole running through the rocker. It was directly beside a similar hole on the
rocker frame. If a nail or similar type of object was inserted through the pinhole, the rocker could
not be rotated and the secret door could be locked shut.



Marcus sniffed happily when he saw this. He quickly ushered the others into the corridor and
pulled the door shut. He selected one of the more delicate lock picks from those provided by his
mother and lodged it in the pinhole.

Once the door was closed and fixed shut, everyone relaxed noticeably.

*kk

Fortitude was reluctant to proceed down the secret corridor until it had been carefully inspected
for traps. It was with this in mind that he had everyone wait near the door while Marcus checked
out the corridor. Celia stayed a step behind Marcus and provided light for him while he worked.

Marcus moved very slowly and methodically, checking every inch of floor and wall. Just over half
way down the corridor, he found something in the floor that attracted his attention. There was a
slight crack running all the way from one side of the corridor to the other. He leaned out over the
crack and detected another, similar one, five feet away. He then inspected the edges of the
corridor with a finger.

ATher eds a pnndunced.e His yoite edehmed strangely in the confined space. He
pushed the floor with one hand and it yielded slightly with the graunching and whining of long
rusted hinges. He froze i listening for the distant sound of an alarm. There was nothing, so he
tried the trapdoor again. This time, he pushed hard and fast. There was another loud squeal of
tortured metal, but it only lasted a second.

Celia held her glowing hand out, and the two of them saw a pit around fifteen feet deep with
ancient rusting spear tops sticking up at the bottom. A Oo o h , nasty, 60 said Marcus.
spotted this. o

Celia murmured her agreement.

Marcus rose. Five feet was an easy jump and he made it without difficulty. Celia looked more
apprehensive behind him, but she took a deep breath and followed. They continued their slow
search of the corridor on the other side.

After twenty minutes, they reached the end of the corridor. There was a small hole in the wall

here with a badly tarnished copper grille over it. Marcus inspected it closely and was relieved to

find that fresh air emanatingf r om i t . A Wel | at | east we wondét suff o
He then made a sour face and shook his head in frust
havendt found anything pybhéderhéhani shéttaawdpoout . MaM:
hiding place rather than an escape route. o

Celia shook her head and spoke what the others were
passage with a tr agpttolbeHerk foraayeasro.wan . It ds

Aidan really didndét 1like this corridor. There was n
Marcusé inability to find some way out was the final

his fear and claustrophobia then drew a dagger out of the pie. He began walking towards Celia
and Marcus dragging the dagger along the wall so it scored deeply into the plasterwork. The
dagger made a loud and very audible scratching sound.

Fortitude started at the | oud .noifisSea.op fAAiaddm! 6 he whi

Aidan glared back. His voice was unusually loud and everyone could hear a touch of panic there.
Al &m getting out of here. o

Fortitude strode forward. AStop that, o he said. He
Aidan swung round and waved the daggerwil dl'y i n the air roughly in Fort
getting out, o0 he said through gritted teeth. ANo one

Fortitude eyed the dagger and considered his chances of overpowering Aidan.

Ai dan grinned back hunoothrel essasildy .i n fiaD o nobw gtrroywli.t



Fortitude thought fast. ALook, I dondt Il ike this ei
down the wall, do it softly. o

Ai danbés eyes vVvisibly refocused on Fortitude and afte
Without saying anything, he turned back to the wall and began dragging the dagger along it
again. His progress was slower and the noise was significantly muted.

Fortitude stared down coldly at him and shook his head. Aidan was a menace to himself and
others, but now was not the time for an argument.

Aidan | et out a grunt of surprise at that moment. i
the tip of his dagger was resting. A large flake of plaster fell away and hit the floor with a damp

thud. Ai dan dragged the dagger down the wal/l and everyo
he repeated in dull relief. AThereds a crack here. o

Aidan sounded so thankful that Fortitude put his anger aside. He gestured at Mar cus.
outwouldyou, 6 he sai d.

Marcus moved Aidan aside and carefully inspected the wall. Using the dagger and working
quietly, it took him ten minutes to clear away the plaster. Underneath he found another
concealed doorway. Using his knowledge of the previous door, he checked the wall to the right of
it at around hand height and quickly found a concealed stud. He pushed it and heard a click.

The door opened with even more difficulty than the first one. Aidan and Marcus had to work
together to force it open. When it finally pushed back, there was a loud ripping sound and a
foetid stench wafted through the doorway. The corridor beyond was around fifty feet long and
sloped downwards. Its walls were rough-hewn stone i damp with moisture and slime. There
was a rocker and bolt mechanism on the wall at the end of this corridor, just as there was one on
the other side of the door they had just opened.

fi | think wedbve found our way out, o0 said Marcus happi
out i n the s edsdorwsrd, cand, aftbe a cursary inspection of the floor for more
trapdoors, inspected the door at the other end of the new corridor.

