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The Fortune of War 
As he stood on the narrow goat track with his arms held high in surrender, Fortitudeôs sense of 
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. 

ñPut your pack and your weapons down,ò the Lunar officer called again.  Fortitude was suddenly 
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 almost funny if it wasnôt for the fact that they meant his mission was over and that he had 
failed in his duty.   

ñThank you for not attempting any foolish resistance,ò the Lunar officer said.  Was that 
compassion in his voice?  Fortitude could not tell.  ñNow we will search you one at a time and 
bind your hands.  Do not resist or we will be forced to shoot you.  That would be unfortunate and 
unnecessary.ò 

Marcus was first.  He called out softly as a Lunar advanced on him.  ñWhat do we do, Fortitude?ò 

ñObey, for now,ò Fortitude replied.  Marcusô question steadied him and reminded him that he still 
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.  
ñTouch me there again and weôll both take a short trip to the ravine floor below.ò  She followed 
this with a few choice epithets. 

To Fortitudeôs surprise, the Lunar apologised and his search became more careful.   

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. 

Merrin followed Celia.  ñNot so tight ï ooh that hurts,ò Merrin complained as the Lunar bound her 
wrists.  She looked to Fortitude several times as the Lunars worked on her and seemed to take 
strength in his reassuring gaze.  ñIôm fine Beastmaster,ò she assured him once the Lunars had 
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.   

ñThe odds are not with us right now, friend Aidan,ò Sang said softly. 



Aidan bared his teeth defiantly.  ñIf any of you Lunars would like a fair fight, let me know.  Iôm 
ready any time you are.ò 

ñAidan!ò Fortitude growled.  ñNot now.ò 

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

When everyone was bound, the groupôs packs 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 firmly, but with absolute politeness.  ñPardon me, Lieutenant 
Ulfsson; where is the other one; the one called William?ò  

Fortitudeôs eyes narrowed and he looked down at the parchment in the manôs hand.  So their 
capture was not just bad luck.  ñHeôs not with us,ò he replied. 

ñWhere is he then?ò 

Fortitude kept his tone sour as he lied.  ñHe twisted his ankle this morning.  We left him to make 
his way back to the army camp.ò 

The Lunar studied him thoughtfully for a long moment.  ñVery well,ò he said finally.  He turned and 
raised his voice so the entire group could hear him.  ñYou are prisoners of the Baron of 
Winterslow, Theobald Peveral.  I am Lieutenant Beonorth.  If you behave well and do not attempt 
to escape, you will be well treated.ò 

ñKnow this, though.ò  His gaze became regretful.  ñYou are suspected of being responsible for the 
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.ò 

He paused and stared each one of his prisoners in the eye.  ñHowever, if you should escape, this 
agreement will no longer apply.  You will be hunted down and your lives will be forfeit.ò  A half-
smile appeared on his face as he continued.  ñIf your King is reasonable and recognises our 
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.  I believe you are already familiar with the 
castle at Wintershall.  Well, you shall be a guest of its lower chambers in the very near future.ò 

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.   

*** 

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. 

*** 

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 
behind the groupôs betrayal, given his knowledge of 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 ï 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. 

*** 

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.     

*** 

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.  ñMay I invite you to join me for lunch, Lieutenant Ulfsson?  I should be 
pleased to have your company and, maybe, one other of your unit.ò 

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.   

ñThank you for your invitation, Lieutenant,ò Fortitude replied just as politely.  ñPerhaps, Celia here 
could join us.ò   

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 
than Celiaôs; he was well-versed 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. 

*** 

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.  ñI thought your people had a prohibition on wine.ò 

ñI am more pragmatic than religious myself,ò the lieutenant replied good-naturedly.  ñAs such, 
when I was scouting out your lands before our war of liberation I was forced to do many things 
proscribed by the Temple.ò  He sniffed the wine appreciatively and swirled it around the glass.  ñI 
discovered a number of pleasant diversions in your lands.ò  He smiled perhaps a little too widely.  



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 good humour to pose some questions.  ñSo tell me, 
Lieutenant.  How were your troops able to find us?ò 

ñI suppose it cannot harm for me to tell you,ò he said.  ñYou were betrayed.  We were given your 
names and descriptions and told when and where to search for you.  Sadly, I 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.ò 

Celia feigned fear and fixed her large brown eyes on him.  ñIôm afraid of whatôs going to happen to 
us in Wintershall.  Are we going to be killed or tortured?ò  

The lieutenant shook his head emphatically.  ñNo,ò he said.  ñI donôt think that you should be 
afraid.  We were given very clear instructions to take you alive and unharmed, if possible.ò  He 
paused and regarded her meaningfully.  ñBut if you tried to escape once taken then we were told 
to use whatever force was required.ò  

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.  ñI was 
wondering if I might ask a little favour.ò 

The lieutenant smiled broadly at her and Fortitude suspected there was not much he would not 
do for her at this point.  ñAsk,ò the lieutenant replied magnanimously.  

Celia dropped her eyes.  ñI have questions about my faith,ò she said humbly.  ñThe Lunars seem 
so powerful and yet the southern temples donôt mention your god at all.  I fear that Iôve been lied 
to all my life.ò   

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.  ñIôd like to talk to one of your people who is knowledgeable about the great god, 
Grippli.  Iôd like to know of his ways and beliefs.ò 

The lieutenant was visibly relieved to have been given a request that he could grant.  ñOf course,ò 
he said graciously.  ñI should be delighted.  Anyone who wishes to know about Grippli should be 
encouraged.ò 

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.  ñMay I introduce guardsman Otto of Grippli City.  He is a templar-novice and should be 
able to answer any of your questions.ò 

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 groaned as the manôs monologue went on 
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. 

*** 

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. 

*** 

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 dinner, the lieutenant grew reflective.  ñTomorrow we arrive in Wintershall,ò he 
began.  ñYou must be careful there.  You are believed to have caused the deaths of many Lunar 
soldiers.  Though we are an honourable people and will not torture or try you while the truce lasts, 
I fear you may be encouraged to escape so that the requirement to spare your lives is removed.  I 
urge you to be very careful in Wintershall.ò 

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 ï 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. 

ñOh well,ò muttered William to himself once he was well away.  ñSo much for that idea.ò  He 
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.  ñThey donôt know Iôm here,ò he said aloud.  ñThey wonôt be looking for me.  I 
can just walk in tomorrow.ò  He shook his head ruefully.  ñI even look like them.ò  

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

*** 

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 Wintershallôs 
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 others.  That was Marcusô mother.   



He just hoped he could find her.  

*** 

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 ï roped and under guard like a common prisoner.  It was a 
long walk to the Baronial palace and it took him through the artisanôs quarter of the town where 
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 ï 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.  ñIs everyone all right?ò  All six of his companions called 
back and confirmed that they were.  He ran an eye over the grimy damp cell and grimaced.  
ñHave a look round,ò he called back softly.  ñSee if you can find anything that might help us.ò 

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 his cell.  He called quietly down to his companions.  ñHey 
guys; thereôs a fine saw blade under my mattress.  Itôs a metal cutting one too.ò 

Merrin called out from the adjacent cell.  ñThe grille in my cell door has been completely loosened 
and comes out when I pull at it.ò  Her words were followed by a loud metallic crash.  ñOops,ò she 
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, Celia called out next.  ñThis is very strange,ò 
she said from the other side of Fortitude.  ñMy cell door is quite rotten.  I think that if I threw my full 
weight at it, it would collapse.ò 

Fortitude recalled the Lunar lieutenantôs warning and his face took on a grim expression in the 
darkness.  ñWeôre being set up,ò he whispered back.  

ñI agree,ò replied Celia just loud enough for everyone to hear.  ñI think they want us to escape so 
we can be killed in the attempt.ò 

ñBastards,ò Aidan growled.  Fortitude 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. 

*** 

It was about this time that William finally located the house of Marcusô mother; Mrs Barker.  He 
had spent hours searching and inquiring.  His search had been hindered by the fact that several 
of the more disreputable looking locals had deliberately misled him and it appeared that Marcusô 
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, she squinted and muttered darkly under her breath.  ñSo,ò she 
said in her usual gravely voice.  ñThose vile milk-sucking Lunars have got my precious boy?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñAnd heôs being marched here right now?ò 

ñI imagine theyôve already arrived.  It took me a while to find you.ò 

ñTheyôll be in the Baronôs own dungeons,ò Mrs Barker speculated.  ñMy poor baby.ò  A thought hit 
her and she snickered in a rather unpleasant way.  ñAnd I suppose theyôve got that cow who 
head-butted me last time you were here?ò 

William nodded.  ñYes.ò 

Mrs Barker looked pleased at the thought of that.  ñI hope they go hard on her,ò she said.  
ñThough Iôd like another chance at her myself,ò she said. 

William nodded.  ñFair enough,ò he said.  ñBut we should do something about Marcus and the 
others first.ò 

She shifted her not inconsiderable bulk and clenched a meaty fist.  ñI agree.  You can stay here 
while we work.ò  She stared into space for a few long seconds then nodded ponderously.  ñI have 
a fool-proof plan,ò she declared. 

ñOh?ò William inquired. 

The woman glared back at him.  ñMind your own business,ò she said.  ñThe fewer people as 
know, the fewer as can turn me in.ò  

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 area.  ñYou can stay here again,ò she said.    

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. 

*** 

The others had been in the cells for several hours when a guard came down and rapped noisily 
on their cell doors.  ñYouôre all to prepare for a meeting with our guard captain,ò he said.  ñYouôll 
not keep him waiting.ò 

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 unit for a long moment before speaking.  ñWelcome back to Wintershall,ò he said 
in a thick Lunar accent.  ñI trust you are all comfortable.ò 

Fortitude decided to co-operate for the moment at least.  ñYes thank you,ò he replied.  ñWe are 
comfortable.ò 

The man rewarded Fortitude with a nod.  ñGood,ò he said.  ñI am Guard Captain Wermund 
Leofrun.  I am hoping that this will be a pleasant interview and, in fact, that unpleasantness can 
be avoided throughout the time you remain our guests.ò  He leaned forward.  ñI first wish to know 
what you know about the people known as the Dierdrakin.ò 

Fortitude kept his expression as innocent as possible.  ñNot much to be honest,ò he said.  ñBut 
what do you want to know?ò 

The guard captain fixed Fortitude with a predatory smile.  ñDescribe what you know about them.  
Everything you know about them.ò 

ñI really donôt know much.  Iôve never visited them personally.  All I know is that they worship 
Dierdra and live in rune-protected settlements.ò 

ñGood,ò the guard captain replied.  ñAnd are they getting ready for war?ò 

Fortitude shook his head.  ñNo,ò he said.  ñThey said that they could not actually field an army 
anywhere.  They said that all their forces were defensive.ò 

The guard captainôs eyes gleamed at this information.  ñSo,ò he said.  ñThey are not planning 
action against us at this time.  They are content to remain hidden in their villages.ò 

Fortitude nodded truthfully.  ñYes.ò 

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 Kingôs position on the Lunar demands for the 
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 Lunarôs demands and that he had ordered his generals and his lords to honour 
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 ï 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. 

ñGood day,ò he said moving his attention to Fortitude.  ñI am Theobald Peveral, true Baron of 
Winterslow and you are Lieutenant Fortitude Ulfsson.  Welcome; though I apologise for the 
quality of my hospitality.ò  He allowed his gaze to move slowly around the group and there was a 
genuine hint of respect in his eyes.  ñSo you are the bold troops who have caused us so much 
trouble over the last month.  I wished to meet you myself.ò 

The unit steeled themselves for trouble.  The man sensed it and raised a hand to calm them.  
ñBut do not worry ï I am not angry with you.  In fact, I 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.ò 

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 bravura.  He bowed.  ñThank you, my lord,ò he 
said.   

Theobald Peveral measured Fortitude carefully with his eyes.  ñGiven the events of the last day I 
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 all an offer.ò 

ñMy lord?ò asked Fortitude carefully.  ñWhat events?ò 

ñAhh, yes,ò Theobald replied.  ñYou wonôt know will you.  We have received reports that the 
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 can.ò 

Fortitude half rose in alarm.  ñWho has invaded Bayonnar, my lord?ò  

Theobald Peveral shrugged.  ñThe reports did not say.  Only that it was in the far south of the 
Kingdom.ò 

ñIt must be the Han,ò Celia said from beside Fortitude.  ñOnly the Han would attack us down there 
ï probably into Routh.ò   

The Baron pretender locked his gaze on her.  ñAhh the Hané  We have heard of them.  They 
have had claim on the southern-most part of Bayonnar for centuries, have they not.  The province 
called Routh that you have referred to, if I recall correctly.ò 

ñIndeed,ò said Sang softly.  Everyone looked at him.  He had an air of sadness about him.  ñIt is 
my homeé  Routh is where I 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-zhu in these times.ò  He shook his head.  ñI hope that this is 
not another of those times.ò 

The Baron pretender looked at Sang with interest.  ñYes, well.  I do not know the details of the 
attack, but I suspect that the King may need all the troops he can get in the near future.  The 
Lunars will be a very attractive addition to his army.ò 

Fortitude felt sick as he listened to the manôs gloating, but he kept his expression neutral as he 
spoke again.  ñAnd so what was this offer that you had for us?ò 

The Baron pretender smiled.  ñWinterslow is your home is it not?ò  Fortitude and everyone other 
than Sang and Aidan nodded.  ñGood,ò the man said.  ñYou would like to be freed to return to your 
homes and families, would you not?ò 

Fortitude nodded carefully.  ñOf course.ò 

ñThen accept the inevitable,ò the Baron pretender said simply.  ñJoin my forces and swear to me.  
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.ò 

Fortitude was somewhat taken aback by this offer but he looked around at his companions before 
replying.  ñThank you,ò he said.  ñMay we have some time to consider your offer?ò 

ñOf course,ò the Baron pretender replied.  He looked at the guard captain.  ñWe shall withdraw for 
a time.  The guards shall wait outside.  Just call when you wish to talk again.ò 

ñThank you my lord,ò Fortitude said, then decided to take a small chance.  ñOne question, my 
lord, if you donôt mind.ò 

The Baron pretender stopped and looked at Fortitude quizzically.  ñYes?ò 



Fortitude feigned embarrassment.  ñMy lord, I had aé friend here in the castle.  Lady Adela, 
Baron Williamôs daughter.  I was wondering if she is still alive?ò 

Theobald Peveralôs face darkened.  ñAhh yes, she is alive and well,ò he allowed grudgingly.  ñShe 
is a wilful and ungrateful creature who has caused my staff and myself several inconveniences.  I 
have tried to treat her with courtesy and respect but she has thrown my good will back in my face.  
Consequently, I have confined her to chambers up in the tower.  Despite that, we are both 
Peverals and I am treating as if she were a member of my own family.  You may be assured that 
your friend is well.ò  With that, he strode out of the room. 

*** 

Once the unit was alone in the library, everyone began to speak at once.  Fortitude lifted a hand 
for silence and, once he had it, he spoke.  ñWeôve all got an opinion and weôll all have a chance to 
be heard.  Letôs take it in turns so we all know where we each stand.ò  He gestured at Celia first. 

Celia saw an opportunity here to end the mission to the Dierdrakin once and for all and this 
shaped her words.  ñI donôt believe we should accept the offer of this false Baron, but I do believe 
we should offer him our parole.  He could then let us go in the knowledge that we wonôt oppose 
him or the Lunars any more.  That fits with the Kingôs intentions.  Best of all, because we were 
taken prisoner, the Baron wonôt think weôve compromised our vows of fealty by giving our parole.  
We can return to him and serve him in some other way.ò 

Fortitude did not like this view, but he did not allow it to show on his face.  He turned to Nan.  
ñWhat do you think?ò 

ñI think we should escape,ò Nan replied.  ñI liked what I saw of the Dierdrakin ï despite their 
goddess and their rituals ï but I donôt like what Iôve seen so far of the Lunars.  Iôm personally for 
carrying out the Baronôs orders and helping the Dierdrakin against the Lunars.ò 

ñYes,ò said Merrin.  ñI agree with Nan.ò 

Fortitude turned to Sang.  ñWhat about you, Sang?ò 

Sang stared into space for a long moment as he prepared his thoughts.  ñWe are sworn to the 
service of the Baron,ò he said.  ñI find aspects of our mission distasteful, but disobeying the 
Baronôs orders would be dishonourable.  I could not countenance doing anything other than 
obeying our lord.  I would also see parole as a dishonourable option if we were only offering it as 
a convenient way to avoid completing our Baronôs orders.ò 

That was Fortitudeôs opinion also, but, as before, he said nothing and turned to Marcus. 

Marcus scratched his neck and looked almost apologetic as he spoke.  ñTo me itôs simple,ò he 
said.  ñIôll go with whoever pays the most.  Someone else volunteered me for this little army and if 
I can do better than a silver a week by working for the Lunars then Iôll do it.ò 

ñYeah,ò said Aidan.  ñIôm with Marcus on that.ò 

Fortitude gathered his own thoughts before giving his own view.  ñWe disagree,ò he said.  
ñHowever, personally, Iôm most swayed by what Sang said.  I hold my oath to the Baron seriously.  
I wonôt forsake it until the King recognises a new lord here and I wonôt compromise it by giving my 
parole unnecessarily.  Doing anything else would make us traitors and oath-breakers.  To my way 
of thinking, we must escape and try to follow out our orders.ò  He raised a hand again to forestall 
the objections he could see forming on a few faces.  ñYes, the Lunars will try to kill us, but weôll 
just have to be smarter and more determined than them.ò 

Silence fell over the room.  Sang pointedly moved and stood beside Fortitude.   

ñIôm with Fortitude on this,ò Nan said. 

ñTo the death,ò added Merrin. 

Celia saw the debate going against her so she sniffed and shrugged as if the matter was of no 
real importance.  ñVery well,ò she said.  ñIôll go with the majority.ò 



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

Marcus made a sour face.  ñI did get paid back in Mortain,ò he admitted.  ñI suppose I should stick 
with the Baron while his silverôs still good.ò 

Fortitude stared around making eye contact with everyone.  ñWeôre all in agreement then.  Weôll 
say no and return to our cells.ò 

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.  ñTell Baron Theobald that weôre ready to see him now.ò 

*** 

Theobald Peveral rejoined them a few minutes later.  ñWell, what have you decided?ò 

Fortitude kept his voice polite and temperate as he replied.  ñI greatly regret to say that we are 
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 
allegiance to you, as our rightful lord.ò  He kept his expression apologetic.  ñBut only then.ò 

ñI am disappointed,ò Theobald Peveral replied.  ñBut I do genuinely respect the honour and loyalty 
reflected in your decision.  You will need to remain in your cells for the next month until your King 
recognises my claim.  I look forward to accepting your oaths then.ò   

*** 

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 fist on the door to Marcusô cell.  ñMarcus Barker?ò he 
demanded.   

ñYes?ò replied Marcus worriedly. 

ñYou have a visitor.  Come with me.ò   

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 chairs on either side.  Marcusô mother 
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. 

ñYou have five minutes,ò the guard said.  He withdrew from the room and locked the door as he 
went. 

ñPookie!ò his mother cried with an affectionate rasp.  ñI came to see that you were all right and to 
bring you some of my home cooking.ò  She began to blub in a rather unattractive way then 
smothered him in a hug.  ñMy little baby,ò she said.  ñI thought I taught you better than this,ò she 
said between sobs.  ñIf you do crimes, donôt get caught.ò 

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

Marcusô mother carefully and pointedly wiped away a tear.  As she did, she winked at Marcus and 
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 Marcusô mother had gone, Marcus returned to his cell with the apple pie.  It was not 
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. 

ñDamn!ò Marcus exclaimed.   

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.  ñHey Marcus?ò 

ñYeah?ò 

ñLook, this is almost certainly a set up.ò 

ñTell me something I donôt know,ò Marcus whispered back. 

ñYes, well, what do you say we explore this trap?ò 

He could hear Marcusô grin as he replied.  ñAbout time, if you ask me.ò  There was a pause.  
ñWhat are you suggesting?ò 

ñSee if you can get yourself in and out of your cell.  If you can, then it might be time for a careful 
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 find.ò 

ñNo problems,ò Marcus replied.  Without further comment, he set about exploring the lock 
mechanism with the tools provided by his mother. 

*** 

William awoke as a door slammed upstairs.  He stood groggily and made his way up into the 
hallway.  Marcusô mother was there looking smug and self-satisfied and she proudly explained 
what she had done.    

William listened incredulously but said nothing.  He was astonished that Marcusô mother clearly 
believed that such an obvious ploy could have worked without the Lunars knowing about it.  ñIôm 
going to look round the castle,ò he declared finally.  Perhaps thereôs some way I can help them. 

ñYou do that, dearie,ò she said dismissively.  ñYou do that.ò   

William bit back his first response and kept his manner polite.  ñDo you have any weapons I could 
borrow?  And a bag I could conceal them in?ò 

ñSure,ò she replied.  ñMarcusô bedroom is down the end of the hall.  Youôll find that his wardrobe 
swings back.  You should find everything you need behind it.ò 

William thanked her and went to equip himself. 

*** 

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. 

*** 

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 of the large labourerôs tool 
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 ï 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. 



*** 

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. 

*** 

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 ï 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. 

*** 

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. 

ñThereôs a pit here,ò he announced.  His voice echoed 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 ï 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.  ñOooh, nasty,ò said Marcus.  ñGood thing I 
spotted this.ò 

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 emanating from it.  ñWell at least we wonôt suffocate down here,ò he said softly.  
He then made a sour face and shook his head in frustration.  ñWell, it beats me,ò he said.  ñWe 
havenôt found anything other than the trapdoor.  Maybe there isnôt a way out.  Maybe this is just a 
hiding place rather than an escape route.ò 

Celia shook her head and spoke what the others were all thinking.  ñI doubt it.  Thereôs a secret 
passage with a trap halfway down.  Itôs got to be here for a reason.ò 

Aidan really didnôt like this corridor.  There was no air and the darkness was proving oppressive.  
Marcusô inability to find some way out was the final straw for him.  He cursed vehemently to hide 
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 loud noise.  ñAidan!ò he whispered urgently.  ñStop that!ò 

Aidan glared back.  His voice was unusually loud and everyone could hear a touch of panic there.  
ñIôm getting out of here.ò 

Fortitude strode forward.  ñStop that,ò he said.  He grabbed Aidanôs arm. 

Aidan swung round and waved the dagger wildly in the air roughly in Fortitudeôs direction.  ñIôm 
getting out,ò he said through gritted teeth.  ñNo oneôs going to stop me.ò 

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

Aidan grinned back humourlessly.  ñDonôt try it,ò he said in a low growl. 



Fortitude thought fast.  ñLook, I donôt like this either,ò he said.  ñIf youôre going to drag the dagger 
down the wall, do it softly.ò 

Aidanôs eyes visibly refocused on Fortitude and after a momentôs internal struggle, he relaxed.  
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 let out a grunt of surprise at that moment.  ñHere,ò he said.  He pointed at the wall where 
the tip of his dagger was resting.  A large flake of plaster fell away and hit the floor with a damp 
thud.  Aidan dragged the dagger down the wall and everyone could see a line behind it.  ñHere,ò 
he repeated in dull relief.  ñThereôs a crack here.ò   

Aidan sounded so thankful that Fortitude put his anger aside.  He gestured at Marcus.  ñCheck it 
out would you,ò he said. 

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 ï 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. 

ñI think weôve found our way out,ò said Marcus happily.  ñThat smell tells me weôre going to come 
out in the sewers.ò  He strode forward, and, after a cursory 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 ï 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. 

*** 

William was given a warm welcome by the rest of the unit.  Fortitude quickly outlined the unitôs 
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.  ñItôs 
still day out there,ò he said gesturing at the nearby sewer grating.  ñWe donôt have a way out of 
the city and the Lunars know we escaped via the sewers last time.  I think we should hide up here 
in the secret passage while we plan.ò 

ñWhy donôt we just go and fight our way out?ò Aidan demanded. 

ñIôve got weapons here,ò William said.  ñI got them from Marcusô mother.ò 



ñWhere?ò Fortitude demanded. 