The mechanism on the far door had to be carefully worked before it would open. The moisture
had rusted the metal parts together in time past. But Marcus had a talent for such things. After
few minutes of filing and working the mechanism, he was able to twist and slowly force it
backward with a loud squeal.

The door was just as stubborn. It did not open despite repeated kicking. Finally, Aidan resorted
to throwing himself at it in a series of frenzied dashes. Panic and brute force were rewarded
when the door finally opened with a ripping tearing sound as years of slime and growth gave way
on the other side.

Aidan stared out into the sewer channel beyond. To his indescribable relief, he saw daylight
shining down from a grating in the roof i twenty yards to the left. He turned the other way and let
out a surprised yelp. Holding a lantern and staring wide-eyed back at Aidan, was a very
surprised looking William.
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William was given a warm welcome by the rest of the unit. For t i tude quickly outline
situation and William gave an equally abbreviated account of his own circumstances.

Once Fortitude knew that William was well and that there was a way out of the sewers from this
point, he relaxed somewhat and gave some thought to the next move. At length, he spoke. il t 6 s

still day o0 utgesturing at the nearby sewes grating. iWe dondoutdgfave a way
the city and the Lunars know we escaped via the sewers last time. | think we should hide up here

in the secret passage while we plan.o

AWhy dondédt we just go and fight our way out?0 Aidan c

=13

| 6ve got weapons here,fadg oW IMairazmsdaimb.t heffl. 0got t hem



AWhere?0 Fortitude demanded.

William gestured back down the corridor. AAbout a ht
AfGo get them and wedll consider our options while yol
William slipped away.

iSo what about fighhrepeggedour way out ?0 Aida

ANot sensible, 0 Sang said. i We wvaiiteol ud talesdapecdred up and p
will have planned for it. Who knows what they have arranged. The only thing we are reasonably
sure of is that they do not know of the secret passageout of t he dungeons. 0

AfExactly, 0 ForfisSandei sardghtrml y. think we wait here f

There were no objections and once William was back, he had everyone retreat into the dungeon
where Marcus closed the door behind them.

William then opened the tool bag and distributed the weapons in it to his companions. There
were two short-swords, a dagger and a miniature crossbow.

The wick of Wil Il i amtoshe pomtnwhezeritnwaswlansst nbr-existemteand was
placed on the floor a little down the corridor. The faint golden light reflected off the plasterwork
around it and provided meagre illumination over the entire corridor.

Once Fortitude was sure that there was no noise coming from the other side of the secret door
into the dungeon, he clapped William on the shoulder and asked him to give a full account of
what had happened since the day of their capture. William told his story, and then Fortitude
recounted what had happened to himself and the others in more detail.

When the stories had been exchanged, Fortitude changed subject. Awel |, we should pl
next move. This is the fifth day since the cease-fire was agreed between the King and the

Lunar s. Wedve stildl g o t Baphdesn toyr doefr st.iome t o compl et e t
Aidan sucked air through his teeth. iltés stildl going to

Dierdrakin. o
Merrin spoke. fiThe gate oviehetheipass wil.l cut thr ee
AQuite right, o Fortitudeofthaditywe shouidlbfe wé |l @an of idmmd i & . wa )

Celia spoke. Al think wedbve got an opportunity here. o

iGo on, O edcauraged.t ud e

ALook itds gesmuedarhdatt hwaetd vvee 6 v e Baoonbnsd doauutg httheart itsh ea |l | |
she said. ABut | b e I nitychereeto geeup o ehe Bamnd st hbee dacphpaonrbter and
recover the sword for him.o

There was a brief stunned silence and then a chorus of disbelief and disagreement ensued. She
just smiled and held up a hand for silence. Whens he had ever yonna@8hespaket enti on a

ilt seems simple to me, 0 she said. AThe Lunars are
There will be an alarm and the guard will search the castle, then the city, and finally the country
beyond. While the guard is out of the castle, we can sneak up to the Baron6s bedchamber and

get the things we were sent for. We bl | never get a
AYoubve got to be kidding, o0 said William rather force
Celia gave him a wry smile. A Nagath of rétreavleackoatise s ur e we
secret passage. 0 She |l ooked around wuntil her gaze f

chance to sneak throughthe Baron6 s own pal ace, Mar cus?0



Marcus opened his mouth then closed it with a click as the thought of looting the Baronb6 s o wn

palace played in his mind. Awell , d he said. Al f we always had a
suicidal .o

Celia nodded. AiTrue, 0 she said and |l ooked at Aidan.
she added. avieBustu rwerbidseh on our side and wedd probably
Aidanbdés eyebrows rose. AEasy fights?0 he asked hopef
Celia turned to Fortitude. AAnd this woBdroth gi ve us
and possibly to get confirmedasal i eut enant . 0O

Fortitude regarded herd r y | y . Al édm not that easily manipul ated,

have to admit that you have a point though, o6 he said
certainly onlybewiling t o consider it if we could ensure a pat|
suicide mission otherwise. I f the Lunars trap us sor
William spoke. AiLook all thatodéds nice in tbeory, but
of killing every Lunar we encounter webre not going

way. o0

AiTrue, 0 Fortitude conceded.