William gestured back down the corridor.  ñAbout a hundred paces that way.ò 

ñGo get them and weôll consider our options while youôre gone.ò 

William slipped away. 

ñSo what about fighting our way out?ò Aidan repeated. 

ñNot sensible,ò Sang said.  ñWe should hide up and plan.  The Lunars wanted us to escape and 
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 passage out of the dungeons.ò 

ñExactly,ò Fortitude said firmly.  ñSang is right.  I think we wait here for now.ò 

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 Williamôs lantern was trimmed to the point where it was almost non-existent and 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.  ñWell, we should plan our 
next move.  This is the fifth day since the cease-fire was agreed between the King and the 
Lunars.  Weôve still got plenty of time to complete the Baronôs orders.ò 

Aidan sucked air through his teeth.  ñItôs still going to take eight or nine days just to get to the 
Dierdrakin.ò 

Merrin spoke.  ñThe gate over the pass will cut three days off the trip.ò 

ñQuite right,ò Fortitude said.  ñIf we can find a way out of the city we should be able to do it.ò 

Celia spoke.  ñI think weôve got an opportunity here.ò 

ñGo on,ò Fortitude encouraged.   

ñLook itôs good that weôve escaped and that weôve found out that the Baronôs daughter is all right,ò 
she said.  ñBut I believe weôve got the opportunity here to get up to the Baronôs bedchamber and 
recover the sword for him.ò 

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.  When she had everyoneôs attention again, she spoke. 

ñIt seems simple to me,ò she said.  ñThe Lunars are going to know weôre gone soon enough.  
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 Baronôs bedchamber and 
get the things we were sent for.  Weôll never get a better chance.ò 

ñYouôve got to be kidding,ò said William rather forcefully.  ñItôd be suicide.ò 

Celia gave him a wry smile.  ñNot if we make sure weôve always got a path of retreat back to this 
secret passage.ò  She looked around until her gaze fell on Marcus.  ñI mean, wouldnôt you like a 
chance to sneak through the Baronôs own palace, Marcus?ò 



Marcus opened his mouth then closed it with a click as the thought of looting the Baronôs own 
palace played in his mind.  ñWell,ò he said.  ñIf we always had a path of retreat it mightnôt be that 
suicidal.ò 

Celia nodded.  ñTrue,ò she said and looked at Aidan.  ñThere might be some desperate violence,ò 
she added.  ñBut weôd have surprise on our side and weôd probably get some easy kills.ò 

Aidanôs eyebrows rose.  ñEasy fights?ò he asked hopefully.  ñIôd like that.ò 

Celia turned to Fortitude.  ñAnd this would give us all a chance to prove our worth to the Baron 
and possibly to get confirmed as a lieutenant.ò 

Fortitude regarded her dryly.  ñIôm not that easily manipulated, Celia,ò he said and fell silent.  ñI do 
have to admit that you have a point though,ò he said.  ñWe do have an opportunity here.  But Iôd 
certainly only be willing to consider it if we could ensure a path of retreat at all times.  Itôd be a 
suicide mission otherwise.  If the Lunars trap us somewhere theyôll kill us. 

William spoke.  ñLook all thatôs nice in theory, but the only way up is through the great hall.  Short 
of killing every Lunar we encounter weôre not going to be able to guarantee a path of retreat that 
way.ò 

ñTrue,ò Fortitude conceded.  

Marcusô eyes focussed on a point in space and he spoke after careful reflection.  ñYou know,ò he 
said.  ñThe palace has a secret way out through the dungeons, but thereôs only one way down to 
the dungeons and thatôs through the stairs from the great hall.  It does seem to me that if I was 
the Baron and I wanted to escape my palace unseen; Iôd have another way down into the 
dungeon that allowed me to avoid the great hall.  Perhaps thereôs a secret staircase or 
something.ò 

Everyone stared at him thoughtfully.  ñThat makes sense I suppose,ò admitted Fortitude finally.  
ñBut how on earth would we find such a thing?ò 

Marcus shrugged.  ñDeduction.ò 

ñHuh?ò 

ñI can tell you where itôs not,ò Marcus said. 

ñWhat do you mean?ò 

Marcus smiled craftily.  ñThink about where the great hall is.  Itôs right in the middle of the castle.  
To get to the dungeons you come down the stairs at the side of the great hall.  Thereôs a chamber 
at the bottom with doors leading the dungeon and the kitchens.  The dungeon is a óTô shape 
right?ò  Everyone nodded.  ñYeah well, the base of the óTô is the corridor past the guard post.  Itôs 
under the great hall, so if thereôs a secret passage, itôs not likely to be there.ò  Everyone nodded 
dutifully and Marcus continued.  ñThe rest of the dungeon, I searched.  I donôt think thereôs 
anything there.ò  He shook his head and smiled.  ñNope, I think that if itôs anywhere itôll be in the 
kitchen and only in the back half ï the half not under the great hall.ò 

Marcusô words made sense to Fortitude.  ñWell,ò he said.  ñI think thatôs worth investigating.  
Perhaps we could check it out in the early hours of the morning.  Hopefully itôll be closed then.ò 

Sang raised a hand.  ñWhat of the guards in the dungeon?ò 

Celia answered.  ñThere were no other prisoners in the dungeon.  If the guards think weôre gone, 
theyôre not going to guard empty cells are they?ò 

ñGood point,ò Fortitude said.  ñAnd, if there are guards still there, we can always just escape back 
down this secret passage.ò  He nodded decisively.  ñI think thatôs the plan,ò he said and turned to 
William.  ñWhat was the time out there?ò he asked. 

ñAround five in the afternoon,ò William replied. 

ñAll right then.  Weôve got six to eight hours to fill in before we try this.  Get some rest.ò 



*** 

A little more than an hour later, the unit heard a faint tapping sound ï 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 smug smile.  ñItôs a good thing that the Lunars 
donôt employ professional thieves.  That door was really well hidden.ò   

*** 

The wait was not good for Fortitudeôs nerves.  His first reaction to Celiaôs plan had been that it 
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 ï 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 
minutes then spoke in a soft whisper.  ñI think itôs time.ò 

Sang spoke.  ñWho should go?  Surely it is not sensible for more than one or two of us to attempt 
this.ò 

Fortitude considered that carefully.  ñTrue,ò he conceded.  ñOne or two of us could possibly sneak 
past all opposition, but my gut tells me there will be advantage in numbers here.  We can always 
reduce numbers if sneaking is the only way forward, but we canôt increase numbers if force is 
required.  We might also want to leave people guarding key points ï such as the entrance to the 
kitchen while we search it.ò 

He looked around for some debate but no one said anything.  ñRight then,ò he said.  ñEveryone 
will go.ò 

The unit rose and those who had them readied their weapons.  No one felt quite ready for what 
was to follow, and more than one person wished they had their own weapons and armour.  

Fortitude nodded at Marcus who carefully opened the door and checked down the corridor into 
the dungeon beyond.  Just past the corridor junction there was a Lunar dressed in leather 
leggings and a loose shirt.  He was staring intently at the wall and was tapping it with a small 
hammer.  He had a lantern beside him. 



Merrin got Fortitudeôs attention then pointed at herself and at the man.  Fortitude frowned but 
nodded.  Merrin crept forward a few yards and waggled her fingers strangely at the man.  She 
then yawned theatrically. 

Down the corridor, the man paused in his work and yawned in response.  He sighed and leaned 
back against the other wall.  Within thirty seconds, he was fast asleep. 

Merrin smiled happily and stepped aside. 

Celia stalked past Merrin.  When William had handed out weapons before, she had taken a 
miniature crossbow.  She approached the man with the bow pointed at his sleeping body.  She 
paused at the corridor junction to make sure there were no guards, and then stepped over the 
guard wires and up to the sleeping man.  She reversed the bow slammed its butt down on his 
head.  He groaned once but did not move.  Celia inspected him and nodded in satisfaction.  She 
then turned to the others and beckoned them to her. 

Fortitude joined Celia over the unconscious man.  He quickly searched his body and recovered a 
long sword, a dagger and a cell door key.  He then stepped back to the corridor junction and 
looked down towards the guard station.  It was completely dark and silent and so he turned to 
Marcus and gestured down the corridor.  ñScout ahead,ò he whispered. 

Marcus stepped carefully over the alarm wires and moved slowly and silently down to the end of 
the corridor, stopping to listen at each door along the way.  There was no one down there at all 
and he reached the guardroom at the end without incident.  The room was pitch black and he 
paused outside it for a long moment listening carefully.  At length, he gestured back to the others 
to indicate that it was safe.  

Everyone crept down and joined him.  Nan stepped forward and summoned magical light.  She 
held her glowing hand into the guardroom and peered around to see what was there.  There were 
four beds here with a couple of wardrobes and a weapons rack.  The rack held four shields, but 
no swords.  There were also four complete Lunar uniforms hanging in the wardrobes along with a 
variety of other personal effects. 

Fortitude considered the uniforms.  ñLetôs see if they fit anyone,ò he said.  ñThey might buy us a 
few minutes later.ò 

The group nodded and five minutes was spent trying on the Lunar clothing.  In the end, Aidan and 
William were able to mix and match elements of the uniforms to get a complete reasonably fitting 
set for themselves.  

Once they were dressed in their new uniforms, Fortitude turned to Marcus.  ñMarcus,ò he began, 
ñI need you to see whatôs in the corridor beyond.  Try to remain unseen.ò 

Marcus nodded his understanding.  He stepped through the main door to the dungeon and 
entered the chamber beyond.   

The stairs up to the great hall were empty but there was light spilling through the double doors 
into the kitchen.  He crept over to the stairs first and started up them towards the first landing.  
From there he could see the top of the stairs and the doorway leading into the hall beyond.  There 
were two guards standing with their backs to him inside the doorway.  He reversed his direction 
and tiptoed back down to rejoin the others. 

He moved over to the kitchen doors and listened.  He heard a couple of voices talking and the 
appetising smell of baking bread filled the air around him. 

With that he returned to the dungeon and reported.  ñThere are people baking bread in the 
kitchen and I can see two guards at the top of the stairs to the great hall.ò 

ñThatôs awkward,ò Fortitude said softly.  ñHas anyone got any ideas about how we could get past 
the kitchen staff to search in there?ò 



Aidan gestured down at his borrowed Lunar uniform.  ñLetôs just say weôre doing a search for how 
the prisoners got out.ò  He changed his accent so it sounded like a clumsy imitation of a Lunar.  
ñWe wiss to searsh for tse prisoners.ò 

William doubled up with silent laughter and slapped Aidan on the back.  He looked at Fortitude.  
ñYeah, err, I mean, yess, I tsink it fill foork.ò 

Fortitude frowned.  Though Aidan was fair-haired, he did not have the straw-blond hair of the 
Lunars.  His eyes were also brown where the Lunarôs eyes were uniformly blue; still, in the 
flickering lantern light of the kitchen Fortitude hoped that these details might go unnoticed.  
Reluctantly he nodded.  ñAll right then,ò he said.  ñLetôs give it a go.  The rest of us will wait here 
and cover your retreat while you and William search the kitchen.ò 

ñI should go too,ò Marcus objected. 

Fortitude looked at him.  ñTheyôve got uniforms and you havenôt.ò 

ñI can find secret passages and they canôt,ò he retorted. 

Fortitude conceded that point.  ñAll right.  You can be working for them.  Just donôt try the accent.ò 

Aidan started through the doors at the end of the dungeons.  William and Marcus followed along 
behind. 

*** 

Aidan barged into the kitchen feigning as much confidence as he could muster.  There were two 
women and a man in there making bread and preparing food for the next day.  They glanced up 
at Aidan and the others without a lot of interest. 

ñFee are heer to searsh the kitchen,ò announced Aidan. 

ñAgain?ò one of the women working at a table exclaimed with a hint of exasperation. 

ñYess!ò he said belligerently. 

ñFine, but please leave the oven closed, or your men will be eating flat bread tomorrow.ò 

ñFee fill searsh feer fee must,ò said Aidan.  He was beginning to sweat at the effort of keeping up 
the accent. 

The woman glowered at him but gestured her acquiescence.  While Aidan watched, William and 
Marcus conducted the search.  It did not take long.  Once walls with immovable cabinets and 
benches were excluded, there were only a few surfaces that could have held a door.  Neither of 
them found anything and they rejoined Aidan at the door to the kitchen. 

ñSo whatôs left,ò Aidan demanded in a low mutter.   

Marcus gestured at the fireplace next to the bread oven.  It was a huge affair tall enough for 
someone to stand in and wide enough to roast a calf.  Moreover, the back of the fireplace, though 
covered with soot, was large and flat enough to hold a door.  There was a fire flickering in the 
grating. 

Aidan shrugged and nodded.  He turned to the kitchen staff.  ñFee willé err, fill search tse 
fireplace,ò he said.  One part of his mind suggested that killing the kitchen staff might be 
preferable to keeping up this impossible accent. 

The woman protested briefly until Aidan glared at her and allowed his hand to fall to the hilt of his 
sword.  She then bowed low and agreed with an unhappy murmur.  Marcus extinguished the fire 
with water and then set about examining the back wall.   

His experience with the castleôs hidden doors to date served him well.  He found a brick on one 
side of the fireplace that was slightly different from the others around it.  There were three small 
dots impressed in its surface forming the shape of a small triangle.  There was no gap around the 
stone and Marcus could not see any evidence that it had opened in a long time.  Nevertheless, he 



experimented with pushing the brick in a variety of ways until, through brute force, he discovered 
that it revolved on a central pivot.  A shower of soot fell from the fireplace as he forced it around 
and he found a hand sized iron staple in a small cavity underneath.   

Marcus peered around and decided that he could not try opening the wall with the kitchen staff 
present.  He closed the brick and smoothed soot over the edges.  He then nodded triumphantly at 
William and Aidan.  ñI think Iôve found it,ò he said quietly. 

Aidan and William grinned back. 

Aidan turned to the kitchen staff and spoke again.  ñFee fill riturn funce I haff reported to tse 
captain.ò   

He led the others out of the kitchen and back to the others where they reported what they had 
found. 

*** 

The group plotted and planned at some length.  They wanted to explore the shaft behind the 
fireplace, but did not want the kitchen staff raising the alarm.  They also wanted their retreat 
covered if the passage did not work out or they struck opposition.  In the end they opted for the 
simplest plan they could think of. 

Aidan would command all the kitchen staff to join him down in one of the storerooms at the back 
of the kitchen.  He would have them shift stores from in front of one ósuspiciousô wall so he could 
search it better.  While they were working, some of the group would get into the secret 
compartment while others would seal the compartment up behind them, smudge soot over the 
compartment door and reset the fire.  

Fortitude nominated William and Sang to remain behind with Aidan.  ñEveryone else will come 
with me up into the tower.ò 

Aidan paused and his expression became crafty.  ñSay Fortitude,ò he began.  ñIn return for 
accepting this responsibility could I be a corporal again?ò 

ñThis is not the time,ò Fortitude replied with a curt shake of his head.  

Aidan saw Fortitudeôs expression and let the matter drop. 

Fortitude gestured down towards the kitchen.  ñItôs time to go.ò  

*** 

The kitchen staff grumbled and griped at Aidanôs reappearance and he was forced to threaten 
them again before they did as he wanted. 

As soon as the kitchen was empty, the others set to work.  Marcus prised open the brick and 
fumbled at the iron staple underneath until he worked out that it slid sideways.  He worked it until 
he heard a click.  He then pushed at the wall until a large section rotated out with a huge shower 
of soot.   

Behind the concealed door, there was a low roofed but surprisingly expansive chamber.    At the 
back of the chamber, there was a person-sized hole in the ceiling.  A series of ladder-like iron 
spikes ran up the wall and into the hole. 

Fortitude gestured for Marcus to check the chamber out.  Marcus worked fast.  He carefully 
inspected the floor and walls looking for more secret doors or traps.  He looked up the shaft in the 
roof and tested the iron rungs going up it.  ñIt all seems fine,ò he said finally.   

ñThen letôs go,ò Fortitude ordered.  ñWe need to move fast.ò   

Marcus, Celia, Nan, Merrin and Fortitude all entered the chamber.  As soon as they were in, Sang 
and William closed it up behind them.   



Celia summoned light and Marcus used this to make his way up the rungs at the back of the 
chamber.  They only ran upwards for around twenty feet at which point the shaft ended.  Marcus 
found one of the by now very familiar rocker and pin arrangements ï marking the inside of 
another secret door.  

ñStrange,ò he hissed down.  ñThis must be the great hall level.  Iôd have thought this would have 
gone further up into the tower.  Itôs a very strange place for a secret passage and chamber 
otherwise.ò  He carefully checked the ceiling and walls around him looking for something else.  
ñThatôs odd,ò he whispered.  ñThereôs different stonework at the top here ï like this was sealed up 
at some time in the past.  It looks like it once did continue up but has now been closed off.ò 

Fortitude grimaced in the darkness below.  ñWell, letôs see whatôs on the other side of the door we 
have got.  We can still retreat if we run out of options.ò 

Marcus carefully pulled the rocker back and levered the door open an inch.  Something looked 
familiar about the corridor beyond.  After a momentôs thinking, he recognised it as the corridor 
where the group had fought their pitched battle last time they were in the palace. 

He closed the door and reported down to Fortitude.  ñAs I thought,ò he whispered.  ñItôs a hallway 
off the great hall.  We canôt get further up from here without going through the great hall.ò 

Fortitude cursed under his breath but thought fast.  It was probably suicide, but so long as the 
group had a clear path back here in the event of trouble then it was probably worth the risk.  
ñLetôs chance it,ò he whispered back.  ñHopefully most of the guards are out searching for us.  
Letôs see how far we can get before we give up.ò 

Marcus made a doubtful face in the dark but did as Fortitude said.  He reopened the door and 
stepped quietly out into the passageway beyond.  The others followed him out. 

ñScout along the corridor,ò Fortitude whispered to Marcus once he was out.  ñSee if thereôs any 
guards.ò 

Marcus nodded.  He knew the corridor had three sections that ran around three of the eight sides 
of the castle.  They were currently at the end of one section.  Last time he had been here there 
had been two guards posted in an alcove in the middle section watching the outside of the castle 
through arrow slits.  Another corridor ran from the great hall and joined this one opposite that 
alcove.  

Marcus crept in to the middle section of the corridor and up to the junction leading to the great 
hall.  Once there, he snatched a quick look right then left.  Sure enough, as before, there were 
two guards in the alcove and two more guards in the great hall covering the entrance to the 
corridor. 

Scarcely daring to breathe, he crept back and told the others what he had seen.   

Fortitude could not see a way out of this situation and he frowned in frustration.  The success at 
finding the secret door had galvanised him and he was suddenly reluctant to give up.  As he 
considered the problem, Merrin whispered to him.  ñI can try putting the guards to sleep,ò she 
said. 

Fortitude stared at her through appraising eyes.  Merrin had alternated in the past between 
apparent madness and relative stability.  Right now, she seemed clear-headed and in full 
command of her faculties.  ñAll right Merrin,ò he said.  ñBut carefully.ò 

ñYes Beastmaster,ò she said reverently.  Fortitude instantly regretted his decision. 

Before he could stop her, however, Merrin turned and tiptoed down towards the guards.  She 
turned the corner and a foot caught on a rug.  She tripped and fell hard.  A dagger in one hand 
rolled and tinkled noisily along the stone floor. 

Two guards strode down the corridor a moment later and stopped when they saw her lying on the 
ground.   

ñWho are you?ò one of them demanded. 



Merrin thought fast as she scrambled back to her feet.  ñCan you help me please?ò she said 
gesturing back down the corridor towards where the others were waiting.  ñHeôs fallen and hit his 
head.  He needs some help.ò 

Both guards stared down the corridor and their expressions became concerned.  The one who 
had spoken stepped forward while keeping his sword raised.  His companion followed a second 
later.  

The rest of the group had heard the exchange and were ready.  As the guards rounded the bend 
in the corridor, they struck.  Fortitude launched himself at one of them with his stolen sword and 
impaled his chest.  He died quickly and quietly. 

Celia stabbed at the other with her dagger.  The blow was blocked and he cried out loudly in 
pained alarm.  Fortitude moved in to support Celia and the two cut the guard down together.   

Two more guards ran down the corridor.  They paused as they beheld escaped prisoners 
standing over the bodies of two of their comrades.  They then drew short swords and charged. 

As they advanced, Merrin chanted loudly and waggled her fingers at one of the guards.  He 
stopped and doubled up shrieking with pain and terror.  Fortitude and Nan scuffled briefly with the 
other guard, but his short sword proved no match for a feint by Nan followed by a blow from 
Fortitudeôs blade.  He fell silently.   

Fortitude stepped over to the man who was writhing in pain under Merrinôs spell and slashed his 
throat open. 

A bell started clanging urgently somewhere further inside the castle. 

ñQuick,ò cried Celia.  ñTo the great hall.  We must get up the stairs now before the Lunars can 
gather in force.ò  She ran off down the corridor. 

ñNo,ò Fortitude said as Nan and Merrin ran past.  Marcus followed them a second later.  ñNo,ò he 
called again more urgently.  ñThis is stupid!  Come back.  We must retreat.ò 

The clanging bell and cries of alarm out in the great hall drowned out his words and all four 
disappeared around the corner.  Fortitude cursed vehemently but set off after them.  The choice 
between advancing and retreating appeared to have been made.   

Fortitude caught up with them just as they reached the great hall.  There were six Lunars in there 
tightening breastplates and readying weapons. 

The group ignored them and rushed for the one and only flight of stairs leading up to the 
mezzanine floor.  A couple of Lunar guards on the mezzanine level attempted snap shots with 
their bows.  The arrows missed and punched into the oak-panelled walls beside them. 

As Fortitude bounded up the stairs behind the others, his mind screamed that this was madness.  
They might well make it up to the tower, but how on earth were they going to get back down 
again later.   

Celia was the first to reach the mezzanine floor.  She looked around and saw the archers on the 
opposite wall.  She could also see four doorways at each corner of the level.  She knew that each 
of them led up to different parts of the tower and that the one she wanted was the closest one.  
Without pausing for reflection or discussion, Celia charged through the nearby doorway and 
began taking the circular stairs two at a time.   

The others pressed closely on her heels. 

There was a landing at the next floor before the stairs continued up.  Two Lunars were standing 
there pulling on armour.  Both called out challenges and fumbled for their swords as Celia 
appeared, but by the time they were able to advance Celia, Nan and Merrin were past them.  
Marcus parried one thrust of a sword as he bound past and Fortitude stopped to hold them off.   

The stairwell was only wide enough for one of the Lunars to enter and Fortitude engaged in a 
frantic sequence of thrusts and parries until he was able to bury his blade in the manôs stomach.  



The Lunar fell forward and rolled down the stairs with an anguished moan.  His companion fell 
back and seemed happy to let Fortitude continue up the stairs. 

Celia reached the next landing and found a rather different situation.  Here, the stairs opened into 
a chamber that was about twenty-foot square.  There were two open doorways on the opposite 
side of the room.  One led to a flight of stairs going up and the other opened into a hallway with 
several doors along it. 

Standing in between them and the exits were five figures.  Two were confident looking Lunar 
soldiers with long swords.  Behind them were two huge knights, fully clad in black rune-marked 
plate mail armour and wielding double-handed swords.  Standing behind them was a Lunar 
priest; he was chanting and drawing a pattern in the air with his fingers. 

Celia stopped and waved her tiny little crossbow and dagger uncertainly at the five men.  ñNow 
what?ò she cried as Nan and Merrin arrived behind her followed soon after by Marcus. 

ñBy the dark three,ò said Nan desperately.  ñWe fight!ò 

ñWait,ò Merrin cried anxiously.  ñCover me.ò 

From Merrinôs larynx came a series of impossibly guttural sounds.  She accompanied them with a 
strange claw like gesture in the air. 

Celia, Nan and Marcus had seen Merrin do this before in this very castle and they knew exactly 
what was coming.  Celiaôs first instinct was to leap on Merrin, but she recalled her instructions, 
cursed, and crouched back against a wall while averting her eyes.  Nan joined her while Marcus 
bounded back fearfully into the stairwell. 

Fortitude found Marcus cowering in the stairwell.  He did not know what was going on but he 
could hear chanting above and shouts from several menôs throats.  He leapt past Marcus and up 
into the chamber above.   

He saw Celia and Nan pressed against the wall beside him staring away fearfully.  He saw the 
Lunars advancing across the room and Merrin chanting and facing them by herself.  He suddenly 
had the feeling that something really bad was about to happen.  

Merrin finished her invocation with a long flourish of both hands.  Between her and the Lunars, a 
blinding point of light suddenly lit up the room.  It was an unwholesome throbbing purple.  The 
shadows of the roomôs occupants instantly twisted into unnatural patterns on the walls that 
pulsated with a weird life of their own.  

The point of light stretched into a line ten feet high and then widened to form a perfect square.  
Inside the square Fortitude saw a strangely foreshortened creature writhing and clawing angrily 
around itself.   

The square of light suddenly thickened into three dimensions and faded.  In its place, there 
crouched another of Merrinôs winged serpentine creatures.  Its mouth slavered and small 
tentacles seized at the air around its eyeless face. 

The Lunars all stopped or recoiled.  Fortitude stared at it in horror and revulsion.   

Merrin concentrated desperately and chanted again trying to bind the creature to her will.  To her 
relief, she felt it respond.  It howled with a primal rage and hunger that resonated through her 
mind.  Merrin staggered as her own mind was taken by the madness of its hunger.  She felt her 
reason dissolve and an insane hunger and desire for blood replace it.   

She pointed at the priest who was now backing away in wide-eyed fear.  ñEat, my Beauty!ò she 
cried.  With a single smooth motion, óBeautyô lunged at the priest and enveloped most of his body 
in a single bite. 

The two Lunar guards moaned in fear and tried to run.  Beauty swung her spiked tail at one and 
cut him in half.  Blood sprayed through the room.  Merrin laughed maniacally and licked at the 
blood trickling down her face.  ñBeautyé my Beautyéò she moaned in mad ecstasy.   



Fortitude just backed away slowly.  His self-control temporarily deserted him as the impossible 
monster rampaged before him.  He could feel its mind touching his own.  The rapacious hunger 
and alien power threatened his own sanity. 

A second later, the two knights in black appeared to be the only humans with any semblance of 
self-control remaining.  They began hacking at Beauty with their swords.  The monster roared in 
anger and pain as the blades bit home scoring long oozing wounds of violet slime. 

The monster turned on its attackers.  Its wounds only served to make it angrier and the creature 
lunged at one of the knights.  He tried to dodge but was too slow and was punched across the 
room into the far wall.  He fell to the floor in a clatter of metal armour and did not rise again. 

Beauty wrapped the other knight in a huge coil of tail.  The creature picked him up and slammed 
him repeatedly into the wall with mindless ferocity.  Slowly bits of armour began to fall off and a 
huge pulpy bloody mass of a stain spread down the wall over the scattered metal.   

Merrin stalked over to the unconscious knight.  Completely instinctively, she gazed on him and 
sensed the power that was his life force.  She placed a hand over his forehead and began to 
drain that power into herself.  All sense of morality was gone for her and the evil of what she was 
doing meant nothing at all.  She crooned in delight, and hummed to herself, as the manôs power 
flooded into her giving her strength and warmth.  Although he was unconscious, he convulsed 
under her grasp and died, after a few short seconds, wan and drained.  

To make sure he was dead, she pulled out her dagger.  With an almost sensuous smile, she 
slowly pushed her dagger into his heart and twisted it for good measure. 

With a crash, the serpentine creature dropped what little was left of the other knight and turned 
and unleashed a titanic, unearthly howl.  Merrin could sense it hunting around for more things to 
kill and rend.   

ñStop,ò she cried.  She walked over to it and began to stroke its head.  Under her touch, and 
responding to her mental control, the creature fell silent and still.   

*** 

At the back of the chamber, Fortitude slowly forced control back over his trembling limbs.  The 
impossible monster continued to fill the room, despite his mindôs feeble attempts to deny its 
existence.   

He turned and focussed on his companions.  If he did not actually look at the creature, he could 
almost make himself pretend it was not there. 

When he felt ready, he called the others to him.  They followed his lead and kept their gaze on 
the floor, the walls, Merrin and everything other than the centre of the room and the monster filling 
it.   

Merrin stayed with Beauty.  It was obvious to all that gazed upon her that her mind had snapped.  
Sweat beaded her face and her eyes were tight and overly bright.  She alternated between 
giggling and moaning.  Most disconcerting of all, her mouth was smeared with blood. 

Without going too near Beauty, Fortitude joined the others in a hasty search of the fallen Lunars.  
Their weapons were distributed and Fortitude was able to recover a full set of black plate mail 
from the Lunar that Merrin had drained.  It looked to be of excellent quality ï but a little small for 
him.  He pulled on what bits he could and tied the rest up for examination later.   

Marcus quickly stuck his head through the other doorway out of the room.  He found a hallway 
there with several openings off it and another chamber at the far end.  He stepped carefully down 
to the first opening and snatched a look.  There was a large square chamber there lined with 
shelves and filled with tables piled high with weapons, clothing, armour, and a variety of other 
personal items.   

He recognised his own pack on one table.  ñHey guys,ò he called.  ñAll our weapons and stuff is 
here.ò   



The others joined him and hastily located their own belongings.  Fortitude found his own armour 
and weapons sitting under the wolfskin cloak.  He pulled the cloak on and began stuffing clothes 
and personal items into his pack.  He was already wearing much of the Lunar armour by that time 
so he simply wrapped a leather strap around his recovered armour and fastened it to the pack.  
He dropped the borrowed Lunar longsword and picked up his own mace gratefully.  The 
reassuring weight of the blunt weapon was a welcome relief after the unfamiliar sword. 

Finding his own clothes and possessions steadied Fortitude considerably.  He gestured at 
Marcus then Nan.  ñFind Sang and Aidanôs stuff and bundle it up.  Iôm going to scout up the stairs 
back in the other chamber.  While Iôm gone, give some thought to how, in the name of the Nine, 
weôre going to get down from here.ò 

He returned to the room with Merrinôs monster in it and edged carefully around it to the stairs 
leading up to the Baronial bedchamber.  He ascended them slowly and quietly and beheld a small 
chamber at the top.  There was a small corridor at the back of the chamber that terminated at a 
wooden door. Two Lunar soldiers were standing in front of the entrance to the corridor with drawn 
swords.  They looked petrified by what they had heard below.   

One of them spotted Fortitude looking up from the stairs.  ñWho areé?ò he began. 

Fortitude did not hesitate; he leapt up the last few steps and slashed violently at the man who had 
seen him.  The guard countered desperately and stepped back.  Fortitude gambled on a 
desperate lunge and forced his way past his opponentôs blade.  The mace head slammed into the 
manôs elbow.  The guard screamed and the sword fell from his hand as his arm spasmed and 
dropped limp and useless to his side.   

The other guard thrust forward past his wounded companion and Fortitude used brute force to bat 
the blade away with his mace.  He stepped sideways so the wounded Lunar was between himself 
and the uninjured Lunar then backhanded his mace into the first manôs head.  The manôs head 
whipped sideways and was dead before his body hit the floor. 

The other man began cursing repeatedly under his breath as Fortitude advanced on him.   

ñNow would be a good time to surrender,ò Fortitude said grimly. 

The man did not lower his guard, but the end of his blade began wobbling.  Maybe it was the 
madness down below, or just the desperateness of the situation, but Fortitude did not hesitate.  
He slapped the manôs blade aside with his left hand and slammed his mace down on his 
opponentôs shoulder with his right.  Bones crunched and the man dropped to his knees screaming 
in pain.  Fortitude finished him off with an almost casual swipe of the mace.  

With both guards dead, Fortitude returned down the stairs to the chamber below.  ñThe way to the 
bedchamberôs clear,ò he called flatly.  ñFollow me.ò 

Most of the others rallied and made to follow him back up stairs.  Fortitude paused, however, 
when he realised that Merrin was not responding.  She was still caressing the head of her 
creature. 

ñMerrin?ò he said.  ñAre you all right?ò 

Merrinôs gaze slowly fixed on him.  ñYes, Iôm just fine.ò  Her face suggested otherwise.  It was 
white and her eyes were strangely ringed.  She looked like she was about to pass out. 

Fortitude frowned.  ñYou have to come with me now Merrin.ò 

ñBeastmaster?ò said Merrin plaintively.  ñBut Beauty will be lonely.ò 

ñBeauty will be just fine, Merrin.  Everyoneôs scared of her.  Leave her here and tell her to stop 
anyone but us coming through here.ò 

Merrin inclined her head respectfully.  ñThe Beastmaster has spoken,ò she said.  She ran a 
regretful hand over the side of the monster and closed her eyes to commune with it.  It let out a 
mournful howl that shook the stones of the castle.  Merrinôs hand dropped away from the creature 
and she joined Fortitude. 



ñVery good, Merrin,ò he said.  He took her hand and led her up the stairs.  She followed 
compliantly.   

Once everyone was in the foyer outside the Baronial bedchamber, Fortitude directed that Marcus 
should lead the way.  Marcus nodded.  He stepped over the dead Lunars and inspected the 
wooden door carefully.  After a long pause, he nodded and tried the handle.  The door was 
unlocked and it opened without difficulty. 

The room beyond was magnificent.  It was an octagonal chamber ï fully forty feet across on all 
sides.  There was a flat roof twenty-five feet above a polished oaken floor.  Eight evenly spaced 
stone pillars supported the roof.  The walls were thick stone with a stone bench running all the 
way around.  Above the bench, thin fully glazed windows ran up to the ceiling ï allowing in light 
and giving an unparalleled view over the city of Wintershall below. 

There was a huge four-poster bed in the centre of the room.  It was covered in fine silken sheets 
and an embroidered canopy.  Four display cases were staggered around the room.  Their shelves 
were loaded with beautiful objects from all over the known world.  Small intricately carved ivory 
figurines were displayed with fine vases, gold candlesticks and jewellery.  Magnificent tapestries 
hung from the pillars around the room. 

Marcus stood stock-still and stared around in bewildered admiration.  ñOh my goodness,ò he said.  
One part of his mind instinctively began estimating the wealth spread before him. 

Fortitude shook his head as he passed with Merrin in tow.  ñLeave it alone, Marcus.  We donôt 
have time.ò   

Fortitude released Merrin in the middle of the room and walked directly to the pillar that the Baron 
had marked for him on the map.  It appeared unremarkable.  However, as the Baron had 
directed, he held the ring up at eye level and waited.  After a second, a small symbol slowly 
appeared on the stone.  The markings on the ring matched those on the stonework perfectly.  He 
placed them together and twisted.  A tiny circle of stone revolved under the ring and, with a small 
click, a section of the stone pillar popped open to reveal a long thin cavity.  

Fortitude gazed inside anxiously.  There, in front of him, he was infinitely relieved to see the 
Baronôs sword in a scabbard.  There were also two small leather pouches and a scroll. 

He opened the heavier of the two pouches and looked inside; it was full of gold crowns.  He 
opened the second pouch and found two large crystals of power.  He then examined the scroll.  It 
had words inscribed on the outside.  He studied them at length and slowly pieced together their 
meaning.  It read óUnroll and point at those you wish to commandô.  

Fortitude considered this.  It was obviously a rune-ensorcelled scroll of some sort.  He had little 
experience with such things and so he passed it to Celia.  ñHere,ò he said.  ñI think itôs a rune.  
You can use it if you need to.ò  He put the bag holding the power crystals in his pocket, but 
passed the sword to Marcus.  ñCarry that would you.  Itôs only going to get in my way if I have to 
fight.  Just remember, the Baron doesnôt want it drawn or handled except by the scabbard.ò 

Marcus nodded and took it without comment. 

ñRight,ò Fortitude said.  ñTime to get out of here.  Has anyone got any suggestions other than 
going back the way we came?ò 

Marcus examined the narrow windows of the bedchamber and made a wry face.  ñNope,ò he said.  
ñThe windows arenôt big enough for us to climb out of.  The only route I know is down stairs.ò 

Nan spoke next.  ñPerhaps we could hide up somewhere?ò 

ñWhere?ò Celia asked.  ñNo, thatôd be suicide.  I say we go now and we go fast.  Hopefully 
surprise and speed will continue to work for us.ò 

Fortitude nodded grimly.  ñI donôt like it, but I canôt see any alternative.  I wish Merrinôs creature 
was smaller and able to get though doorways.  We could have used it to clear a way.  Oh well.ò  
He looked around and quickly considered the best approach.  ñNan and I will take the lead,ò he 



said.  ñWeôre the most effective in close quarters fighting.  Celia and Merrin can follow and 
provide magical support if necessary.  You can also carry Sang and Aidanôs things between you.  
Marcus will follow up and cover our rear.ò 

ñWhat about the Baronôs daughter,ò Nan asked.  ñShould we make some attempt to rescue her?ò 

ñNo,ò Fortitude replied firmly.  ñOur situationôs bad enough.  I donôt want to add to it.  We donôt 
know where the Lady Adela is and, even if we did, weôd only be endangering her.ò 

Nan acknowledged his reasoning with a grudging nod. 

Fortitude looked around and made sure that everyone was ready.  He then gestured at the 
doorway.  ñShall we?ò 

No sooner had he spoken than Beauty roared down below.  Cries of terror and pain followed from 
what sounded like a large number of men. 

ñBeautyéò  Merrin giggled humourlessly. 

ñQuick,ò Fortitude snapped.  ñWhile Beautyôs got them on the run.ò  He set off down the stairs with 
the others on his heels.  In the chamber below, he found Beauty devouring a couple of fresh 
Lunar bodies.  He tried not to look at the grisly sight and started past her.  The stairs were full of 
waiting Lunars who called out and brandished swords at him. 

Fortitude cursed and retreated back to Beautyôs chamber.  He made for the hallway on the other 
side of the room.  Most promisingly, he could not see any Lunars along it. 

He ran quickly along the corridor with the others close behind.  At the end, the corridor opened 
out into a chamber slightly smaller than the one they had left.  There were twenty or more Lunars 
in here and Fortitude skidded to a halt just short of them. 

Celia stepped past him and held up the scroll recovered from the pillar.  She unrolled it and 
pointed the curled up side towards the men.  ñObey me!ò she called. 

Most of the men froze and stared at her.  Maybe five or six continued to advance, then halted 
uncertainly and stared around at their now silent companions. 

Celia pointed at one of those who did not appear to be under her control.  ñKill him,ò she cried.  
The four Lunars around him hacked at him with their swords and he died screaming. 

There was a short battle as the remaining uncontrolled Lunars fought the controlled ones.  The 
movements of Celiaôs Lunars were rather sluggish, but what they lacked in skill they made up for 
in numbers.  At the end of the brief battle all the opposing Lunars were dead for the loss of only 
two of those under Celiaôs control. 

Just beyond this point, the group reached another of the staircases leading down to the great hall.  
Celia sent the controlled Lunars down ahead and the group followed along closely behind. 

At the next landing, the group encountered another mass of Lunars and battle was joined.  The 
Lunars under Celiaôs control fought indifferently at best and fell quickly.  Very soon, Nan and 
Fortitude were alone in holding back the surviving fifteen or so uncontrolled Lunars.  Slowly but 
steadily they backed up the stairs fending off the Lunars as they went. 

As he fought, Fortitude grunted out instructions to the others.  ñGet ready to run.  Weôll have to 
retreat to the Baronôs bedchamber and rely on Merrinôs creature to keep them away.ò 

ñBeauty,ò muttered Merrin again. 

Marcus had remained at the back while the group was descending.  It was evident he was going 
to have to lead the way back upstairs.  Though he had one of the Lunar short swords, his training 
had always been in long swords and that was what he really wanted at that moment.  The weight 
of the Baronôs sword on his back suggested an obvious option and, without a momentôs 
hesitation, he lifted it off his back.   



He seized the hilt and began to draw it.  At that instant, a voice sounded loudly in his mind.  ñGET 

YOUR HANDS OFF ME YOU FILTHY SHEEP-BUGGERING PEASANT!ò it cried.  It was a querulous voice, like 
that of an old man.  The speech was old fashioned and the accent was very proper and high 
born.   

Marcus almost dropped the sword in surprise.  ñWhoôs there?ò he stammered staring around 
wildly. 

ñOH BY ALL THE GODS, WHO WOULD HAVE THOUGHT IT WAS POSSIBLE TO LIVE WITH SUCH A SMALL AND 

IGNORANT MIND,ò he heard again in his head.  

Down below Marcus heard Fortitude call out the order to run.  Fortitude sounded panicked and so 
Marcus put aside his wonder at the speaking sword and charged back up stairs.  The others 
followed him with the Lunars in close pursuit. 

They ran past Beauty and up the stairs to the Baronial bedchamber.  Down below they heard 
Beauty roar again and more voices calling out in terror.  Finally there was silence. 

ñGOOD HEAVENS,ò the sword said in Marcusô mind.  ñWHAT A PETTY MINDED, LARCENOUS, SELF-
CENTRED VIEW OF THE WORLD YOU HAVE.  NO WONDER YOUôRE INVOLVED IN SUCH A STUPID ATTACK.  
DEATH WOULD ONLY BE A RELEASE.ò 

Marcus grimaced.  No one insulted him like that and got away with it.  To his way of thinking that 
went for swords as well as people.  With that in mind, he wedged the blade under a nearby 
display cabinet and tried his hardest snap the blade by pulling the hilt up. 

ñHAH, YOU EFFETE PEASANT BOY.  IS THAT ALL YOUôVE GOT?ò the sword berated sarcastically and 
cackled in amusement.  ñPUT ME DOWN BEFORE YOU CUT YOURSELF ï YOU UNCOUTH, UNWASHED 

IGNORAMUS.ò 

Fortitude heard Marcus curse and saw what he was doing.  ñMarcus!ò he called in surprise and 
fear as he saw the Baronôs beloved blade bend to an alarming angle.  ñStop that!ò  He strode over 
and seized the sword out of Marcusô hand.  ñWhat in the name of the Nine are you doing?ò 

There was a brief pause, then the sword spoke in Fortitudeôs mind.  ñWHERE IS THE BARON?  WHO 

ARE YOU AND WHY ARE YOU HANDLING ME, PEASANT BOY?ò 

Fortitude dropped the sword instinctively.  He stared down at it, then at Marcus.  ñIt spoke,ò he 
exclaimed. 

ñYeah,ò said Marcus, ñAnd if you listen to it for a while youôll want to break it too.ò 

The Lunars below were briefly forgotten as Fortitude gingerly bent down and stared at the sword 
in disbelief.  Finally he made himself pick it up.  ñWho are you?ò he asked.  

Its voice was haughty and condescending.  ñI AM MORTIMER, THIRD BARON OF WINTERSLOW.  YOU 

MAY ADDRESS ME AS óMY LORDô, OR óLORD BARONô.ò 

Fortitude thought quickly.  He knew a little history from attending temple each week.  He knew 
that Baron Mortimer was an ancestor of Baron William.  He also recalled that Baron Mortimerôs 
memory was often used to illustrate homilies on perseverance and duty.  He was the Baron who 
made the region safe for human settlement and who had laid down the walls of Wintershall and 
built this castle.  

He therefore addressed the sword as humbly as he could.  ñMy lord, the Barony has fallen to a 
group of people known as the Lunars.  Baron William Peveral has sent me to recover you from 
the Lunars and to return you to him.  He was adamant that you should not fall into their hands 
and said that you might help us with your superior knowledge, skill and nobility.ò 

There was a long pause until the sword spoke again.  When it did, its tone was more moderate.  
ñFOR A PEASANT, YOU ARE WELL SPOKEN,ò it conceded.  ñVERY WELL.  I NOTED FROM THE RECENT TRIP 

DOWNSTAIRS THAT THE WAY OUT OF THE TOWER IS BLOCKED.  WE MUST HIDE UNTIL THE FUSS DIES 

DOWN.  YOU WILL DO AS I COMMAND.ò 



ñYes, my lord,ò said Fortitude.  He tried to keep his tone compliant.  He was suddenly very aware 
that this strange sword might report everything he did back to the Baron. 

ñWELL,ò the sword said approvingly.  ñIT IS GOOD THAT YOU EMBRACE THE PEASANT VIRTUES OF 

HUMILITY, DOCILITY AND IMBECILITY.  I SUPPOSE I SHOULD SAVE YOUR WRETCHED HIDE.ò 

Fortitude swallowed back his first instinct and tried to think pleasant thoughts.  ñThank you,ò he 
said in the most level tone he could manage.   

The sword brusquely directed Fortitude to a section of the outside wall and then muttered a word 
in a tongue that he had never heard before.  The sword told him to pronounce the word aloud. 

Fortitude spoke the word as best he could but nothing happened. 

The sword sighed in his mind.  ñYOUR PRONUNCIATION IS EXCREBLE.  STILL, I SUPPOSE THATôS 

UNDERSTANDABLE GIVEN YOUR BIRTH AND EDUCATION.ò 

Fortitude gritted his teeth and tried again after the sword repeated the word several times for him.  
This time, a section of the pillar shimmered and a hole appeared.  Behind it, there was a shaft 
with iron rungs in the wall going upwards. 

Fortitude shook his head in wonder.  He sheathed the Baronial sword with a little more force than 
was really necessary and stared around at the others.  ñCome on,ò he said, ñWe might just 
survive this after all.ò 

ñGreat Loki,ò Marcus exclaimed.  ñThis whole castle is riddled with secret passages.ò 

The group piled in and scrambled up the rungs.  Fortitude entered last.  He repeated the 
command word and the wall shimmered again and closed.  There was a large and complex rune 
covering the inside surface of the wall. 

The shaft led up into the roof space above the Baronôs bedchamber.  It was a large cone shaped 
space comprising thick timber framing under slate roofing tiles.  A wooden floor had been laid at 
some time in the past and there were a couple of peepholes for looking down into the chamber 
below. 

After a hasty search around the space, everyone gathered in the centre of the chamber.  

Fortitude wanted to curse and rant as he considered the situation.  They were trapped with no 
obvious way out.  The decision to recover the sword suddenly seemed very foolish and he 
realised that the chance of successfully getting to the Dierdrakin was all but gone. 

ñNow what?ò asked Marcus. 

ñNow we wait,ò Fortitude replied as calmly as he was able.     

*** 

Down at the bottom of the castle, Aidan heard the alarm bell clanging and shook his head 
worriedly.  ñWe canôt stay here,ò he said to William and Sang, ñTheyôre on their own now.  Weôll 
wait for them in the secret passage.ò 

William nodded reluctantly.  ñI agree,ò he said. 

Sang sighed and stared upwards with a hint of chagrin.  ñMay Kwailôs luck be with them this day, 
for they are now beyond our aid.ò 

 

 



Escape from the Plane of Water 
Tensions slowly eased for Fortitude and the others once they were sure they were out of 
immediate danger.   

ñSo now what?ò Marcus demanded. 

ñWe remain here,ò Fortitude replied bluntly.  He was not happy with the events that had brought 
the unit to this point.  ñWe just have to stay here until the Lunars relax again.  It might take several 
days but at least weôll have a better chance than we have right now.ò 

ñWeôve got no food and water,ò said Marcus unhappily.  ñHow are we going to survive?ò 

ñWeôll just have to,ò Fortitude said. 

Marcus reddened slightly.  ñIôve got to go to the bathroom.ò 

Fortitude frowned back.  ñNone of this was part of the plan.ò 

Celia spoke.  ñWe should make it look like weôve escaped.  Otherwise theyôre going to keep 
looking for us.ò 

ñHow on earth are we supposed to do that?ò Marcus demanded incredulously.  ñThere are no 
windows anywhere big enough to get out by and weôre three floors above the castle walls.ò 

Celia gave him one of her infuriatingly superior smiles.  ñIt doesnôt have to be feasible,ò she said.  
ñIt just has to convince the Lunars that weôre probably not in the castle any more?ò 

ñHuh?ò Marcus grunted. 