Marcusdé eyes focussed on a point in space and he spo
sai d. A T hse segrat way ow@ through the dungeons, butther eds only one way do
the dungeons a n d t thraughbthe stairs from the great hall. It does seem to me that if | was

the Baron and | wanted to escape my palace wunseen; | 6d
dungeon that all owed me to avoid the great hall
somet hing. o

Everyone stared at him thoughtfully. AThat makes se€
ABut how on earth would we find such a thing?o
Marcusshru gg e d . AiDeduction. o

AHuh?O

Al can tell vyMacuswsaieer e itods not, o

AWhat do you mean?o

Marcus smiled craftily. AThink about where the grea
To get to the dungeons you come down the stairs attheside of t he great hall. Ther
at the bottom with doors |l eading the dungeon and th
right?209 Everyone nodded. AYeah well, the base of t
underthegreathalb, so i f thereds a secret passage, itds not |
dutifully and Marcus <continued. AThe rest of t he ¢
anything there. o He shook his head ardidnrmillled.e iMmNda
kitchen and only in the back halfit he hal f not wunder the great hall .o
Marcusd words made. semisweltli g0 Fd&drt istau de Al think th
Perhaps we could check it out in the early hours of the morning. Hope f ul I'y it 61 | be closed
Sang raised a hand. Aiwhat of the guards in the dunge
Celia answered. AThere were no other prisoners in t
theydre not going to guard empty cells are they?bo
AfGood potitude, 6aFdr AAnd, i therd, Wweecanealways jest egcape badks st i | |
down this secret passage. 0 He nodded decisively. fi
Wil liam. AWhat was the time out there?0 he asked.
AAround f i vneooinn ot Wi lafitaent repl i ed.

=13

Al l riWeadve hegodt six to eight hours to fildl in before
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A little more than an hour later, the unit heard a faint tapping sound i as of iron on stone. It was
coming from the corridor on the dungeon side of the secret door.

Everyone tensed and prepared in the event that the door was discovered. The tapping grew
closer and closer. Marcus rechecked the locking mechanism on the door, while Aidan leaned
against the door in the vain hope of reducing the chance of it sounding hollow.

After several very long minutes, the tapping reached the door itself. Everyone held their breath
and stared intently through the darkness.

The wall with the door was carefully tapped at for several minutes before the sound moved off the
door to one of the adjacent walls. Slowly it faded away into nothing.

Once it was finally quiet, Marcus gave everyone a sm

donod6t empl oy pr oTha dosriwasieallywdllhi dden. 0
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The wai't was not good for Fortitudeds nerves.

was too risky. This doubt came back to haunt him over the following hours. Every instinct told
him that he should have taken the group through the sewers and out of the city before the Lunars
knew they were gone. It was obviously too late now and every way out of the city was
undoubtedly now under close guard. Worse, every hour lost here in Wintershall was one less
hour for completing the main mission i the embassy to the Dierdrakin.

The tapping returned outside the hidden door again some hours later. Where Fortitude had been
ready for action the first time, now his nerves began to tell. As the tapping grew close again, his
instincts told him to get everyone out into the sewers. He had to force himself to remain silent as
the tapping reached the hidden door again.

Fortitude sensed his own anxieties in the darkness around him. He heard Celia hold her breath
behind him. Aidan was in front of him and he could hear him swearing almost inaudibly under his
breath.

After what seemed like an unreasonably long inspection of the secret door, the tapping finally
passed on to the wall past the door. Marcus exhaled in relief and there was a small metallic chink
as Merrin passed him a coin of some sort.

Fortitude felt his heart slow to a more normal tempo. He kept everyone waiting another ten
mi nutes then spoke in a soft whisper. Al t hi
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Sang spoke. AWho shoul dblefpronfore th&h wne erltwo ofius to attempin ot s ens

this. o

Fortitude considered that carefully. ATrue, O

past all opposition, but my gut tells me there will be advantage in numbers here. We can always

reducenumber s if sneaking is the only way forward,

required. We might also want to lea