ñLetôs open one of the windows in the Baronôs bedchamber and hang a long rope of tied up 
sheets out of it.  It doesnôt matter if it canôt reach far.  The Lunars know weôve used magic before; 
theyôll assume weôve done something similar here.ò 

Marcus screwed up his face doubtfully, but Fortitude saw the sense in Celiaôs suggestion.  ñItôs 
worth a go,ò he decided.  He looked at Marcus.  ñWhat do you say?  Want to make the 
arrangements?ò 

ñI suppose so,ò Marcus said fatalistically.  He stood and made for the shaft into the room below. 

Fortitude held up a hand to halt him.  ñWhile youôre down there, grab the jug of water I saw beside 
the bed.  Also, you might as well grab the chamber pot.  We could be here a while.ò 

Marcus grunted his understanding and descended. 

Outside, the roof suddenly trembled and creaked as a heavy gust of wind hit it.  A few seconds 
later heavy rain began crashing down on the slate tiling.  The sound was deafening in this space. 

Merrin had been sitting at the edge of the roof rocking slightly and muttering under her breath.  
With the noise of the rain, she jumped to her feet and stared around wide-eyed and erratically.  ñI 
know it must be here somewhere,ò she said aloud.  She began frantically searching around the 
attic space.  

There was water beading between a couple of roofing slates at one point in the roof.  Merrin 
stopped before them and her face lit up triumphantly.  ñYeeeessss, thatôs a portal,ò she hissed 
with mad certainty.  ñI bet it leads to the plane of water?ò  She inserted the point of her dagger 
between the two slates and tried to prise them apart.  The water bead rapidly became a drip then 
a dribble. 



Fortitude saw what Merrin was doing and moved over to her.  He put a hand on her shoulder to 
steady her and she jumped wildly.  When she saw it was the Beastmaster, she calmed down 
immediately and became quite submissive.   

ñMerrin,ò he said.  ñWhat are you doing?ò 

Merrin glanced at the two tiles she had just tried prising apart.  ñJust confirming that weôre in the 
plane of water,ò she said in an unhinged tone. 

ñThe plane of water?ò Fortitude asked. 

Merrin nodded conspiratorially.  ñYes, the realm where all is water.ò  She frowned.  ñBut if weôre in 
the plane of water, what are these walls?ò she said peering uncertainly at the roof. 

Fortitude needed to keep her quiet and under control.  He decided to try humouring her.  ñWeôre 
in a ship,ò he said with what he hoped was a calming smile. 

Merrin paused uncertainly.  ñSo why can I hear water beating against the surface?ò 

ñWeôre near the edge of the plane of water,ò said Fortitude nodding knowingly.  He tried to keep 
from smiling.  ñWe are near the wall of the giant bladder that contains the waters and keeps them 
from flowing into the plane of cake and pastries.ò 

Merrinôs stared awe-struck at the wall.  ñThe plane of cake and pastries?ò she whispered happily.  
ñOooohé  At last I have found you.ò 

Fortitude winced then patted her shoulder.  ñYes,ò he said.  ñBut itôs the plane of water out there.  
You must not prise the walls open or weôll all drown.ò  He couldnôt help but continue.  ñOr worse, 
youôll let water into the plane of pastries and ruin them all.ò 

ñOf course,ò Merrin breathed as if Fortitude had just revealed the wisdom of the ages, ñI must not 
ruin the pastries.ò  She dropped to a crouch and began muttering again and rocking gently back 
and forth.  

Fortitude shook his head.  Merrin was quiet again and so he decided to leave her alone.   

With Merrin taken care of, Fortitudeôs musings returned to the Baronial sword.  He was not sure 
what to make of it, but it might be able to provide additional assistance and advice.  It was with 
this in mind that he gritted his teeth and drew the sword.   

After suffering a few insults from the cantankerous spirit embedded in it, Fortitude related what 
had happened to the Barony in the last month in detail.  He described the situation between the 
Baron and the King and detailed the orders that the Baron had given him.  ñWe have twenty five 
more days to conclude a truce with the Dierdrakin before the cease-fire ends,ò he concluded.  ñItôs 
almost certain that the King has learned of our orders and betrayed us to the Lunars to ensure 
our failure.  In addition, I and many of those in my unit have grave concerns about entering into a 
treaty with Dierdra worshippers ï but, of course, we will do our duty and fulfil our orders as best 
we can.  I believe Baron William was keen to have your guidance and so he placed a high priority 
on your recovery.ò 

The sword was silent for a while as it considered what Fortitude had told it.  It then spoke in a 
strident and hectoring tone.  ñTHAT SPOTTY BOY WILLIAM IS A WEAK AND EFFETE BARON.  HE HAS NO 

UNDERSTANDING OF THE KING OR HOW TO MANAGE HIM.  I CAN SEE WHY HE WANTS ME BACK SO 

DESPERATELY.  HE ALWAYS FAVOURED FORCE AND MONEY AND ONLY SOUGHT MY ADVICE WHEN 

CUNNING WAS REQUIRED.  I BET HEôS BADLY OUT OF HIS DEPTH RIGHT NOW.ò  It sighed in Fortitudeôs 
mind and continued.  ñBUT HE IS MY DESCENDANT AND I WILL AID HIM; NOTWITHSTANDING THE FACT HE 

LEAVES ME IN A CUPBOARD MOST OF THE TIME AND SEEMS TO SOMETIMES RESENT MY HELPFUL ADVICE 

ON HIS SHORTCOMINGS AND DRESS SENSE.ò  

At that moment, Marcus reappeared at the top of the shaft.  He was carrying a water jug inside a 
chamber pot in one hand while levering himself up with the other.  He looked rather amused as 
he clambered up onto the floor and sauntered over to Fortitude.  ñWell,ò he said.  ñI ripped up all 
the sheets, tied them together and dropped them out the window.  I suspect they would have 



gone most of the way down to the walls below.ò  He shrugged.  ñThereôs no way they would have 
supported us though, and thereôs no way anyone could have got through that window.ò  He 
smirked.  ñI also smudged some charcoal from the fire around the base of the window.  Hopefully 
theyôll think it was a rune.ò 

ñGood job, Marcus,ò Fortitude said.  

*** 

Several hours passed as everyone dozed or sat around silently.  Slowly tiny pricks of light 
appeared between a number of the slate tiles as the sun rose outside.  The rain had stopped 
some time during the night and the only sound came from the occasional gust of wind. 

Merrin looked despondent as she saw the light.  She turned to Fortitude and shook her head 
sadly.  ñBeauty will be leaving us now,ò she said.  ñShe cannot remain while the sun is in the sky.ò 

Fortitude nodded grimly and crawled over to one of the peepholes.  ñI guess weôre going to find 
out if our ruse has worked.ò   

He did not have to wait long.  There was a loud thud below and the door to the Baronôs 
bedchamber burst open.  A mass of guards charged in with drawn swords and stopped inside the 
doorway searching around in amazement and disbelief.  As Fortitude watched, they examined the 
open window and the sheets at length.  Though he could not hear what they were saying, it was 
clear that they were not happy.   

Several Lunar priests followed the guards into the chamber below.  They wandered around and 
carefully inspected the room, but did not find either the rune-concealed door leading up to the 
roof, or the cabinet in the pillar.  The only real moment of panic came when the Lunars brought a 
ladder into the room and proceeded to search the underside of the ceiling. 

Fortitude kept everyone perfectly still during this search.  The Lunar at the top of the ladder 
scraped and tapped his way around the ceiling as Fortitudeôs leg got pins and needles then 
cramped up.  Despite the incredible discomfort, he forced himself to remain immobile.   

He was more than relieved when he finally heard the Lunar on the ladder call down to his 
companions.  ñThere is no trapdoor here and the roof is covered in smoke and dust residue.  
There is no sign that anyoneôs been this way.ò 

The Lunars did not remain around for long after this.  The ladder was carried from the room and 
the guards followed it out.  Once they had gone, servants entered and cleaned and tidied the 
room.   

Finally, they too departed leaving the room empty. 

*** 

Around mid-morning, the door to the Baronial bedchamber opened and a Lunar priest entered.  
He was wearing a full set of black and silver vestments.  He wandered over to the window tiredly 
and peered down into the city for a long moment before drawing the curtains.  He then undressed 
and made ready for bed.  He placed his robes on a nearby stool and dropped a large silver signet 
ring on a dressing table.  He got into bed and within minutes was breathing heavily. 

Fortitude had watched all this quietly from above.  Once he was sure the priest was asleep, he 
whispered an all clear to his companions.   

Merrin edged over to one of the peepholes and stared down at the sleeping priest.  A strange and 
rather unpleasant smile appeared on her face as she regarded him.  She pointed at him and 
spoke one of the command words given by her dreadful god.   

Below, the priest began moaning and turning in his sleep as some nameless terror filled his 
dreams. 

*** 



The day passed very slowly.  Fortitude had everyone take turns watching the room below, but 
apart from the sleeping priest twisting and convulsing in the grasp of endless nightmares, there 
was nothing new to see. 

The priest arose near dusk.  It was obvious that he had not slept well by the way he moved.  He 
pulled on a rope near the bed and a guard stepped into the room.   

By placing his ear against the peephole, Fortitude was able to hear the conversation this time.  
ñWell?ò the priest demanded. 

ñNothing to report, First Speaker,ò the guard said.  ñThere is no sign of where the intruders went 
after they left the castle.  We have searched the castle again from top to bottom, but have found 
nothing.  As ordered, there are three men keeping close watch on the house of the woman who 
visited one of them while they were imprisoned.ò 

The priest growled something irritably and dismissed the guard.  He finished dressing and 
followed the guard out of the room.   

Once he was sure the room below was empty, Fortitude explained what he had overheard. 

ñTheyôre watching my motherôs house?ò exclaimed Marcus plaintively. 

Nan sniffed.  ñWell that rules that out as a safe house.ò  She did not look particularly unhappy. 

ñSo now what do we do?ò Marcus demanded 

Fortitude replied.  ñWe stick with the plan and sneak out once weôre sure that the guard is relaxed 
in a day or two.ò 

Merrin spoke.  ñOr we could escape through the wall of the ship and swim to the plane of 
pastries.ò  She giggled, ñTheyôd never find us there.ò 

Everyone looked at Merrin.  She looked back at them, then behind herself, just in case it wasnôt 
her that they were looking at.  When she realised that it was, she went very quiet. 

ñAll right then,ò said Fortitude; ñWe keep waiting.ò 

Most everyone settled down again to snatch what rest they could on the hard wooden floor.  
Merrin was not sleepy and she gazed around.  When she thought about it, she realised that 
something was registering on her senses.  One part of her mind told her that it must be the portal 
leading to the plane of pastries.  Merrin licked her lips hungrily as she considered this and set to 
work methodically searching every inch of the roof space.   

*** 

Almost an hour later, Fortitude awoke from where he had been dozing.  He looked around to see 
what everyone was doing.  Something was wrong and it took him a moment to work out what it 
was.  He stiffened and scrambled to his feet.  ñWhat theé?ò he hissed in an urgent whisper.  He 
quickly moved around the roof to make sure that his eyes were not playing tricks on him.  
ñWhereôs Merrin?ò 

The others rose and also stared around.  No one had noticed she was missing and no one had 
seen where she had gone.   

ñShe didnôt go down the shaft,ò Nan said.  ñIôve been beside it all this time.ò 

Fortitude frowned.  ñBut thereôs no other way out.  Are you sure you werenôt asleep?ò 

ñQuite sure,ò she replied. 

Celia spoke.  ñThereôs got to be another way out of here that weôve missed.  It would make sense.  
I mean, weôve found secret passages for the two lower levels.  Thereôs got to be something that 
links them and where better for it to be than up here in the Baronôs own bolt-hole.ò 

Fortitude agreed.  ñMarcus,ò he said.  ñSee if you can see where Merrin went.ò   



Marcus set to work studying the footprints in the dust over the floor.  Merrinôs footprints were 
everywhere and he decided that she had been very thorough.  The roof had eight triangular sides 
that tapered to an apex around twenty feet above the floor.  Each side of the roof was supported 
by one of eight triangular frames.  Each frame, in turn, had several cross-sections bracing it and 
giving it rigidity.  Marcus quickly ascertained that Merrin had been climbing these frames.  He 
worked his way around the floor until he came to an area between two frames where there were 
no footprints.  He concentrated his search here.   

After a while, his brow wrinkled as he saw something strange.  He beckoned the others over.   

ñHey look,ò he said.  When the others were gathered he pointed at the inside surface of one of the 
triangular sections.  ñThis wood is different from the wood in the rest of the roof.ò  He pointed on 
the lower edge of the frame, ñAnd thatôs Merrinôs footprint.ò  

The others looked where he pointed.  Part of a footprint was visible on one side of the frame.  In 
the middle of the frame, it cut off as if with a knife. 

ñBy the gods,ò said Celia in astonishment; ñThis really does look like a magical portal going 
somewhere.ò 

Fortitude frowned.  He wondered why the sword had not mentioned this.  He drew it.  ñSo Baron 
Mortimer, do you know anything about this?ò 

The sword replied haughtily and somewhat defensively.  ñWELL NO; IT MUST HAVE BEEN PUT IN 

AFTER MY TIME.  I BET IT WAS KURT ï THE THIRTEENTH BARON OF WINTERSLOW.  HE DID A LOT OF 

RENOVATIONS AND WAS SNEAKY, DEVIOUS AND PARANOID ENOUGH TO HAVE DONE SOMETHING LIKE 

THIS.ò  The swordôs tone developed a hint of admiration.  ñNOW HE WAS DEFINITELY FROM MY SIDE OF 

THE FAMILY.ò 

Fortitude quickly sheathed the sword and considered the portal very carefully.  ñWelléò he began.   

Before he could continue, there was a curious flickering in the air inside the frame.  Merrin was 
suddenly visible, but flattened and partly translucent.  The light faded around her and, as it did, 
her form thickened and took on normal colours.  Merrin toppled out of the portal into Fortitudeôs 
arms.  He lowered her gently to the floor. 

ñWhere did you go, Merrin?ò he demanded. 

Merrin peered around with a disappointed air.  ñWhat!ò she muttered archly.  ñStill no pastries?ò  

ñUmm, Merrin,ò said Fortitude trying to cut through her evident madness, ñThis is the Beastmaster 
speaking.ò 

Merrinôs eyes suddenly focused and she dropped to her knees, regarding Fortitude with 
something like astonished awe.  ñBeastmaster!ò she cried, then pointedly averted her eyes. 

Fortitude darted a glance heavenwards.  ñMerrin,ò he said, ñWhere did the portal take you?ò 

ñBeastmaster, it took me to that small chamber behind the fireplace in the castle kitchens.ò 

Fortitude stared at her in surprise.  ñWhy there?ò he demanded.  ñThatôs an odd place to escape 
too ï though it does explain why the way out of it had been blocked up.ò 

ñI donôt know, Beastmaster,ò Merrin replied.   

ñNever mind Merrin.  Youôve done well.ò 

Merrin smiled radiantly and bowed low. 

A thought hit Fortitude and he looked back at Merrin.  ñBut why did it take you so long to get back 
here?  Have you been in that little chamber all this time?ò 

Merrin nodded.  ñYes Beastmaster.  The portal wouldnôt work at all initially.  It had been blocked 
but I was able to reopen it.  Then, I discovered it worked in one direction only.  I had toé  I had to 
change it.ò 



Fortitude looked surprised.  ñYou did rune magic?ò  He frowned.  ñI didnôt think you were gone that 
long.ò 

Merrin shook her head and looked slightly bewildered.  ñNo, Beastmaster.  I just altered it.  It was 
hard and took a while.ò  She smiled at her own cleverness, and then began mumbling to herself 
under her breath.  

Fortitude looked at the others.  ñI donôt know how she did it, but Loki has clearly smiled on us.  
We can get out of here after all.ò  He frowned thoughtfully.  ñThough weôre still going to have to 
get through the kitchen and past the guardroom in the dungeon.ò  

Celia had been studying Merrin wonderingly but she turned to Fortitude as he spoke. ñLetôs just 
wait till midnight,ò she said.  ñMy guess is that the kitchen will be closed then ï bread making 
wonôt start till later in the morning.  But, if worst comes to worst, we can just move fast and use 
surprise to cut our way through any opposition.ò 

ñAgreed,ò Fortitude said.  ñThatôs the plan then.ò 

*** 

The group passed the time in sleep and quiet contemplation.  The Lunar priest retired to bed 
again several hours after dark forcing everyone to wait in silence again.  From up in the ceiling 
space they were able to hear the bell in the city guildhall as it announced each passing hour.   

When the bell struck midnight, Fortitude roused everyone. 

One by one, they stepped through the portal and appeared in the chamber behind the fireplace.  
Marcus listened carefully at the secret door.  There was no noise at all from beyond it so he 
opened the wall a crack and peered out.  Celia had been right; the kitchen was empty, and the 
fire was out on the other side of the wall.  The grating had been cleared and cleaned for the next 
day. 

Marcus moved quietly across to the kitchen door and opened it a crack.  He looked out for a few 
seconds then closed it and slunk back to the others.  ñThereôs a guard in the hallway beyond,ò he 
announced in a whisper.  ñWeôre not going to get past him without being challenged.ò 

ñIôve got an idea,ò said Celia.  She pointed at the partial set of black Lunar armour that Fortitude 
was wearing.  ñWith that you could order him to come in here and we could jump him quietly.ò  

ñGood thinking,ò Fortitude said.  He pulled the rest of the armour on with some difficulty.  It was 
too small and chafed badly in places but it would be fine for a few minutes.  Fortitude lifted the 
helm once it was all strapped in place.  ñIôll call the guard in.  Get ready to jump him.ò 

The others nodded and took up places either side of the door.   

Fortitude stopped in front of the door and took a deep breath.  He then opened the door and 
looked out into the eyes of a very surprised looking guard.  ñCome in heer fould you,ò he said in a 
rather laboured Lunar accent.  ñI haff found sometsing strange.ò 

The guard was clearly bewildered at having one of his templeôs own knights suddenly appear out 
of the kitchen.  Nevertheless, he saluted and jumped forward to obey.  Fortitude walked to the 
middle of the kitchen and the guard followed trustingly along behind.  As soon as the guard was 
through the door, Nan swung her sword full strength down on his head.  There was a crunching, 
splitting sound and the man collapsed in a gout of blood. 

The group heard voices behind the doorway leading down into the dungeons.  Fortitude swung 
about and stared at the guard lying half inside the doorway.  ñDamn,ò he said darting an irritated 
glance at Nan.  ñYou could have waited until the door was shut.ò 

Nan glared back with a mixture of defiance and chagrin.  Fortitude had no time to waste on the 
matter, though.  He gestured at her and Marcus.  ñPull the body inside.ò  They obeyed. 

ñWait here,ò Fortitude hissed.  He then strode through the door and took the guardôs place in the 
chamber beyond.  He was just in position when the door to the dungeon crashed open and four 



guards streamed through.  Two of them looked like they had just awoken and were pulling on 
armour and readying weapons.  The other two were fully armoured and looked ready for a fight. 

Fortitude pointed up the stairs towards the Great Hall.  ñTsey fent up tsere.ò  The guards saluted 
him and charged up the stairs past him.  Fortitude watched them go then reopened the door to 
the kitchen.  ñTime to go.  Now!ò 

All five of them ran out of the kitchen and through the now unguarded dungeon down to the 
secret door.  Marcus opened it without difficulty. 

There was frantic movement from inside the hidden corridor.  Aidan, Sang and William were 
behind the door and they had obviously all been asleep.  The sudden opening of the door caught 
them by surprise and Fortitude saw them sitting up groggily and reaching for weapons. 

ñRelax,ò Fortitude called softly.  ñItôs us.ò  He then pushed into the chamber followed closely by 
the others.  Marcus closed and sealed the secret door behind them. 

Fortitudeôs pulse was racing with the excitement of the last few minutes and it took him a while to 
unwind again.   

Fortitude then related the events of the last day to Aidan and the others.  They listened in wide-
eyed admiration.  At the end of the account, Fortitude sighed and shook his head.  ñWe did it,ò he 
exclaimed.  ñDamn weôre good.ò 

ñWe were very lucky,ò Celia corrected.  ñWe still have to get out of Wintershall.  The Lunars now 
know for sure that weôre still in the city.  Itôs going to be a nightmare getting out.ò 

ñYes,ò said William worriedly.  ñIôve scouted the city a couple of times since you left us.  The 
Lunars have posted a reward of ten gold crowns for each of us dead or alive and, wait for it, fifty 
crowns each for Fortitude and Merrin.ò  Everyone whistled or shook their head in astonishment at 
the size of the amount.  ñAnd thereôs guards everywhere,ò added William. 

Fortitudeôs feeling of triumph faded rapidly.  ñFifty crowns.  Why in the name of the Nine would 
they pay so much for me and Merrin?  Weôre just reservists in the service of our Baron.  Weôre not 
that much of a threat.ò 

ñThe Lunars would seem to disagree,ò Celia observed. 

ñMy father couldnôt earn that much in ten years as a master blacksmith,ò Fortitude calculated.  ñI 
could buy several of the best houses in Wintershall with that amount.ò 

ñOne thingôs for sure,ò Marcus observed.  ñYou wonôt be able to trust anyone anywhere with a 
reward that size on your head.ò 

ñWhy Merrin?ò Nan asked.  ñWhy her and not one of the rest of us?ò 

It was a good question and Fortitude turned to William.  ñWhat are the Lunars saying about us?ò 

ñNothing at all, Fortitude.  The posters just say dead or alive for crimes against the Lunar 
Republic.ò 

Fortitude scratched his head and tried to work out what it all meat.  ñSo what do we do?ò he 
asked. 

ñHide up,ò said Celia.  ñWe should find somewhere safe and stay there for a day or two. 

Marcus shook his head.  ñWhere?  My motherôs place is being watched by the Lunars.  We canôt 
go there again.ò 

ñPah,ò said Nan.  ñI wouldnôt want to put myself in her power again anyway.  One of us would 
have to kill the other.ò 

Fortitude frowned.  ñWe could stay at my parentôs place, I suppose.  But thereôs no basement or 
spare room there.ò 



Celia shook her head.  ñActually, Iôve got another idea.  The temple of Vull has a secret crypt 
where its priests are laid to rest and where the temple reliquary and archives are stored.  It is well 
hidden and knowledge of its existence has always been limited to priests of the temple only.  I 
doubt the Lunars would have found it, and we know the temple has been boarded up.ò 

ñI canôt think of a better plan,ò Fortitude decided.  ñLetôs do it.  I say we go now before the Lunarôs 
get organised. 

*** 

It was still only an hour or two after midnight when the group emerged from the sewers a short 
distance from the temple of Vull.  The street was empty in either direction but the unit still felt 
exposed in the open night air.  

The temple of Vull was a tall and narrow building of white stone.  High arches, intricately carved 
buttresses and large expanses of stained glass all combined to make it one of the cityôs most 
beautiful buildings.  It towered more than a hundred feet into the air and was almost double that in 
length. 

Fortitude looked up at the building and then at the stars above.  ñThis will be the seventh day,ò he 
said.  ñWeôre a quarter of the way through the time of the cease-fire and weôre still stuck in 
Wintershall.ò  He fell silent and followed Celia as she led everyone around the temple. 

There were three huge planks nailed over the great double wooden doors at the front of the 
temple.  Celia sniffed disapprovingly as she saw these then led the group around to one side to a 
door with no lock or handle.  She gestured at Aidan.  ñKick this door open would you.  Itôs held 
shut with two small bolts top and bottom.ò 

Aidan smiled happily.  Two kicks sufficed and everyone heard the bolts shearing off the door and 
tinkling and bouncing over the stone floor on the other side.  The door swung open with a loud 
creak and everyone entered. 

Fortitude and Marcus reaffixed the bolts on the door as best they could and rubbed dust over the 
broken wood.  By the time they finished, the damage was only visible to a close and deliberate 
inspection.   

As they worked, William had a quick look round the temple.  He reported just as work on the door 
completed.  ñThis place looks like itôs been closed up for the five weeks since the Lunars took 
Wintershall.  Thereôs quite a bit of dust on the floor but I can see that thereôs been Lunar patrols 
through here several times in the last week,ò he said.  ñI can see prints that are about a day old in 
the dust and older prints under and around them that look about a week old.ò 

Fortitude nodded then turned to Celia.  ñSo whereôs this crypt then?ò   

Celia beckoned everyone to a huge pillar alongside the main altar.  She pulled aside a tapestry 
and felt around on the stone face beneath.  There was a barely audible click and a section of the 
pillar swivelled back to reveal a flight of stairs leading downwards. 

William checked the floor carefully either side of the concealed door.  ñYou were right Celia,ò he 
said.  ñAll the Lunar prints go right past this without pausing.  Thereôs nothing to suggest they 
know this is here.ò 

Celia rewarded him with another of her superior smiles and led the group down a short spiral 
staircase.  At the bottom they emerged into a sizeable crypt that ran most of the length of the 
temple above.  It smelt damp and musty.  More than sixty sarcophagi were placed evenly under a 
low barrel-vaulted stone ceiling and glowing, rune ensorcelled stones set at regular intervals 
along the walls, provided permanent if dim illumination over the chamber.   

There was a heavy wooden door at one end of the crypt.  Celia led the group directly to it.  ñThis 
is the archive and reliquary for the temple,ò she said once they reached it. 

The door was unlocked and she opened it to reveal another large room.  The walls were lined 
with shelves.  On one side of the room, they were stacked with candelabra, censers and other 



church paraphernalia.  On the other side, the shelves contained thousands of vellum scrolls and 
leather-bound books.  There was a desk in the centre of the room.  On the far wall there was 
another door made of solid iron with two keyholes set in it. 

Everyone started poking around inspecting the items and books on the shelves. 

ñDonôt take or damage anything,ò said Celia pointedly staring at Marcus.  ñIf you do Vullôs curse 
will fall upon you.  When no one was looking, Marcus and Aidan guiltily replaced a few small 
items back on the shelves. 

Most of the books and parchments related to records of births, deaths and marriages in the 
Barony.  Nan looked at these with interest.  Her own parents had died in an outbreak of the pox 
when she was only three and foster parents had raised her thereafter.  The records were sorted 
by year and by village.  She began browsing through the books looking to see if there was any 
record of those events. 

At the back of the room, the iron door claimed Marcusô attention and he set about carefully 
examining it. 

Fortitude took this opportunity to remove the increasingly uncomfortable black Lunar plate 
armour.  As each piece came off and clattered to the floor, he breathed another sigh of relief. 

Aidan watched him remove the plate.  ñThat looks a bit small for you,ò he observed. 

ñYes,ò said Fortitude.  ñShame though.  Itôs good armour and itôs been rune ensorcelled.ò 

ñIf you donôt want it, could I try it?ò 

ñSure.ò 

Aidan grinned avariciously.  ñAll right!ò  The armour turned out to be much closer to his size and, 
after adjusting various straps, he decided that it was comfortable enough.  He started practising 
moving and swinging his mace in the armour.  The mass of steel was heavy and slowed him 
down significantly, but it made him feel invulnerable.  Under the full plate helm, he smiled.  He 
was going to be unstoppable in battle dressed in this. 

Nan finally found the volume on the shelves that contained her birth record.  She read it with 
interest. 

ñNanya of Rearsby.  Born to Hegbert and Ann, 7
th
 of Illana, 833

rd
 year since the Founding ï 

orphaned ï fostered to John the Attorney and wife, Margaret, by the Temple of Illana.  Note ï 
special report about events after her birth is held in name of Brother Earnest at the Temple of 
Illana, filed under year of birth.ò   

Nan frowned and wondered just what it meant when it referred to special events after her birth.  
She copied the entry in full and promised herself a trip to Illanaôs Temple as soon as 
circumstances permitted.  

*** 

After ten minutes of carefully inspecting the iron door and its twin locks Marcus finally gave into 
curiosity and wandered over to Celia.  He gestured back at the door.  ñWhatôs behind that Celia?ò 
he asked. 

ñActually,ò Celia admitted.  ñIôm not sure.  Iôve never been in there, but I believe it holds the 
templeôs relics and valuables.ò  She peered at it in silent contemplation for a long moment then 
smiled.  ñWeôre going to be down here a while and it would be interesting to take a quick look,ò 
she admitted. 

ñI can arrange that,ò Marcus replied.  He stared appraisingly around the room until his eyes fell 
upon the desk.  He smiled knowingly and stepped over to it.  He rifled through the drawers until, 
hidden under a file, he found a large iron key.  He held it up for everyone to see and shook his 
head in feigned disapproval.  ñPeople really donôt understand the concept of security.ò 



He took the key over to the door and tried both locks.  The key opened the top lock but not the 
lower one.  Marcus did not look discouraged.  He removed his lock picks from his pocket and 
began working on the lock.  Not more than a minute passed before he twisted his hand and 
nodded.  ñItôs done,ò he said and opened the door with a flourish. 

Everyone pressed forward to see what lay beyond. 

The room behind the door was only about fifteen feet a side.  There were three shelves on one 
side.  These held fabulous containers of exquisite workmanship made of gold, silver and crystal 
along with intricately painted icons and beautifully carved idols.  On the other side of the room 
was a small glass fronted bookshelf holding what appeared to be superbly illustrated and 
priceless illuminated texts of Vull. 

At the back of the room, there were four small metal doors set in the stone wall.  Each door was 
roughly two feet high and a foot wide.  Three were made of iron and had one lock each.  The 
fourth was made of steel.  It had a rune inscribed on its face and three locks. 

Celia walked over to the steel door and examined it.  

Marcus watched Celia uncomprehendingly.  ñWhat are you looking at?ò he asked. 

Celia looked surprised.  ñWhat do you mean?ò she asked.  ñIôm looking at this door.ò 

Marcus walked up to her and stared at the wall around the steel door blankly.  ñWhat door?ò 

Celia nodded her understanding and a slow smile spread across her face.  The rune clearly hid 
the door from the sight of people like Marcus.  She looked around at the others.  ñWho else can 
see this door?ò she asked.  Sang, Fortitude and Merrin were the only others who could. 

She laughed as she considered this.  ñIt hides the door from those with questionable intent, I 
suspect,ò she said.  She then described the door at length and ran her hand around the door 
edges.  One by one, the others were able to see past the rune.  As they did, they exclaimed in 
surprise and stared at the door with an interest that matched Celiaôs.  It took a few minutes, but 
finally everyone was able to see it.  Much to his annoyance, Marcus was the last. 

Celia considered all four doors.  She had no idea what the temple could be holding that would 
require this much security.  Curiosity warred with prudence and her sense of duty.  At length she 
turned to Marcus.  ñI would like to know whatôs behind these doors,ò she admitted and her face 
reddened slightly.  ñJust to ensure that anything truly valuable can be protected from the Lunars,ò 
she added to assuage her nagging conscience. 

An understanding smile flickered over Marcusô face.  He said nothing but nodded and set to 
working on the locks while the others watched. 

Marcus picked the lock of the first door relatively quickly.  The door swung back to reveal scroll 
after scroll and book after book.  Celia swept in and examined them one after the other. 

ñRune magic,ò she said looking slightly bemused.  ñThereôs centuries of research and analysis 
concerning rune magic here.ò  A look of astonishment crossed her face.  ñSome of this material is 
banned and there are necromantic tomes here.ò   

She searched further and lifted a small pouch from the bottom of the chamber.  It held a single 
object about the size of grape.  She tipped it into her hand and whistled approvingly.  It was a 
large power crystal ï probably big enough to provide enough power for one of the more complex 
and powerful runes.  She contemplated the stone, torn between greed and her duty to the temple. 

Behind Celia Nan spoke.  ñErr, Celia?ò she said indicating the tomes inside the cupboard.  ñCan 
we study these?ò  Merrin nodded eagerly behind her.  Even Sang showed a hint of interest.  

Celiaôs first inclination was to say ónoô.  However, she realised that several days down here could 
lead Nan and Merrin, in particular, into temptation.  ñAll right,ò she said reluctantly.  ñYou can have 
one book to look at.ò  Celia removed one at random and checked the index to ensure that there 
was nothing too dangerous indicated there.  She then passed it over to them.  Almost without 
thinking, she pocketed the power crystal for herself. 



Celia then had Marcus lock the door and attempt the lock on the next cabinet.  It gave him more 
difficulty, but after ten minutes of cursing and repeated attempts the lock gave with an audible 
click and the door swung open. 

A range of objects were visible in the cabinet.  All of them were inscribed with various runes.  
Some were small oddly shaped blocks of clay; others were small wooden figurines.  Some were 
recognisable while others were not.  It was not clear what purpose these items served, but, on the 
bottom shelf, there were two swords.  The short sword had the rune of Vull on it, and the long 
sword appeared to be made of finely forged steel. 

ñGee, Celia,ò said Nan staring at the long sword covetously.  ñThese could do us a lot of good in 
advancing Vullôs cause against the Lunars.  Sitting here, theyôre of no use to anyone.ò 

Celia considered this carefully.  Nan was probably right and she guessed that the temple would 
probably approve.  She removed the long sword and after a momentôs thought gave it to Nan 
before taking the short sword for herself.  She then had Marcus lock the door again. 

The third door proved impossible to open.  Marcus sweated and swore over it for fifteen minutes 
before giving up with a pungent curse.   

He then turned his attention to the last door ï the one made of steel.  Marcusô first impression 
was that the locks on this door were better crafted than any he had encountered previously.  All 
three were quite different and required a quite different approach.  The middle lock was the 
simplest, though it took Nanôs assistance to manipulate the four separate tumblers he detected 
inside it. 

The top lock also yielded to him, but only after Marcus discovered that it was actually a deception.  
Use of a key in the lock did nothing.  The lock actually opened by carefully turning then 
depressing the plate around the keyhole. 

The third lock, however, defeated him utterly.  It was unlike anything he had ever seen before and 
he finally admitted defeat and stepped away from it.  ñIt canôt be opened,ò he declared with some 
certainty. 

The others grumbled but generally seemed content to accept his word. 

Merrin was the exception.  ñIôll have a go,ò she said confidently.  ñThe voices will tell me how.ò  
Her eyes darted around with an insane confidence. 

ñLet her try,ò Fortitude said. 

Marcus knew that Merrin had never tried this before and so he handed over his precious lock-
picks with the greatest of reluctance. 

Merrin stared at the lock for a long minute then nodded and muttered something under her 
breath.  She put one of the lock-picks in the lock and twisted her hand in a strange pattern.  There 
was a click and the door swung open.  Everyone stared at Merrin in astonishment. 

Merrin smiled and winked knowingly towards an empty part of the room.  ñYou were right,ò she 
hissed in a stage whisper. 

Everyone stared into the cupboard.  It was empty, but for one book.  It was bound in black ribbon 
and looked like a diary stuffed full of loose pages.  It had Dark Insights inscribed on the spine in 
gold lettering. 

Celia frowned at the book for a long time.  Her curiosity was more than just piqued.  She could 
not imagine what this book could possibly hold that would have justified placing it here under 
such elaborate security.  She stared at the tome a long time then, almost despite herself; she 
removed it from the shelf and walked away to examine it. 

*** 

The group remained hidden in the crypt for the next two days.  



Fortitude alternated between resignation and frustration as each hour passed by and his ability to 
complete his orders slipped away with them.  He paced continually throughout this time and 
fretted. 

Celia spent her waking time by herself in the crypt trying to piece together what was in the book.  

The book was hard work.  It looked like madmen had penned it.  Some pages had been written 
over four times with no regard for legibility or for what had already been on the page.  As many as 
five different languages were jumbled together in individual sentences and these were mingled 
with nonsense words.  Likewise, the handwriting changed from a confident elegant script in some 
places to frenzied scribbling in others, and shaky, imprecisely formed letters and misspelt words 
in others.   

What she read appalled her.  Had it not been for the way in which the book had been found she 
would have simply dismissed it as dangerous nonsense and burned it.  It rambled and raved on 
about the universe.  The book implied that there were dark things known as elder gods that 
existed outside space and time ï greater and infinitely more powerful and older than any of the 
gods in the agreed pantheon.  The way they were described made them sound alien, amoral, and 
utterly inhuman.   

She read as much as she could, but each page took an hour or more to decipher.  There was no 
logic or flow to what she read and ideas stopped and started half-formed in this tome.  Many 
things were hinted at, but most of what she read was incoherent and meaningless.  Sometimes 
questions or arguments began in one place and stopped mid-sentence, before resuming pages 
later.   

By perseverance, however, she began to understand the tiniest fraction of the writings.  If there 
was any truth to them at all, then the notions of the temples about the gods and the respective 
places of humans, the world and this worldôs gods in the universe were not just wrong, they were 
chillingly wrong.   

As she read, she began to wonder: what if part of what was contained in these tomes was true.  
As she read, her mind returned to the message that Vull had sent her when she had sought his 
guidance regarding Merrin.  óSoon you will find the truth and you will understandô, he had said.  

These words haunted her repeatedly as she worked her way through the tome.  As the days 
passed, Celia became more wan and withdrawn.  Her eyes became ringed and everything about 
her suggested a sense of uncertainty and growing horror.   

*** 

Merrin improved enormously over the time the group remained in the crypt.  Her speech and 
manner became almost normal again.  She spent part of the time meditating and the rest with 
Nan studying runes. 

On the first day, Nan and Merrin examined the book that Celia had given them and were very 
disappointed by what they found.  The book contained information on a number of runes that 
were so tame as to be virtually useless.  They read about runes to keep rooms free of dust and 
runes that would enhance the flavour of spices.  There were runes for protecting creases in 
clothing and runes for keeping the surface of clothes-irons from sticking to clothes. 

Finally they approached Marcus in disgust.   

ñCan we swap this book for another one?ò asked Merrin. 

ñCeliaôs said itôs fine,ò Nan lied. 

Marcus was bored out of his mind.  ñSure,ò he said.  ñHe took them through to the store and 
reopened the first door.  Nan and Merrin put the first book back on the shelves.  They then 
scanned the titles on the other tomes.  One of them was labelled óDread Rituals of Sogannanonô.  
Nan and Merrin looked at each other and smiled.  ñPerfect,ò said Nan taking the book. 



Marcus locked up behind them while Nan and Merrin departed to read.  Nan was rather taken 
aback by what she found in the book, but Merrin was delighted.  The book was full of dark 
necromantic runes for creating zombies, stealing souls, sealing portals and binding creatures to 
their will. 

ñAll right!ò said Merrin with a bright smile. 

ñBy all the gods,ò exclaimed Nan.  ñWhatôs the Temple of Vull doing with something like this in its 
archives?ò 

*** 

On the third day after taking shelter in the temple, Fortitude decided enough time had passed.  
He had given escape a lot of thought and called everyone to himself to outline his plan.  ñWeôll 
escape through the sewer again,ò he announced.  ñThe Lunars think itôs sealed and itôs therefore, 
probably, the most lightly-guarded route from the city.  From what William said, the grating over 
the exit from the sewer is just riveted in place.  If we can get a decent sized hammer and chisel, I 
can strike the rivet heads off and we can get through without much difficulty.ò 

Most of the others agreed.  It seemed like as good a plan as any.   

ñIs this wise?ò Celia asked.  She was mindful of the Lord Questorôs orders to prevent Fortitude 
negotiating a treaty with the Dierdrakin at any cost.  ñSurely the Lunars wonôt have relaxed their 
guard so quickly this time.ò 

ñI disagree,ò Fortitude ruled.  ñIf we donôt go now we have no chance of completing our mission.  
We must chance it.ò 

Celia and Fortitude debated the matter briefly until he overruled her.  ñNo Celia,ò he said.  ñThis is 
my decision.  We go and we go now.ò 

Celia acquiesced reluctantly and only after reiterating her disagreement. 

Marcus was despatched to go and acquire a hammer and chisel.  He was gone an hour and 
returned triumphantly holding the necessary tools.  ñThe Lunar patrols are still bigger than before, 
but no one paid me any special attention,ò he reported. 

ñWhat time is it?ò asked Fortitude. 

ñAn hour before dusk,ò Marcus replied. 

ñThen weôll go in three or four hours,ò Fortitude said. 

*** 

The final few hours passed slowly for everyone, including Fortitude.  However, this close to 
success, he did not want to take any unnecessary risks.  When he felt that enough time had 
passed, he roused everyone.   

He led them out of the crypt and up into the temple.  They exited the temple through the same 
door they had entered by and found their way without incident to the nearest sewer grating. 

The group moved fast through the sewers and, after a half-hour, they reached the sewer outfall 
without encountering anything more dangerous than rats.   

Fortitude worked on the sewer grating with practised ease.  He placed his robe over the top of the 
chisel to muffle hammer sounds and expertly severed each of the eight rivets holding the grating 
in place with a single powerful blow.  When the last rivet was severed, the grating fell away from 
the pipe and toppled down into the sewage pond below with an enormous splash.  

The group quickly lowered themselves down after the grating into the pond and squelched away 
into the night.   

 

 



The Writhing Chaos  
By dawn the group was several miles from Wintershall.  They stayed about a mile away from the 
roadway but paralleled it as they worked their way northwards.  At times their path brought them 
to places where they could see the road below them.  More than once they saw large Lunar 
patrols with trackers criss-crossing the road as they searched.  Fortunately the Lunar patrols 
never moved far enough from the road to find their trail. 

Fortitude relaxed slowly as the morning passed.  He allowed a two-hour break at lunchtime and 
everyone snatched what sleep they could.  

The unit covered another six or seven miles that afternoon.  As had become usual, William 
scouted ahead of the others.  Near nightfall, his path brought him to a large stand of trees.  He 
cut directly through them until he reached the edge of a clearing.   

On the far side of the clearing, a man was constructing something about the size of a birdhouse 
on a tree at about eye level.  He was short and wiry and his clothes suggested he was a peasant 
farmer though his manner was furtive and nervous.  Every time a bird chirruped loudly or a gust 
of wind rustled leaves in the trees, he would start and stare around anxiously.   

William watched him until the others caught up.  He then pointed the man out silently. 

Fortitude regarded the man quietly for a long moment then decided that this was an opportunity to 
get some news about what was going on in the world.  He had the others follow behind him as he 
entered the clearing.  This close, he could see that the man was working on what looked like a 
religious shrine. 

ñGood afternoon sir,ò said Fortitude politely.  ñWe mean you no harm.ò 

The farmer yelped in surprise and swung about fearfully.  He relaxed slightly when he saw 
Fortitudeôs clothing and dark hair. 

ñWhat are you doing?ò asked Fortitude pointing at the shrine. 

The man looked between Fortitude and the shrine before replying.  ñIôm rebuilding the shrine to 
Hale that was here before the Lunars burned it.ò 

ñThen you are serving good,ò Celia said.  She had lived the last few days in doubt of her own 
beliefs and long-cherished assumptions about the world.  This manôs obvious faith and simple 
gesture touched her deeply and gave her a moment of clarity.  

ñThank you môlady,ò the peasant replied looking relieved.  ñAnd Iôm staying here the night, while 
the Lunars do their ceremony in the village.ò 

ñWhat ceremony?ò Celia asked. 

The manôs face reflected strong disapproval.  ñA mass conversion, lady.  Moreôn a hundred of the 
villagers of Gumly are going to swear to Grippli tonight.  I donôt want nothing to do with it.ò 

ñDear Vull,ò Celia breathed.  ñThat is appalling.  How can the Lunars have won peopleôs hearts so 
quickly?ò 

Fortitude cast his eyes over the clearing.  It was sheltered and night was rapidly drawing on.  
ñPardon me sir,ò he asked.  ñWould you mind sharing your campsite with us?ò 

The man agreed readily enough. 

*** 



While the camp was established, Fortitude mused on what the peasant had told him.  When 
everyoneôs tent was up, he called them over.  ñI want to know what the Lunars are up to,ò he said.  
ñI think that we should watch this ceremony.ò  His gaze lingered briefly on Celia.  ñHowever, no 
matter what we see, we wonôt intervene.  We must remain hidden and the Lunars mustnôt know 
that weôve come northwards.ò  

No one objected, though Celia remained silent.  

The peasant pointed out the direction to the village and the entire unit moved carefully towards it.  
They saw the village roofs as soon as they emerged from the clump of trees and circled around 
them until they located a suitable rise in the ground that gave them a clear uninterrupted view into 
the village square.   

Celia remained slightly apart from the others as they settled in to watch the village.  The peasant 
farmerôs simple faith and action in rebuilding the shrine had touched her more deeply than she 
had imagined.  She had read too much in recent days and her conscience and heart cried out for 
her to act to reaffirm her own faith in Vull.  She was also very aware of Carolusô orders to prevent 
any successful negotiation of a treaty with the Dierdrakin.  The two things together told her what 
she had to do. 

She loaded her crossbow and slipped away into the darkness.   

*** 

Soon after dark, a large bonfire burst into life in the village square.  The firelight revealed a priest 
of Grippli and two uniformed Lunars in front of a huge crowd of villagers.  The priest raised his 
arms in what looked like a benediction.  The group then heard the massed voices of a hundred or 
more men and women sing a hymn.  From where the unit watched, the music was oddly 
modulated and distorted.  When the singing was done, the priest called forward the first of the 
gathered villagers.  The villager kneeled and the priest began a sign over his head. 

*** 

Celia was less than a hundred yards away when the service began.  She was on top of a small 
earthen mound and had a clear view over the square.  Her loaded crossbow was in her arms and 
as the priest carried out his blessing, she lifted it and trained it on him.  Her face was 
expressionless and her heart emotionless.  She did not allow any doubt or question to enter her 
mind as she squeezed the trigger.  The crossbow jerked in her hand as the heavy bolt sprang 
forward. 

The bolt flew true and buried itself in the back of the priestôs neck.  He tumbled over silently in a 
mass of flailing limbs.  Villagers around him began screaming and running around in panic.  From 
her vantage point, Celia frantically cranked the handle on her crossbow.   

A Lunar guard ran forward and bent down to examine the priest.  As he did, he strained around 
trying to see out into the darkness ï looking for the source of this attack. 

There was a click and the crossbow was cocked.  Celia slapped another bolt into the mechanism 
and trained it carefully on the guard.  He was crouched low behind the body of the priest and she 
could hear him calling out orders.  Celia levelled the bow and fired again.  The bolt appeared as if 
by magic in his forehead and his head whipped back. 

The square emptied rapidly as villagers and Lunars fled into the night. 

Celia decided that enough was enough.  She turned and faded back into the darkness. 

*** 

Fortitude cursed in disbelief and stared around wildly as the priest fell ï followed seconds later by 
the Lunar guard.  ñWhereôs Celia?ò he demanded.   

The answer was not long in coming.  Celia jogged out of the darkness a minute later.  She had a 
crossbow under one arm and a defiant look on her face. 



ñWhat in the name of the dark three have you done?ò Fortitude demanded. 

Celiaôs eyes flickered down to the village below.  ñIôm sorry,ò she said quietly.  ñI am a priestess of 
Vull and I have done His work as my conscience and duty demanded.ò 

Fortitude lost his temper.  ñYouôve told the Lunars that weôre here and where weôre going.ò 

Celiaôs eyes dropped to the ground.  ñI couldnôt do otherwise and remain true to my faith,ò she 
replied softly. 

ñGreat Vull,ò cried Fortitude in real exasperation.  ñWeôre supposed to all be on the same side.  
Our orders are impossible enough without this!ò 

Celia remained silent and kept her eyes on the ground.  

Aidanôs eyes lit up.  ñSay, General Fortitude, sir!  Would this be a good time for you to have a 
corporal to help keep an eye on members of the unit when your attention is otherwise occupied?ò  
He paused and stared at Fortitude hopefully.  ñCan I be a corporal again?  Please?ò 

Aidanôs timing was inappropriate and Fortitude almost said as such.  However, it was clear that 
he did need someone to help him keep order.  He sighed and fixed Aidan with his gaze.  ñDo you 
have any alcohol on you?ò 

ñNope,ò Aidan lied. 

Fortitude paused, caught between doubt about Aidanôs sincerity and his need for a second set of 
eyes.  Finally he nodded darkly.  ñAll right,ò he said in a low growl.  ñYouôre a corporal again.  
Donôt blow it.ò 

Aidan quivered happily. 

Fortitude sighed and darted another disgusted look at Celia.  ñLetôs get out of here fast before the 
Lunars get themselves organised.ò  He wanted to remonstrate with her and make her 
acknowledge that what she had done was wrong; but now was not the time. 

*** 

Fortitude abandoned any idea of sleep that night.  The tents were packed and the group marched 
north by the light of the moon.  Progress was difficult and more than one person stumbled and fell 
as they failed to navigate hidden roots and the uneven terrain under foot. 

By morning, everyone was swaying with fatigue.  Fortitude knew that they had to rest soon.  No 
one had slept more than three hours in the last day and a half.  He moved up the line until he was 
level with William.  ñWe have to stop,ò he said.  ñWe need somewhere we can sleep safely today.  
Do you have any ideas?ò 

William walked in silence for another minute as he considered this.  ñThe river,ò he said, gesturing 
at the long, winding ribbon of blue a mile away.  ñThere are lots of small islands covered in tall 
grass and bushes.  We could take shelter on one of them.  We could keep good watch, and 
conceal and defend ourselves more effectively.ò 

Fortitude agreed and the group altered course towards the river.  They crossed the road after 
taking particular care to ensure there was no traffic visible in either direction.  They then carefully 
worked their way upstream a few hundred yards until they found a suitable island about ten yards 
from the main bank.   

They waded across to it and took cover in the mass of bushes covering it.  Most lay down and fell 
asleep immediately. 

*** 

It was early afternoon by the time that everyone was awake again.  Celia remained cool and 
distant.  She did feel some guilt at her actions but mitigated this by reminding herself of her 
orders and her duty to her temple.  



Everyone else joined Fortitude huddling in the long grass.  ñWell, Iôm open to suggestions about 
our next move,ò he said to those around him.  ñThe Lunars now know weôre going north and 
theyôll be looking for us.ò 

Marcus spoke first.  ñWe just have to get to the gate at Collow, then we can be through and out 
on the other side undetected by the Lunars.ò 

Sang replied.  ñWe have been betrayed once.  What makes you think we have not been betrayed 
again?  When we reported to the King, we told him and all those present that we had successfully 
established the gateway.ò 

ñSangôs right,ò Fortitude sighed.  ñIf it really was the King that betrayed us to the Lunars, then we 
have to assume that the gate was also betrayed to them.  Both it and the pass are probably 
heavily guarded right now.ò 

There was some half-hearted disagreement about how likely this actually was, but eventually 
Fortitude was able to make everyone agree that it was too risky to assume otherwise.   

ñSo we go back and report failure?ò said Aidan. 

Fortitude shook his head.  ñNot yet.ò  

Sang gestured at the Baronial sword hanging at Fortitudeôs side.  ñPerhaps another path is known 
to the undying blade.ò 

Fortitude winced.  He had taken a real dislike to the obnoxious personality in the blade, but Sang 
was right.  He took a deep breath then grasped the handle of the sword.  He explained the 
groupôs predicament to it and finished by asking if there was another way over the mountains 
other than the pass. 

ñWELL YES,ò it said in its usual hectoring tone.  ñTHERE IS ANOTHER PASS, AT THE END OF THE BLYTHE 

RIVER VALLEY.  BUT ITôS HIGHER AND, EVEN BEFORE THE PASSES CLOSED THREE HUNDRED YEARS AGO, 
WAS ONLY OPEN SOME YEARS.  IT ALSO TOOK MUCH LONGER TO TRAVERSE MAKING TRAVELERS VERY 

VULNERABLE TO WEATHER CONDITIONS.  I THINK ITôD BE SUICIDE.  YOUR PEASANT FRIENDS ARE 

EXPENDABLE, BUT IôM NOT.ò 

Fortitude summarised the swordôs words to the others.  ñThereôs another pass.  Itôs higher and 
takes longer to cover.  The sword thinks itôs too risky.ò  

Aidan asked the question that everyone was thinking.  ñHow risky is it exactly?ò 

Fortitude put the question to the sword and it replied in a tone of haughty irritation.  ñASK THE 

UNIFORMED OAF WHICH BIT OF óSUICIDALLY RISKYô HE DIDNôT UNDERSTAND.  AMAZING, MY FEEBLE-
MINDED DESCENDANT MIGHT AS WELL HAVE PUT A TRAINED MONKEY IN CHARGE OF THIS FIASCO!  I 
SUGGEST YOU REMEMBER MY SUPERIOR BREEDING AND JUST FOLLOW ORDERS.ò 

Fortitude sheathed the sword quickly and turned to Aidan.  ñThe Baron says that attempting the 
alternative route would be quite risky.ò 

Merrin looked up pensively.  ñWe wouldnôt starve; at least, not while we can eat each other 
anyway.ò 

Nan snorted.  ñWho would you start with?ò 

Merrin looked around and licked her lips hungrily.  ñAidan has the most meat on him.  It might be 
stringy and gristly, but at least it would all be well marinated.ò 

Fortitude frowned at her and called the debate to a close.  ñI donôt think we have any choice.  
Weôll try for the alternative pass.ò 

ñWe should make another gate,ò Merrin suggested.  ñIt would speed up the return journey.ò 

Fortitude started.  ñGood point,ò he said with some chagrin.  ñI suppose if weôd thought about this 
a bit more, we could have set up a gate from the Kingôs camp and avoided the entire return 
journey.ò 



ñWe would have lost it during our capture,ò Sang observed. 

ñAnd the Lunars would have had a way into the Kingôs camp if they had captured the other end,ò 
Fortitude noted. 

Nan spoke.  ñWhy donôt we build one now then?ò 

Fortitude considered that at length before replying.  ñFor a similar reason,ò he answered.  ñNot in 
Lunar lands.  Iôd rather wait till weôre away from areas they control otherwise weôll put ourselves at 
risk if they discover it.ò 

ñYes,ò Nan said.  ñAnd itôd give the Lunars an easy route to the Dierdrakin if they discovered the 
frame at this end.  I doubt the Baron would approve of that.ò 

ñAgreed,ò Fortitude said.  He turned to William.  ñSo how can we get to the Blythe River valley 
quickly, but without being detected by the Lunars?ò 

William considered this at length before replying.  ñThereôs a ford across the Hundleby River a 
mile away.  Letôs use that and cut northwest across country to the village of Bishops Walk ï 
bypassing Ratley and Smeaton.  We should be able to reach it in about a dayôs travelling.  If the 
Lunars are still only holding villages on the main road between Collow and Wintershall, then 
Bishops Walk should still be free.  We can then follow the road along the River Blythe from 
Bishops Walk.  It takes us all the way up the river valley.ò   

ñThat sounds good,ò Fortitude ruled.  ñWeôll build another gate somewhere along that road ï 
somewhere well away from where people frequent.  So whatôs up the end of that valley?  Iôve 
never been past the village of Trowl.ò 

William shrugged.  ñIôve never been myself.  I understand the valley goes for another ten or 
twenty miles past Trowl and ends at a wall of mountains.  Iôve heard that itôs quite temperate up 
there in the lee of the mountains and that there used to be small settlements and farmsteads up 
that way, but I donôt think anyone goes that way now.  With a bit of luck there are still paths 
running through there.ò   

Fortitude gestured northwards.  ñWell letôs find out.ò 

*** 

Moving carefully and keeping a close watch out for Lunar patrols the group forded the river 
without incident, then struck across country.  Their path took them well away from inhabited 
areas.  They crossed long stretches of open gravel beds and traversed countless moraines and 
stretches of tussock grassland.  

Once they were clear of the river, Fortitude moved slightly away from the others and called Celia 
over.  They walked in silence for a few minutes before Fortitude spoke.  ñWhat happened last 
night canôt ever happen again, Celia.ò  

Celia kept her tone temperate as she replied.  ñI am sorry for putting everyone at risk,ò she 
admitted.  ñHowever, I have a duty to my conscience and my temple.ò 

ñYou are sworn to the Baron.  Here that supersedes all other vows.ò 

ñPerhaps it does to you Fortitude, but not to me.  I respect my duty to the Baron, but I must 
always look for options that allow me to satisfy all three obligations ï conscience, temple and 
Baron.  The choices I have in doing so may not always be the easiest or most desirable way, but 
to me theyôre necessary.ò 

Fortitude considered that carefully before replying.  ñWe have a chain of command here Celia.  If 
you were in charge then Iôd have to respect that view.  Youôre not in charge and by taking actions 
without my approval, youôre undermining my authority and ability to fulfil my orders.  Do you 
understand?ò 

ñYes,ò Celia replied levelly. 



ñGood,ò Fortitude said bluntly.  ñI canôt permit this to happen again.  I need to know that you will 
follow my instructions and work in the best interests of the orders given to me by the Baron.ò 

Celiaôs gaze tightened as Fortitude spoke and her response was a long time in coming.  ñI will do 
what my orders and my duty require,ò she said truthfully. 

ñGood,ò Fortitude responded.  He sped up his pace and quickly left Celia behind as he rejoined 
the others.  

She watched his back as he strode away and shook her head ruefully.  ñI will do my duty,ò she 
said softly to herself.  ñTo my soul, the temple, to Vull and to the Questors.ò  As she walked on, 
she tried to overcome a growing sense of disquiet. 

*** 

Mid-afternoon the next day, the group sighted the village of Bishops Walk.  It lay on the other side 
of the River Blythe and was a small settlement of around fifty buildings that had been constructed 
either side of the main roadway.  All the buildings were made of split logs that had been stopped 
with pressed clay and plastered.  Every house had a thatched roof of straw.   

The group studied the village from a safe distance looking for some sign of Lunars.  There was no 
banner over the village temple and, after half an hour of careful observation, no one saw any sign 
of Lunar guardsmen.   

Despite this, Fortitude had everyone cautiously ford the river several hundred yards downstream 
from the village.  It was wide and shallow at this point and the crossing was easy.  On the other 
side of the river, there was a field of tall wheat surrounded by a belt of trees.  Fortitude had 
everyone drop their packs by the trees and gather round him.  ñRight then,ò he said.  ñThough we 
canôt see any sign of Lunars in the village, Iôd still like to scout it out before we all walk in there.ò  
He looked around to decide who should go and his gaze fell upon Celia.  She had been 
withdrawn and distant ever since their conversation and Fortitude decided that it was time for a 
peace gesture.   

ñCelia and Marcus,ò he said.  ñWould you mind going in and seeing whatôs happening in the 
village?ò   

Celia looked a little surprised but nodded.  Marcus simply inclined his head and stepped forward.  

*** 

Celia and Marcus approached the village very carefully from along the roadway.  As their path 
brought them among the houses, they both looked around for anything untoward.  At the far end 
of the settlement a knot of villagers were standing talking animatedly ï apart from that everything 
appeared peaceful and normal. 

Celia glanced at Marcus.  ñLet me do the talking will you,ò she said. 

ñSuits me,ò Marcus responded. 

A man dressed in farmerôs clothes walked out of a building and turned towards them.  As he 
reached them, Celia greeted him.  ñHello,ò she said and gave him a warm smile.  

The farmer looked quite taken aback by Celia.  He surreptitiously tried to brush the worst mud off 
his clothes and sucked his stomach in slightly. 

ñGood day, sirò Celia said sweetly.  ñIôm just passing through, but I was wondering why so many 
people are standing around.  Is there something going on?ò 

ñOh, itôs the missing sheep, miss,ò replied the farmer earnestly.  ñAnother couple went missing 
last night.  Every night for the last week now a couple of sheep have gone missing.ò 

ñReally,ò said Celia trying to look interested and failing.  ñSo whoôs in charge around here?  Do 
you have a headman?ò 



ñErrr, we did, miss.  But he had to go visit some relatives urgently in the Duchy to the south, óbout 
the same time that the Lunars took Wintershall.ò 

ñOh,ò said Celia.  ñHow about a priest?  Do you have a priest?ò 

ñUmm, sorry miss, but he had a calling from his god on the same day and has also gone south.ò 

ñSo whoôs in charge then?ò 

ñWell,ò said the farmer pointing at an inn several buildings along the road.  ñYou could try our 
innkeeper, Martyn Fairman.  Heôs kind of taken charge round here in their absence, though Iôm 
not sure how much heôll know.  He only moved here a little over a week ago.  He bought the 
Silver Fox from old Thalmus for a handsome sum of gold.ò  The farmer paused then nodded more 
confidently.  ñBut Iôd still recommend trying him.  Heôs got to know pretty much everyone very 
quickly what with permanently halving the price of ale and giving it away for nothing in his nightly 
discount hours.ò 

Celia and Marcus looked at each other incredulously.  Celia thanked the farmer and approached 
the inn with Marcus.  ñThis should be interesting,ò she said. 

ñIôll say,ò Marcus replied, ñSang has a good saying that covers this type of situation.ò  He adopted 
the Hanôs accent and slightly abstracted manner.  ñWhen the hawk behaves like the dove, it is not 
a sign to relax.ò 

Celia frowned.  ñUmm, you mean when the innkeeper gives away alcohol, itôs probably not for the 
purpose of keeping customers happy.ò 

ñYup.ò 

ñI agree.  I think we can assume that the man is a Lunar spy of some sort.ò 

Marcus nodded silently and the two of them entered the inn. 

*** 

Like all other buildings in Bishopôs Walk, the Silver Fox had log walls and a thatched roof.  There 
was a blazing fire in a hearth and the air was full of wood smoke.  The whole place had a warm 
and homely feel.  Cheerful villagers enjoying cheap ale occupied every table.   

There was a harried looking dark-haired woman serving behind the bar.  Both Marcus and Celia 
noticed that she was not coping well with the demands of the bar.  She repeatedly spilled drinks 
and forgot orders while inexpertly weaving her way around and occasionally into the tables. 

The woman spotted Celia and Marcus after about a minute.  Her eyes widened and she made her 
way directly back to the bar looking quite flustered.  She disappeared through a door behind the 
bar and emerged a moment later leading a man in his forties with curly grey hair.  The woman 
pointed out Celia and Marcus to the man.  He beamed at them and beckoned them over. 

ñWelcome,ò the man said with a warm smile once they reached him.  Celiaôs first reaction was 
that the man had an extraordinarily intelligent face.  He also did not appear to have the physique 
or demeanour of an average innkeeper.  ñI am Martyn Fairman,ò he said.  ñWelcome to my 
humble establishment.  Let me shout you your first drink at the Fox.ò 

Marcus requested an ale, while Celia deliberately ordered milk to see what the innkeeper would 
do.  Though the man did not look like a Lunar, both Marcus and Celia were sure that Martyn 
Fairman was not what he seemed.   

Celia decided to keep her real identity secret until she knew more and, once their drinks arrived, 
Celia introduced herself to the innkeeper as Lady Farrily.  She said she was up from Wintershall 
and was travelling through to Trowl with her servant Marcus to inspect her estates.   

Marcus grimaced then forced a polite bow.  

While showing nothing more than the casual interest of someone making polite conversation 
Martyn began asking a series of questions of óLady Farrilyô.  He was keen to find out everything 



possible about the Lunars and what they were doing.  He was most keen to find out about what 
Lady Farrily had seen in Wintershall. 

Celia grew tired of the charade.  It was obvious that Martyn was not a Lunar but, other than that, 
she could not guess what he was or why he was here in Bishops Walk.  She decided to abandon 
caution as she phrased a question of her own.  ñSo tell me Martyn, who are you really?ò 

Martyn smirked back.  ñI could ask the same of you Lady Farrily.  Who are you really?ò 

Celia considered her response carefully.  ñI am part of a group travelling west to an old mountain 
pass.ò 

ñI know of that pass,ò Martyn admitted. 

Celia examined his face carefully.  He seemed to be telling the truth.  ñHow do you know of this 
pass?ò 

ñI travelled over it less than two weeks ago.ò 

Celiaôs mouth fell open.  ñYou are one of the so called Dierdrakin?ò 

Martynôs eyes bored into her.  ñHow do you know of my people?ò 

Celia tried to hide the discomfort that she suddenly felt at that moment as she realised she was 
seated opposite a Dierdra worshipper; her voice grew tight.  ñWho are you?ò 

He evaluated her carefully before responding.  ñI am Martyn Darkling, High Councillor of the 
Seven.ò 

Celia felt dismay as she realised that she was facing the leader of the Dierdrakin.  Now she 
thought about it, he looked just as Nan had described him.  

ñSo, I ask again,ò he said.  ñWho are you?ò 

Marcus suddenly sensed that Celia was going to either prevaricate or not answer, so he 
answered for her.  ñSheôs Celia and Iôm Marcus.  Weôre travelling to Aylesbury as part of a 
mission on behalf of our Baron to treat with you.  I think youôve already met some of our people; 
Nan, Merrin, Aidan and Sang.ò 

ñAhh,ò Martyn breathed.  ñI am here because of the news they brought to us.  I am delighted that 
they are returning and I hope that they bring good news.ò 

Marcus answered again.  ñYouôll need to talk to the boss ï Fortitude, but yeah; weôve been told to 
do whatôs necessary to get you guys on side.ò 

Celia glowered up at Marcus while Martyn rose and shook him by the hand.  ñWonderful!ò he 
exclaimed.  ñYour commander and your unit must consider yourselves my honoured and 
welcome guests while youôre here.ò 

ñThanks,ò Marcus said.  ñThatôs very kind and weôll pass that back to Fortitude.ò  

He led Celia out. 

*** 

Celia and Marcus returned to where they had left the others.  On the short walk back, Celia said 
nothing but spent the time considering her options.  She felt dismay as she recalled the Lord 
Questorôs orders.  She could not allow Fortitude to negotiate an agreement with the Dierdrakin 
leader but she was unable to think of how she might act to prevent it. 

When they reached the others, Celia gave a fairly honest account of what had just transpired.  
She finished it, however, by cautioning Fortitude to be careful.  ñYouôre soul is in jeopardy if you 
side with these worshippers of evil Dierdra,ò she declared.  ñYou should not trust this Martyn 
Darkling and do not believe anything he says.ò 



Fortitude was astonished to discover that the leader of the Dierdrakin was here.  He felt a twinge 
of fear at the prospect of meeting a real live Dierdra worshipper in person, but this was mitigated 
by the opportunity of furthering the Baronôs orders. ñI hear what youôre saying Celia,ò he said 
reasonably.  ñI wonôt take any unnecessary risks around one of these Dierdrakin, but I have to talk 
to this man sooner or later.  I must admit, it would also be nice to sleep in a real bed under a roof 
for once.ò  He looked around at the others.  ñSo who wants to come with me while I talk to this 
Martyn Darkling?ò 

Sang, Merrin and Nan stepped forward.  Fortitude nodded and led them down to the village.  

*** 

Fortitude found Martyn Darkling waiting for him in the inn.  He studied the man with open 
curiosity.  Some instinct had made him imagine Martyn would reflect the evil chaotic nature of his 
goddess Dierdra; instead Martyn appeared as charming and warm as Nan had described him.   

Martyn reiterated his offer of rooms, food and drink to Fortitude.  Fortitude thanked him, but did 
not accept the offer immediately.  He was keen to talk to the man first and wanted to be 
absolutely sure that he and the others would be safe here.  There were also things about the 
Dierdrakin that he did not understand and this was an ideal opportunity to get answers.  

Fortitude was not quite sure where to begin, so he just started with the first question that had 
been niggling at him ever since the unitôs previous visit to the lands of the Seven.  ñLook Martyn,ò 
he said, ñIôve been wondering about something ever since we heard what you wanted in return for 
an alliance.  This crystal mine of yours,ò he said, ñWhat makes you think weôll be able to clear it 
when you couldnôt?ò 

Martyn sipped at a drink before responding.  ñThis will sound kind of odd, but please remember 
that, other than goblins, you and your unit are the only strangers to visit our settlements in three 
centuries.  We believe that something intelligent and malevolent has taken over the mine.  Our 
best divinations suggest that our faith in, and bond to, the Lady Dierdra renders us vulnerable to 
whatever that thing is.  It is possible that those who follow other gods, or no god at all, may be our 
best hope of reclaiming it.ò   

ñThe mine is important to us,ò Martyn added.  ñWe wouldnôt ask it of you otherwise.  If you can 
return it to us, weôll regain much of the power that we have lost.  In particular, weôll regain the 
ability to be potent and useful allies for your Baron.ò 

Fortitude had been studying Martyn carefully as he spoke.  His words seemed truthful and the 
man seemed trustworthy.  He was not at all what Fortitude might have expected and, despite 
some residual wariness, he found himself warming to Martyn.  ñVery well,ò he said after a long 
moment of reflection.  ñWeôll do the best we can for you.ò   

Fortitude then paused and studied the inn for a long moment.  ñAs for your invitation.  Iôd be 
delighted to accept your hospitality.ò  He turned to look at Sang.  ñCould you tell the others that Iôll 
be staying here and that there are rooms for any who want them.ò 

Sang bowed and departed.  

*** 

Sang found the others a few minutes later and reported on what had happened.  He concluded by 
asking who wished to sleep at the inn that night. 

Marcus nodded.  ñI will,ò he said. 

Sang nodded and glanced at Aidan.  ñIncidentally, the beer is free.ò 

Aidanôs face lit up and he stepped forward.  ñIôm in.ò 

Sang looked at William and Celia.  ñWhat of you both?ò 

William shook his head reluctantly.  ñIôm very uncomfortable about the idea of sleeping under the 
same roof as a Dierdra worshipper,ò he admitted. 



ñI agree,ò Celia added forcefully.  ñIôm going to stay outside tonight.ò  Her eyes lingered 
momentarily on the inn and her expression became grim. 

Marcusô intuition told him that Celia was going to attempt something that Fortitude would 
disapprove of.  ñActually,ò he said suddenly.  ñThatôs a good point.  I think Iôll stay outside also.ò  
He winked at Sang. 

Sang nodded his understanding.  He returned to the inn with Aidan and reported what Celia, 
William and Marcus had decided to Fortitude. 

Fortitude sensed trouble brewing.  He cursed under his breath then turned to Martyn.  ñI have to 
take care of a couple of my unit members.  I wonôt be long.ò 

*** 

Fortitude found Celia, William and Marcus setting up camp under a tree.  He quietly asked for a 
moment of Celiaôs time and led her to one side.  ñLook Celia,ò he began.  ñI understand if you 
donôt want to sleep under the same roof as Dierdra worshippers, but I need to know that you 
wonôt do anything thatôs going to compromise my ability to complete this mission successfully.ò 

Celia kept her tone light.  ñWhat do you mean, Fortitude?  What would I do?ò 

Fortitude kept this tone neutral.  ñSee that nothing happens, Celia.  Iôve excused one lapse on 
your part, but thatôs it.  Your orders are clear.ò 

Celia shrugged.  ñIôve already assured you that I will do my duty.  What more do you want from 
me?ò 

Fortitude stared mistrustfully at her but could not think of anything else to say.  He turned and 
made his way back towards the inn. 

*** 

Fortitude reviewed the brief conversation as he returned to the inn and his certainty that Celia 
was going to create trouble grew.  He entered and walked over to where Martyn and the others 
were conversing and took the Dierdrakin leader to one side. 

ñIôm sorry,ò Fortitude began, ñBut we might have a problem.  Celia, who you met before, is not 
well disposed to you and your people.  Iôm worried that she might try something stupid tonight.  
Can I suggest that you and your staff remain watchful?ò 

Martyn studied him silently for a long moment then nodded.  ñThank you, Lieutenant,ò was all he 
said then gave a tight smile and walked out of the inn.  He returned fifteen minutes later and 
returned to his place behind the bar without any explanation as to where he had been or what he 
had been doing.  

*** 

Celia and William spent the next few hours talking some distance away from Marcus.  Celia 
discovered an unexpected ally in William.  Though he had remained silent out of respect for 
Fortitude and his sense of duty, he was just as unhappy as she was about this mission.  He had a 
simple view of the world and tolerance towards the worship of Dierdra was not a part of it.   

ñI want my place in the afterlife, Celia,ò he said.  ñI would do anything for Fortitude, you know I 
would, but what the Baron has ordered him to do is wrong and endangers all our souls.  Fortitude 
is damning himself and us all by putting duty before whatôs lawful.ò 

Celia was reassured by his words.  She took a risk and tried to bring him in to her plans.  ñSo 
William,ò she began.  ñWould you like to help me make this alliance impossible?ò 

William considered that silently before replying.  ñYes I would,ò he said.  ñSo long as none of our 
companions get hurt.ò 

ñMy view exactly,ò Celia assured him.  ñWe need some option that will damage the Dierdrakinôs 
standing with Fortitude and make an alliance unacceptable to him.ò 



William made a sour face at that.  ñGood luck,ò he said.  ñFortitudeôs very honourable.  Heôs not 
going to put his orders aside under any circumstances ï no matter how unpleasant he finds 
them.ò 

ñThen we have to remove him from the picture,ò Celia said.  ñBut in a non-permanent way.ò 

William had an idea.  ñI know,ò he said.  ñWe could burn down the reeveôs building tonight when 
itôs empty.  We could implicate Fortitude so heôs arrested.  Aidan would then take over the unit 
and the mission would be sure to fail.ò 

ñNot a bad idea,ò Celia admitted.  ñSo long as weôre really sure the reeveôs building is really 
empty, otherwise there would be a hanging.ò 

Before William could reply, the grass rustled behind him and a little goblin wearing black 
Dierdrakin leather armour stepped out and grinned evilly at Celia and William.  ñHey you,ò it said 
in a little piping voice. 

Celia started guiltily and stared and the goblin in surprise. 

ñYeah you!ò said the goblin.  ñGiz us money, or me friends and Iôll cut yer guts out and leave you 
to see if you can stuff óem back in before dying.ò  The goblin stared at them hopefully. 

Celia and William looked around.  In various places in the grass they saw goblins pointing bows.  
At least a dozen were visible and all were wearing Dierdrakin armour. 

ñHow much money?ò asked Celia carefully. 

Before the goblin could answer, however, William leapt up from the ground with a huge thrust of 
his legs.  He crashed his full weight down on the goblin standing in front of him.  There was a 
crunching splatting sound as the goblin was crushed beneath him.   

There was a staggered series of twangs as all the goblins opened fire at William.  Perhaps it was 
the unexpectedness of his move, or that accuracy with a bow was not a great virtue among 
goblins, but all the arrows missed William.  Two goblins, however, were not so lucky.  They 
suffered the embarrassing fate of being shot dead by compatriots. 

William and Celia drew swords and stood back to back staring out at the remaining goblins.  The 
goblins stared back at them and reassessed their bargaining position now that their spokesman 
was dead.   

Marcus had heard the disturbance.  He crept up on the goblins from behind with his sword drawn.  
ñHey,ò he said loudly behind one of them.  It leapt high in the air in terror and scrabbled around 
fearfully once it was back on the ground.  ñHere,ò said Marcus.  He held out a shiny silver farthing 
to the goblin.  Fear quickly gave way to greed and it snatched the coin and backed away. 

ñIôd leave now,ò said Celia looking around at the other goblins.   

The goblins looked around at each other and then suddenly all turned and fled. 

William, Celia and Marcus all took deep breaths and sheathed weapons. 

ñThat settles it,ò said Celia staring suspiciously around the undergrowth.  ñWe canôt sleep out here 
tonight.ò  An idea hit her and her gaze returned to the village.  She nodded slowly.  ñI know,ò she 
said.  ñWeôll reopen the temple and hold a service for the Nine.  Itôll be a challenge to the 
Dierdrakin and will remind everyone of Dierdraôs proper place.  We can sleep in the temple 
afterwards.ò 

Marcus and William agreed and so she rose and started decisively towards the village.  They fell 
in behind her.   

Celia made her way directly to the little temple in the middle of the village.  As she walked, she 
buttonholed each and every person she encountered and told them about the forthcoming 
service.  Some looked suitably pious, while others cringed visibly. Celiaôs best response was from 
a group of gangly adolescent youths that were clearly smitten by her beauty.  They agreed to 



spread the word about the upcoming service and promised that they would be there to hear her 
message. 

*** 

Celia found the temple open, but empty.  She walked in without hesitation and began tolling the 
bell.  Within ten minutes, around fifty people had gathered in the church.  Martyn and his staff 
from the inn turned up with Fortitude and the others.  Of the unit, only Aidan was missing. 

Fortitude stared uncertainly at Celia, but decided to let her continue.  He guessed where this was 
likely to go, but hoped that a defiant service in the name of the Nine would sate her conscience 
and give them all a quiet night. 

As soon as the temple was full, Celia began the mass.  She led a traditional service to the Nine 
and punctuated it with an impassioned sermon on the importance of loyalty to the gods.  The gist 
of her sermon was that there were three gods to follow, three to respect, and three to fear and 
avoid.  She pointedly avoided eye contact with Martyn and his group as she spoke. 

Marcus took advantage of the service to hand the collection plate around.  It came back with four 
silver farthingôs worth of assorted coppers and bronzes.  He nodded approvingly, then pocketed 
the lot for himself without a second thought. 

The group of adolescent boys had seated themselves near the middle of the temple.  As Marcus 
saw them, a mischievous idea occurred to him.  They were clearly infatuated with Celia and 
pointed at her and muttered about her during the service.  He edged over to them and sat behind 
them.   

While Celia was engaged in the rite of absolution, he leaned forward and addressed them.  ñYou 
knowéò he began earnestly.  ñCelia puts out for those who convert.ò 

One of the boys summons up the courage to respond.  ñYou mean, sheé. Errrréò 

ñYup,ò said Marcus ingeniously.  ñFull, wild, animal sex involving sticks of celery, a bucket of lard 
and a surgical truss.ò 

The boys fell quiet and stared wide-eyed and stricken at Celia.  

*** 

It was obvious that the boys had felt the call of Vull, for they approached Celia at the end of the 
service stammering and blushing.  One of the boys had been nominated to speak for them all.  
He cleared his throat and addressed Celia.  ñWe heard you óput outô for converts to Vull,ò he said 
hopefully. 

ñMy mother has some celery,ò said another. 

ñI can get some lard,ò claimed a third. 

Celia froze and glared around the room until her gaze alighted on Marcus who was watching and 
snickering down the back of the temple. 

Her gaze tightened and she stared back around the boys with a cool smile.  ñSo,ò said Celia 
suddenly.  ñYou are willing to test your faith in Vull,ò she said and beckoned Nan over.  The boys 
noticeably cringed when they saw Nan and her scowling, pockmarked face. 

ñThe ordeal is simple,ò said Celia.  ñVull will test your faith.  If your faith is true, I shall indeed óput 
outô.  If your faith is false, then you shall be given to Nan here for her perverse and depraved 
pleasure.ò   

Nan flashed the boys an evil smile.  She idly drew her dagger and toyed with its point. 

The boys looked at each other.  All but two of them stepped back and disappeared into the night.  
Two remained looking uncertain. 



Celia sighed and continued.  ñéAnd Nan of course shall be accompanied in her unnatural rut by 
Fortitude there who has unusual and perverse tastes of his own.ò 

Seeing that he was being talked about, but not knowing what was going on, Fortitude raised a 
hand and smiled at the group. 

Both the remaining boys stared at Fortitude wide-eyed and aghast then fled after their friends.  
Celia smiled tightly and flashed Marcus a pointed grin.  

*** 

With the ending of the service, the temple emptied.  Marcus sidled up to Nan.  ñHey Nan,ò he 
began.  ñIôm going to sleep here in the temple tonight with Celia and William.  I think theyôre 
planning something stupid against Fortitude or the Dierdrakin.ò 

Nan screwed up her face.  ñThen Iôll sleep here too,ò she said.  ñPity though ï I was looking 
forward to a real bed at the inn.ò 

Marcus grinned back sympathetically.  ñYeah, I know.ò  He sighed.  ñOne of us will have to remain 
awake at all times.ò 

Nan grimaced.  ñIôll let Fortitude know,ò she said. 

*** 

Fortitude, Sang and Merrin returned to the inn.  Aidan had remained there throughout the service.  
They found him in his cups and now very drunk indeed.  Fortitude sat down next to him and Aidan 
rewarded him a smile that was just a little too wide.  ñI love you Fortitude,ò he slurred.  ñYouôre the 
beshtest.  No oneôs ever promoted me three times before.ò 

His eyes glazed over and he slumped forward.  His head hit the oaken table with a resounding 
thud.  Fortitude rolled his eyes in quiet resignation.  He and Sang carried him up to his room and 
left him to sleep it off inside a huge iron bathtub. 

*** 

The night passed quietly until somewhere around the third hour of the morning.  In the temple, 
William and Nan were both awake and keeping watch.   

William sniffed and yawned theatrically.  ñIôm going for a quick wander round,ò he announced.  ñIf I 
donôt, Iôm going to fall asleep.ò  Nan nodded.  He looked sincere and so she said nothing.  

William slipped out the temple door and made quickly for the reeveôs building.  He reached it 
without encountering anyone and looked around nervously to make sure there was no one else 
around.  He then moved around to a dark corner and pulled his tinderbox out from under his 
tunic.   

Behind him, he heard a noise.  ñPssst!ò  He jumped and peered around guiltily.  There were 
fifteen or more goblins standing around him in a large semi-circle pointing short bows at him.  
One of them stepped forward shaking his head.  ñDis looks very bad, human,ò it said. 

William froze and his mind began racing. 

The goblin nodded in feigned sadness.  ñYup, dis is the sort of thing that gives us goblins a bad 
name, human.  I think youôd better pay us a small fee and get lost. 

William stared around.  He was unarmoured and no matter how bad the goblins were as archers 
some of them were bound to hit him if he ran.  He sighed and passed his purse to the goblin.   

ñAhh well,ò the goblin said mournfully.  ñI guess you get to live this time.  Now Iôd suggest you go 
back to bed.ò 

William decided that argument was pointless.  He walked away from the building and back 
towards the temple.  As he walked, he cursed quietly under his breath, but forced his expression 



back to one of idle boredom.  He re-entered the temple a minute later and nodded casually to 
Nan.   

Nan lifted an eyebrow at him.  ñAny problems?ò 

ñAll quiet,ò he replied. 

*** 

An hour later, Celia stirred.  She had been awake for some time, but stretched theatrically for 
Nanôs benefit.  She rose and massaged a leg while darting a glance at Nan.  ñCrampéò she 
murmured and walked over to the corner of the temple.   

As soon as she was out of immediate eyeshot of Nan, she lifted her eyes to Vull in a silent prayer 
seeking forgiveness for what she was about to do.  She reminded herself it was in Vullôs own 
cause that she was acting on as she muttered a command word under her breath.  A tiny magical 
flame appeared at the end of one of her fingers.  There was a shelf of hymnbooks there and she 
held her finger to them.  After guttering and smoking for a few seconds, the paper sparked into 
flame.  While the fire was still small, she returned to her sleeping pallet. 

Seconds later Nan smelt the smoke and stepped around to where she could see the fire.  She 
cursed vehemently and called out in alarm while kicking Marcus awake.  She then ran forward to 
try to combat the fire.  By that time, however, the flames had spread well up the wall and were 
licking at the thatch roof.  It was obvious that the fire was now out of control. 

ñEveryone out,ò called Celia from behind Nan.  ñDamn goblins,ò she added for effect. 

*** 

Once outside the temple, Nan shouted an alarm.  Slowly villagers began staggering out of their 
houses in nightshirts blinking away sleep and staring at the now obviously smoking temple roof in 
alarm. 

At the inn, Merrin was the first to hear the shouts.  She quickly woke Fortitude and then the 
others.  Aidan could not be roused.  He was still unconscious in his iron bathtub and the others 
left him there.   

Everyone threw on clothes and rushed out into the night. 

By the time that Fortitude, Merrin and Sang reached the temple, it was well alight and the 
villagers were forming a bucket-line back to the village well.  Fortitude and Sang joined the effort.   

Merrin just stood back and stared fearfully at the flames raging high over the temple roof.  She 
shook her head forcefully, as the flames burned higher and higher.  A little moan emerged from 
her throat. 

Celia was pacing around to one side trying creating more alarm.  ñDierdra worshippers did it,ò she 
claimed.  ñThey must have been trying to kill us Vull believers while we slept.ò  The villagers 
looked at her as if she was insane and Celia quickly backed off. 

Merrinôs mind was completely focussed on the flames.  As she watched them leaping high into 
the air she realised that the temple was going to be completely destroyed.  The way the flames 
were dancing high overhead and sparks were drifting high into the sky filled her with a primitive 
fear.  Though there was no one around, she began muttering aloud.  ñSoooo, we meet again fire 
demon,ò she declared intently.  ñBut this time, the advantage is mine,ò she declared waggling a 
finger threateningly at the temple. 

An idea occurred to her in this unbalanced state.  There was a small knot of elderly villagers 
standing near her watching the fire-fighting work and she addressed them reassuringly.  ñDonôt 
worry,ò she said.  ñI shall open a portal to the plane of water.  I shall save us all by summoning a 
water creature to battle the fire demon.ò   

They stared at her as if she was insane. 



Merrin ignored their doubting looks and began to chant.  As she chanted, her voice became more 
guttural and terrible.  Strange impossible timbres resonated in her voice and her voice grew 
impossibly loud.  The villagers near her shrank away in terror. 

At that moment, the earth jolted once and the wind fell still.  Everyone in the village stopped what 
they were doing and stared back at her. 

With a triumphant thrill, Merrin felt a portal open.  Something responded to her call on the other 
side.  It felt like she had contacted the biggest most powerful water elemental ever and she began 
to laugh maniacally ï revelling in this new power. 

The touch of an incomprehensibly alien mind suddenly dominated Merrinôs thoughts.  She could 
sense it radiating wild joy in response to an otherworldly and insane keening that seemed to 
transcend time and space around her.  As the alien mind detected the portal, a dull curiosity 
tinged the joy.  She could sense that the ówater elementalô was aware of her and the portal.  She 
could also sense it reaching for the portal and beginning to enter.   

Over the little village of Bishops Walk, there was a mind-shaking crack of sound and a blinding 
flash of light.  A huge pressure-wave smashed buildings to the ground and bowled over trees as a 
huge gateway opened in the night sky.  Something began to emerge from it. 

ñWhat theé?ò said Merrin looking mildly puzzled.  ñThatôs not a water elemental.ò 

More than five miles across, it had a huge, dark form wreathed in flickering sheets of energy that 
filled the air around it in titanic waves.  A huge mass of sound accompanied it as the air literally 
ignited and burned around its form.  The same keening that Merrin had sensed before now split 
the air in a mind-numbing cacophony.  Enough of the creature was visible through the walls of 
energy for people to discern masses of mottled, gleaming flesh that pulsed and twisted 
continually. 

A wall of force swept over the village at that moment as the monstrosity examined the village 
below.  Its alien will smashed through every mind in that place and filled them with an 
overwhelming hunger and power.  There was no conscious thought there ï only unthinking 
instinct and the touch of its mind drove all reason and conscious thought from every living 
creature on the ground below.  Many of those experiencing the touch of that incomprehensible 
mind were instantly driven to madness and fear. 

Of all the group, Nan was most affected this time, as a wave of the creatureôs will ripped through 
her.  One part of her mind closed down in that instant and she joined a mass of villagers running 
and screaming.   

The others were luckier or more resilient and retained varying degrees of self-control and sanity.   

Sang and Marcus ran for their lives.  ñDonôt look up,ò Sang called loudly to Marcus.  ñThis is very 
bad,ò he stated repeatedly and directed his fear into another burst of speed. 

Celia leapt under a stone water trough in the villageôs market square and buried her face in the 
dirt.  She covered her ears and desperately focussed her mind on distant forests and still waters. 

William just stopped and stared up in uncomprehending horror.  There was destruction all around 
him but mercifully he was untouched.  Some part of his mind told him to stand very still and, 
perhaps, the creature would not see him.  He held his breath and gazed horror-struck up into the 
sky above. 

Fortitude felt like giving into madness also, but there were villagers screaming and running 
around him and some inner-voice told him that it was his duty to help them.  Waves of energy 
began to emanate from the creature and swept over the village in small beams alternately 
burning and freezing everything they touched.  A beam passed a few yards from Fortitude and 
brushed a running villager.  The manôs clothes instantly caught alight and Fortitude forced his 
shaken mind into giving aid.  He pushed himself forward and rolled the man across the ground 
until the flames were extinguished. 



The chaos and destruction continued for little more than a minute.  At the end of that time there 
was a sucking wrenching sound and silence fell over what little remained of the village of Bishops 
Walk.  Those that had the self-control and who dared to gaze upwards saw that the sky was 
empty again. 

All that could be heard in the stillness was the moans and screams of the survivors. 

*** 

Fortitudeôs ears were ringing.  His eyes were wide and he was shaking uncontrollably.  His mind 
was slow and nothing around him seemed to register clearly.  He was not even sure where he 
was.  He had a few burns, but was otherwise unhurt.  He stared around until his gaze fell upon 
Celia who was clambering out from under the water-trough.  An irrational wave of hatred washed 
through him as he beheld her.   

Merrin was a dozen paces on the other side of him.  Her eyes were blazing with triumph and joy.  
Though seriously injured and surrounded by the bodies of dozens of villagers, she was ranting.  ñI 
am the mistress of the pathways!  Canôt you feel ité the ways to the worlds are open.  I 
command themé  I sense them.  All things are in my reaché  Tremble and fear me!ò   

Fortitude forced his shaking limbs to work.  One step at a time he worked his way over to her and 
swung a single roundhouse blow at her with one of his huge fists.  She collapsed unconscious at 
his feet. 

Nan was crouched under the rubble of a partially collapsed house.  She was whimpering and 
seemed terrified by everything.  She looked at Fortitude in hopeless fear and cowered away from 
him when his eyes fell upon her. 

Fortitude beckoned Celia over.  His face was cold and white with strain and his expression 
threatened further violence.  ñLook after her,ò he grunted.  

*** 

Aidan woke up a few minutes later with a throbbing headache.  He was disoriented but after 
feeling around himself he realised he was lying underneath an iron bathtub on what felt like 
frozen ground. 

He pushed the tub off himself with difficulty and staggered drunkenly to his feet.  A corner of the 
inn had collapsed ï including the part containing the bathroom.  Villagers were running around 
everywhere screaming in pain and horror.  He stared around in bewilderment until his gaze fell 
upon Fortitude and the others in the centre of the village. 

He staggered over to them and scratched his head unsteadily as he tried to understand the 
carnage all around.  ñErr, so did I miss something?ò he asked.   

 



Factions, Plots and Dissension  
With the immediate horror gone, Fortitude slowly tried to recover some modicum of composure.  
It took three attempts before he was able to summon magical healing and treat the worst of his 
burns.  As he worked, his companions returned one by one, nursing similar injuries of varying 
severity. 

Fortitude finished tending to himsel then glared around at his companions with wild and unsteady 
eyes.  Part of him wanted to rant at them while another part wanted to sit down and give into fear 
or despair for a while.   

All around the village continued to burn and thaw.  Villagers were stumbling around or lying in 
twisted heaps, moaning in pain and horror.  Fortitude forced words to his lips.  ñI want to know 
what happened.ò  He glared at those around him one at a time and waited for a response. 

ñWas ish a fight?ò Aidan slurred, trying to conceal the fact he was still drunk.  ñDid I start it?ò  He 
sensed another demotion in the offing and flinched. 

Sang let out an uncharacteristic cry.  ñStupid northerners!  When I was young my grandfather told 
me; donôt play with dark forces and if they come to you donôt ever stop and look.  Bad things 
come to those who stop and look.ò 

Nan whimpered pathetically and tried to cover her eyes. 

Fortitude growled at Celia.  ñWhat do you know about this?ò 

Celia was also badly shaken by what had just occurred, but she retained enough composure to 
answer levelly.  ñNothing.  There was a fire at the back of the temple.  I raised the alarm.ò 

Fortitude scowled at her.  ñDid you start the fire?ò 

Before Celia could reply, William spoke.  ñThere are goblins here, Fortitude.  Theyôre wearing the 
black armour of the Dierdrakin.  I think they started the fire to silence us because we threaten 
them.ò 

Fortitude stared mistrustfully between William and Celia.  They were plotting against him, he was 
sure of it.  They had turned on him and would do so again unless he took steps.  Dark and violent 
thoughts coursed through him.  Rage threatened to overwhelm him.  Rage and something close 
to madness. 

Celia saw a small fraction of what was going through Fortitudeôs mind on his face and adopted a 
most reasonable and conciliatory tone.  ñThink Fortitude,ò she urged.  ñIsnôt that more reasonable 
than us starting all this?  Theyôre Dierdra worshippers for Vullôs sake!ò 

ñYes,ò said William.  ñAfter the temple caught alight, I heard Merrin chanting and thené the thing 
appeared.ò 

Fortitude turned to Merrin who had regained consciousness and was giggling maniacally and 
gazing around at the village with delight.  It looked like her mind had completely snapped this 
time.  There was no light of comprehension or awareness at all.  He gestured at Marcus.  ñTie her 
up and gag her,ò he snapped. 

Marcus obeyed. 

Fortitude glared around his companions distrustfully then nodded as is if coming to a decision.  
When he spoke paranoia and anger was evident in his voice.  ñThis may indeed be the work of 
the Lunars.  If so, we can expect them to keep trying to stop our mission.  However, if I find that 
any of you were deliberately trying to prevent the Baronôs orders from being completed, I will see 
you court marshalled and hanged.ò 



His gaze lingered on Celia and William before brushing over the others.  ñNow weôll help the 
villagers,ò he said.  ñCelia; youôll stay here and watch over Merrin and Nan.ò 

With that he strode off and began tending to the injured and dead as if his soul and sanity 
depended upon it. 

*** 

Once he was gone, the others tended to their own injuries or went and emulated Fortitude in 
helping villagers.   

Celia stayed with Merrin and Nan as ordered.  She felt guilty for what her actions had caused, but 
her thoughts were also filled with the thing that Merrin had summoned to the village.  She was 
unable to imagine why Vull would have forbidden her to interfere in Merrinôs actions when this 
was the consequence.   

As Celia gazed upon the surrounding devastation, these questions returned repeatedly.  ñWhy?ò 
she said to herself.  ñWhy did Vull allow this?  Surely he could have prevented this?ò  Guilt and 
doubt gnawed at her. 

ñHuh?ò said Aidan behind her.  ñWhat was thash, Celia?ò  

She spun around and found Aidan standing behind her.  He was still swaying gently and trying to 
work out what had happened to the village. 

ñNothing Aidan,ò she replied. 

At that moment, there was an anguished cry for help from a nearby building.  Celia looked down 
at Merrin and Nan and then at the sodden Aidan.  ñLook after them for a moment would you,ò she 
commanded, then strode away to give what aid she could. 

Aidan watched her go while scratching his head in bewilderment.  At his feet, Merrin groaned and 
stirred.  She tensed against her bonds as consciousness returned and cried out in pain. 

Aidan knelt unsteadily beside her and tried to focus his alcohol sodden mind on her.  ñHey Merrin, 
watsch going on?ò 

Merrin opened an eye and peered around.  She could see glowing portal signatures everywhere 
around her.  There were small ones hanging above the ground and long trails leading to them.  
Above the village, she could see the remnants of the portal through which the water elemental 
had come.  She had to force all of her attention on to Aidan.  There was another portal in the wall 
of a building behind him and she could sense something slathering hungrily behind it ï cajoling 
and begging for release.  ñHello Aidan,ò she said in a rather unhinged tone. 

ñGood morningsch, Merrin,ò he replied while trying to focus on her. 

ñUntie me would you, Aidan?ò 

Aidan frowned and wished the alcoholic haze would lift for a moment.  ñUmm, ish that a good 
idea?  How comsch youôre tied up?ò 

Merrin bared her teeth up at him.  ñIôm fine now.ò 

Aidanôs knees buckled and he had to force himself upright.  ñWhat?ò he said.  ñWatsch that?ò 

ñYou were going to untie me,ò Merrin said.  ñYou remember; Fortitude said it was all right.ò 

ñOh right,ò Aidan said compliantly and set about removing Merrinôs bonds.  ñWhat elsh did 
Fortichude say?ò 

Merrin rubbed circulation back into her wrists then gestured at the partially collapsed inn nearby.  
ñHe said you should go and see if our things are all right, Aidan.ò 

Aidan turned and focussed on the partially collapsed inn.  ñDamn!ò he said.  ñThe beer cellar!ò  He 
lurched away to ascertain what had survived. 



Merrin gazed at the chaos around her.  ñI must council the survivors,ò she murmured and 
wandered off.  

Nan was left whimpering ï alone and terrified in the middle of the village square. 

*** 

An hour later, Fortitude returned with Sang to the inn.  They had dug six villagers out from under 
collapsed buildings and had coordinated countless more rescues.  Reports from survivors 
indicated that nearly half the village population had survived ï though the monstrous mind had 
driven many of them insane.   

Fortitude was appalled to discover Nan cowering alone behind a wall with both Celia and Merrin 
gone.  A violent rage overcame him again at that moment and he swore that they would suffer for 
this.  His body began shaking uncontrollably.  His legs stopped supporting him and he collapsed 
to his knees. 

Sang regarded him anxiously.  ñAre you all right, friend Fortitude?ò he asked.  ñIs there anything I 
can do?ò 

Fortitude regarded Sang through wild and unsteady eyes.  ñYouôre the only one I can trust, Sang,ò 
he declared.  ñWilliam and Celia have turned on us.  Nan and Merrin are insane.ò 

Sang reached for his pack.  He had some calming herbs that might help.   

At that moment, Aidan emerged through a collapsed wall in the inn.  He was carrying a small 
barrel of something over one shoulder and was humming happily. 

ñAidan!ò Fortitude growled accusingly. 

Aidan froze guiltily.  ñUmm yes?ò 

ñWhat are you doing?ò 

Aidan jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the inn.  ñJust checking for survivors.  Our rooms 
survived and all our equipment is all right.  That guy Martynôs dead though.ò  Aidanôs expression 
became wondering.  ñHis entire bodyôs freezing cold and yet itôs like it was dried out first, cos itôs 
really light.  Heôs also got this really funny look on his face ï like he was really impressed by 
something.ò 

ñDead,ò echoed Fortitude dazedly.  ñThen Celiaôs succeeded.  Our mission is a failure.ò 

ñNo,ò Sang remonstrated.  ñThat is not so.  Think Fortitude; we can go on.ò 

Fortitude stared at Sang silently and a number of emotions flickered across his face.  Sang saw 
exhaustion, anger, self-pity and paranoia in short order.  Finally, Fortitude nodded.  ñYes,ò he 
said.  ñYouôre right Sang.  We must go on and we must take the body of Martyn Darkling with us.ò 

Sang kept his tone polite and neutral.  ñIf that is what you wish, then I will make the necessary 
arrangements.  May I ask why though?  The journey over the mountain pass is likely to be difficult 
enough without us having to carry a body.ò 

Fortitude had to stop himself from snarling at Sang.  He forced a degree of control and kept his 
voice reasonable.  ñIt will be a gesture of respect,ò he replied.  ñItôll show that we are serious 
about completing a treaty with the Dierdrakin and that we regret the death of their First Councillor.  
Also, it just feels right.ò 

ñI will make the necessary arrangements,ò Sang replied immediately and walked away towards 
the inn.  

Celia returned a minute or two later and Fortitude glowered at her.  ñWhy did you leave Merrin 
and Nan alone?ò he demanded loudly.  ñI commanded you to remain with them.ò 



Celia was taken aback by the vehemence and anger in Fortitudeôs voice.  ñIôm sorry,ò she said.  
ñMerrin was tied up and Nan was in no danger.  There were people calling out needing help and 
healing.  I couldnôt ignore them.  I left Aidan with them.ò 

Fortitude began to tremble again through a mixture of fatigue and anger.  ñI see,ò he said.  He 
knew that she had somehow been responsible for all this, but now was not the time to challenge 
her, he decided.  He knew that she would only use her wiles to turn the others against him.  He 
therefore bit his tongue and decided to wait till later.  She would pay, he promised himself 
unsteadily.  She would pay. 

*** 

Sang returned quarter of an hour later bearing a moderate sized box in both arms.  He placed it 
on the ground in front of Fortitude.  ñMartyn Darklingôs remains,ò he announced.  ñAs Aidan said, 
he was a desiccated husk before his body was frozen.  His death must have been very quick.ò 

Fortitude looked at him with wild eyes.  ñGood man, Sang.  I knew I could rely on you,ò he said 
with an odd quaver in his voice.  He turned on Aidan.  ñYouôll carry the box,ò he instructed. 

ñWhy?ò Aidan demanded and he stared down at the box with a mixture of dismay and discomfort.  
ñI donôt want to have to carry someoneôs body.ò 

Fortitudeôs hands began clenching and unclenching and he rounded on Aidan.  ñYouôll do it or Iôll 
demote you again.  Youôll do it or Iôll know that youôre also against me.ò 

Aidan stared at him and opened his mouth to argue, but something about Fortitudeôs manner 
registered through his alcohol-misted mind.  ñYeah, all right Fortitude,ò he said.   

A new cry rang out from further down the road.  Everyone started and more than one stared 
around expecting to see some new horror.  The voice that uttered the cry sounded as if it were in 
the grip of the most abject hopelessness and despair.   

A second later a woman ran out from behind one of the ruined houses.  She cried out again 
sobbing as she ran.  Behind her ran Merrin calling out her brand of counselling.  

ñPah!  Why do you run?ò  Merrin called in a grim monotone.  ñIt will find you wherever you try to 
hide.  You are one of the lucky ones anyway.  Be glad you are not with your husband and 
children whose souls are now writhing in Azaôalôs remorseless grip.  Your best chance is to fall 
down and worship it.  Then when it returns perhaps it will consume you after devouring everyone 
else.ò 

Fortitude blanched and called her name angrily.  Merrin stopped as if she had hit a wall and 
obediently walked over and stopped before him.  The woman she had been counselling ran 
moaning and weeping out of the village. 

Merrin regarded the Beastmaster through mad eyes.  ñI think I was making real progress with 
her,ò she declared. 

Aidan fumbled out a small cosh and moved up to her.  ñOh look,ò he said pointing behind her.  
ñIsnôt that an amazing sign?ò 

Merrinôs eyes widened as she stared back behind him.  Her voice filled with fearful awe.  ñNot as 
amazing as that sign behind you.ò 

Aidan flung himself around with a little cry of fear.  While his back was turned, Merrin hit him over 
the back of his head with the butt of her dagger. 

The blow stunned Aidan but he remained conscious.  He staggered and swung around.  Merrin 
winced as she saw him coming.  ñUh oh,ò she said. 

Aidan lifted the cosh high and brought it maliciously down on the crown of Merrinôs head.  Merrin 
collapsed soundlessly at his feet. 



At that moment, a woman walked out from behind one of the ruined houses.  She was wearing 
the clothes of a peasant farmerôs wife and appeared to be in her forties.  Something about her 
was out of place, however.  Her skin was far darker than was normal for a native of Winterslow 
and the irises of her eyes were completely black.  Her hair was also raven black, but only hung 
shoulder length.  Her skin was flawless and her face radiated energy and intelligence.  She also 
appeared completely uninjured. 

The group watched her approach in some surprise.  

The woman stopped over Merrinôs fallen body and stared down at her with something more than 
just compassion.  She then turned her gaze to Fortitude.  ñCan I be of any assistance?ò she 
asked.  

ñWho are you?ò Fortitude demanded.  He felt like he was ready to burst open.  He did not think he 
could handle another surprise.  

She smiled sadly at him.  ñI am Amora, wife of Saelstan.  I am a healer.ò  She touched Fortitude 
lightly on the arm as she spoke.  There was a strange cleansing rushing sensation in his head as 
if somehow cool clear water had been poured through his brain.  The tension went out of him.  
His limbs stopped trembling and calm and reason returned.  Though he could still clearly 
remember the horror of the last hour, the emotional impact had suddenly gone as if it had never 
existed.  All of Fortitudeôs madness went with it.   

ñPerhaps, I can help some of your injured,ò Amora said gesturing to Nan and Merrin.  ñI have 
herbs that will provide succour to those injured in mind and body.ò 

There was something in her eyes that made Fortitude want to trust her.  ñPerhaps you could help 
our injured,ò he suggested obligingly.  ñYou could use herbs to provide succour to the injured in 
mind and body.ò  One part of his mind idly wondered what the word succour meant. 

Celia and Sang both went on their guard.  Aidan just blinked and frowned. 

ñPardon me Amora,ò said Celia carefully.  ñWhat kind of treatment would you propose?ò 

Amoral looked into Celiaôs eyes.  They were impossibly dark and infinitely compelling.  ñI shall 
inspect them and if I can help, I will take them away for treatment.  Iôm sure you would approve.ò 

Celia nodded and relaxed.  This woman was clearly trustworthy.  ñPlease inspect them and if you 
can help, take them away for treatment.  Iôm sure I would approve.ò   

Sang said nothing but continued to observe the woman with fascinated interest.  ñPerhaps I can 
help you, lady,ò he said. 

ñThank you,ò Amora said and stooped down to examine Nan.  She touched her briefly and shook 
her head.  ñI can do nothing for her,ò she said.  Despite her words, Nan stirred under her touch 
and let out a little sigh of relief. 

Amora turned to Merrin and inspected her.  ñBut heréò she said looking at Merrin, ñI can treat 
her.  Bring her,ò she commanded and strode off towards a burned out row of houses.  Sang 
picked up Merrin and staggered off after her. 

They were just walking around the back of a house, when Merrin groaned and regained 
consciousness.  Amora instructed Sang to put Merrin down.  He did. 

Amora rested a hand on the side of Merrinôs face.  Merrin noticeably relaxed at her touch and 
then gazed around herself in surprise and consternation. 

ñWhere are we?ò Merrin asked.   

ñWhat do you remember?ò  Amora replied gently. 

Merrin paused and thought.  ñWe were walking into the village of Bishopôs Walk.  I donôt 
remember anything after that.ò  Sang stared in wonder at Merrin.  She appeared lucid and almost 
completely sane.  



Amora nodded thoughtfully, then addressed Sang.  ñIt appears that your friend has lost some 
memory as a result of a blow to the head.  Otherwise, she seems unharmed.  I donôt think there is 
any useful treatment that I can now offer her.ò 

Sang bowed deeply and respectfully to her, then backed away dragging the bewildered Merrin.  
ñWho was she?ò asked Merrin jerking a thumb backwards.  ñShe looked familiar.ò 

ñDonôt ask, donôt know.  Not good to know,ò replied Sang fervently. 

Merrin stared around in bewilderment.  When she spoke her tone was high pitched and quizzical.  
ñWhy can I see portals and gateways everywhere?ò she said. 

Sangôs normally boundless self-control cracked. 

*** 

Upon their return, Fortitude questioned Merrin at length.  He tried to understand how Merrin could 
have lost her memory.  He also asked if Merrin knew who Amora was.  Merrin shrugged and 
replied she had no idea. 

Sang and Celia assisted Nan while this conversation was taking place.  Nan was also bemused 
by the scenes of devastation all around and looked and sounded much better than she had 
before.  There was still fear and uncertainty evident in her face, but she had control over it now.  
ñI felt its mind inside mine,ò she said to Sang once he had given her a calming draught of herbs. 

ñWhat do you mean, Nan?ò 

ñThe thing over the village.  Its mind stabbed into mine.  I couldnôt resist or shut it out.  It was 
nothing but power and instinct andéò  Her voice trailed away and she shivered. 

ñAnd?ò Sang prompted. 

ñIt knew me,ò she replied.  ñI donôt mean that it knew me like people know people, I mean that it 
acknowledged me and I felt some kind of tie to it.ò 

Celia exclaimed aloud.  ñHow can that be?ò 

ñI donôt know,ò Nan replied.  ñI donôt understand and it scares me.ò 

ñRest,ò Sang said while darting a reproving look at Celia.  ñFinish the drink.  It will relax and 
refresh you somewhat.  We will ask no more questions at this time.ò 

Fortitude stepped over and studied Nan silently before turning to Sang.  ñIs she able to travel?ò 

ñShe needs rest.  Ideally, she should spend a day or two recuperating.ò 

Fortitude grimaced.  ñMerrinôs creature was probably seen all the way to Wintershall.  We need to 
move out now and be a mile or two from here by dawn.  Will Nan cope?ò 

Sang appraised Nan carefully before replying.  ñI think so.  Her recovery after the woman Amora 
touched her was miraculous.  She has had a shock and is still coming to terms with what she saw 
and experienced, but I believe that she will be fine if she is required to do no more than travel.ò 

ñThanks Sang,ò Fortitude replied.  He paused and a hint of embarrassment appeared on his face.  
ñAnd my apologies for how I was behaving earlier.  I donôt know what came over me.ò 

Sang inclined his head in acknowledgement. 

Fortitude called everyone to him.  ñI need everyone to recover their equipment from the inn right 
now.  Weôre going to head off again now.ò 

William shook his head through the darkness.  ñYouôre kidding!ò he exclaimed.  ñHow can we go 
on after this?  Surely we should just give it all up and head back.ò 

Celia spoke.  ñWilliam does have a point, Fortitude.ò 



A touch of Fortitudeôs earlier anger returned, but he hid it.  ñOur duty is clear,ò he said pointedly.  
ñItôs not for us to choose in this matter.  We will do as our Baron has commanded.ò 

William looked around at the others and saw his own dismay reflected on more than one face.  
He was exhausted from days of poor sleep and shaken by the events of the last few hours.  
These things combined gave him the confidence to continue.  ñI think this missionôs wrong,ò he 
said.  ñOur Baron is wrong.ò 

ñThatôs not your choice,ò Fortitude snapped back. 

ñI think we have to question our orders,ò Celia said softly.  ñThere is no doubt that the temples and 
the King oppose this mission.ò 

Fortitude kept his manner level.  ñThis is not a matter for debate,ò he ruled.  ñWe will move out 
now.  However, until I know that I have your support for this mission, I want Marcus to scout 
ahead.  William you will take his place at the back.ò 

Williamôs face showed dismay and hurt but he knew better than to argue.  ñIf you say so 
Lieutenant,ò he retorted. 

*** 

The group travelled in this way for some distance.  It was still before dawn and the events of the 
night meant that morale was low and tensions were high.   

Aidan was near the back of the column.  He was still half-drunk and he alternated between self-
pity and anger at having to carry the box with Martyn Darklingôs remains on his back.  Though he 
was no stranger to death and violence, the thought of carrying a dead manôs body over the 
coming days made him feel squeamish and uncomfortable.  He bridled at this responsibility and 
directed more than a few dark thoughts Fortitudeôs way.  He was sure that Fortitude was 
punishing him for something but was not sure what. 

Nan walked along silently and took comfort from the simple exercise of putting one foot in front of 
the other as she walked.  Her mind was still numb and she shivered through cold and fear, 
despite the exertion of travelling. 

Merrin stared around blankly trying to work out what was going on and what had happened at 
Bishops Walk.  The sheer number of portals that she could see everywhere astonished her and 
she wondered what it all meant. 

Marcus was at the front feeling vaguely apprehensive as he worked his way along the darkened 
road.  Sneaking was his thing, not scouting.  He reassured himself by the thought that no self-
respecting robber would be out on these roads an hour or two before dawn. 

Fortitude was in a vile mood and he alternated between self-doubt and anger towards the world, 
himself and several of his so-called companions. 

At the back of the column, William was caught up in his own dark mood.  His place was normally 
up front scouting ahead.  That was where he was good and that was where he added value.  
Fortitude had put him at the back by way of punishment, he decided.  His doubts about the 
wisdom of the mission and Fortitudeôs leadership grew as he walked.   

Finally, he sped up his pace until he caught up with Aidan.  ñHey Aidan,ò William whispered softly.  

ñYeah?ò 

ñI donôt want to do this any more.ò 

ñHuh?ò 

ñThis mission is wrong and Fortitudeôs lost it.ò 

Aidan frowned through the night at William.  ñHey, you shouldnôt be saying this stuff, William.ò 

ñSomeoneôs got to.ò 



Aidan became worried.  ñLook, itôll all be better in the morning.  Itôs been a bad night and 
Fortitudeôs been through a lot.  Given what happened to Bishops Walk, I canôt say I blame him.ò 

ñThatôs your call,ò William said.  ñBut Iôve had enough.ò 

ñWhat do you mean?ò 

ñIôm out of here,ò William replied.   

Aidan gaped at him.  ñYouôre going to desert?ò 

ñI donôt know,ò William answered.  ñI suppose so.  I canôt do this mission in good conscience.  I 
wonôt do anything to stop you or the others though.  Iôm just going to stop here and see if things 
really do look better in the morning.ò 

ñThis isnôt a good idea, William.  Look Fortitudeôs not a bad guy.  Give him another chance.  Talk 
to him quietly.ò 

William shook his head firmly.  ñSee you later, Aidan,ò he said and stopped walking.   

Aidan stopped and stared back at him.  ñDonôt do this, William,ò he said.  ñLook Iôm always 
breaking rules and I donôt like being bossed around either, but youôre crossing a line here.  Even I 
wouldnôt do this.ò 

William walked away and disappeared into the night leaving Aidan staring after him.  ñThe idiot,ò 
Aidan muttered.   

Aidan strode forward and caught up with Fortitude a few hundred paces further on.  ñWilliamôs 
stopped,ò he said jerking a thumb backwards. 

Fortitude halted.  The others bunched up and stopped to listen.  ñWhat do you mean, Williamôs 
stopped?ò  

Aidan gestured back along the road.  ñHe caught up with me and said heôs had enough.  He said 
he wasnôt happy and wanted time to think.ò 

Fortitudeôs heart became icy and he stared around the faces of those about him.  Celiaôs face 
showed reproach and disapproval.  The others were all just worried.  ñWe canôt stop,ò Fortitude 
decided.  ñWilliam will either catch up with us or he wonôt.  Either way, itôs his choice.ò  He 
stopped and pointedly looked at Celia.  ñDoes anyone else want to leave?ò 

No one answered. 

ñVery well then,ò Fortitude said tiredly.  ñWeôll keep going.ò 

*** 

The sun rose slowly over the landscape bringing welcome warmth and comfort. 

William watched it rise from the shelter of a tree near the roadway.  He was still not sure what he 
wanted to do or where he should go.  He briefly considered returning home to Sheepy Magma ï 
but that was currently under occupation by the Lunars.  Wintershall was closed to him and he 
knew nothing of the lands and peoples south of Winterslow.   

He considered the group and its mission more carefully.  He decided that he would follow it at a 
distance and work out what to do as events permitted.  Perhaps he would continue to assist Celia 
in preventing the success of the mission or perhaps he would apologise to Fortitude and rejoin 
the unit.  Right now, though, he just felt bitter and angry. 

He knew deep down that he was letting himself be led by tiredness and self-pity.  With that in 
mind, he resolved to take a day or two away from the others but to follow them ï staying an hour 
or two behind them.  Perhaps time would give him more perspective and a clearer sense of what 
to do. 

*** 



Tensions remained high for the others the rest of that day.  Aidan continued to worry about 
William and he bridled at carrying Martyn Darklingôs remains.  Celia remained aloof and cool 
towards Fortitude.   

At lunch, Celia and Aidan sat apart from the others.  Nan remained quiet and withdrawn, while 
Marcus and Sang made awkward conversation.  Fortitude sat alone in a glum silence wondering 
about the wisdom of the mission and his own leadership. 

*** 

They stayed that night at the village of Boscomb.  It was a little settlement of around a hundred 
men, women and children.  Despite its size, it had a surprisingly large inn with well-appointed and 
comfortable rooms.   

Fortitude took four rooms for the group then retreated to one of them to be alone with his doubts.  
He sat silently on the bed for a time feeling ill at ease, before the door opened and Celia strode in 
without knocking.   

Her features were pinched and she stared at him with open disapproval.  ñWe shouldnôt go on,ò 
she said declared bluntly.  ñOur mission is a failure and can not be completed.  We should return 
and report as such to the King.  There will be no stigma in doing that given what has happened.ò 

ñNo,ò said Fortitude quietly but with real feeling.  ñWe will carry out the orders given to us by the 
Baron and we will succeed.ò  Emotion threatened to overwhelm him and he paused a moment to 
get it under control.  When he continued, his tone was more level.  ñIf you want to return to the 
King you may.  However, I believe that that would be more dangerous than going on.ò 

Celia arched one eyebrow.  ñWhy?ò 

Fortitude held up a hand and took a deep shuddering breath.  He felt like shaking Celia and 
demanding that she see sense, but his heart said that he would get further with her by remaining 
calm and using reason.  The only thing he knew for sure was that he was exhausted and that 
making decisions in this mood would only sunder the group and doom the mission once and for 
all.   

Fortitude therefore kept his tone as reasonable and as calm as he could.  ñLook Celia, we know 
that it was the King who betrayed us to the Lunars.  Do you think heôll allow us to live or report 
this to the Baron?ò  He shook his head meaningfully.  ñCelia, I need to ask once and for all; do 
you serve the Baronôs cause?ò 

Celia regarded him a long moment then shrugged.  ñIf the question is, do I serve his temporal 
authority?  Well, Iôd do so gladly if it didnôt mean allying with evil.  If, however the question is, do I 
serve his soul?ò  She snorted humourlessly.  ñYes,ò she said.  ñI will always serve that in good 
conscience and act to save him from evil.ò 

Fortitude disagreed with Celia on several levels, but he decided it was not time to press the 
matter.  ñLook Celia,ò he said weakly.  ñIôm tired and I feel awful.  Iôm not in any condition to hold 
this conversation rationally.  Can we declare a truce for a while and talk about this when weôve 
both had some sleep?ò 

Celia stared at him for a long moment and her face softened.  ñAll right,ò she said.  ñI donôt want to 
oppose you,ò she added.  ñI really donôt.ò 

Fortitude forced a smile.  ñThanks Celia,ò he said. 

She departed as suddenly as she had arrived. 

*** 

That night, Fortitude shared his room with Marcus and Sang.  Between them, one of them stayed 
up all night keeping watch.  No one discussed what they were watching for.  They did not need to.  

*** 



Celia shared a room with Nan that night.  She considered what Fortitude had said to her and tried 
to ignore the guilt eating at her.  When this did not work, she tried to rationalise it by recalling her 
higher duty to Vull and her orders from Carolus.  She tried to tell herself that she had never 
intended harm to any of her companions.  None of this helped though.  She still felt 
uncomfortable and ill at ease. 

Nan was still full of doubts and anxiety.  Every loud noise from the common room below caused 
her to jump skittishly. 

Celia studied her silently.  Though she had not summoned the creature that had done this to Nan, 
she had set in train the events that had led to it.  Nanôs condition made her aware that her avowal 
of not getting anyone hurt was unrealistic.  She stared at Nan a long while and, as she did; it 
became clear to her that she had to find a better way of serving Vullôs purpose.  She prayed a 
while but it brought no relief.   

*** 

The next morning the unit rose late and left the village more than an hour after sunrise.   

Fortitude felt hugely improved with a full nightôs sleep behind him.  The previous day seemed like 
a bad dream and he went out of his way to talk to the others and to reassure them by his actions 
and words that he was himself again.   

In general, his companions responded in kind and spirits lifted noticeably.   

Aidan was the exception to this improvement in mood, however.  He had drowned his sorrows the 
previous night and was disgustingly hung-over again.  He cursed volubly as he stumbled under 
the weight of Martyn Darklingôs remains for the umpteenth time.  

Shortly after lunch, Aidan hit the low point.  He was tired and annoyed at the world generally.  He 
hated the awkward box and hated what he knew he was carrying inside it.  When no one was 
looking, he put down the box containing Martyn Darklingôs remains behind a tree and marched 
on. 

*** 

William tailed the unit the next day.  A good nightôs sleep had improved his outlook on things, but 
the way Fortitude had treated him still rankled.  He missed his companions, but pride prevented 
him from rejoining them.  His thoughts of assisting Celia to overthrow Fortitude had faded, but he 
was still not sure what he wanted to do.  He mused on all this as he walked. 

He turned a corner of the trail and saw the box lying where Aidan had dropped it.  He knew that 
Fortitude had wanted it carted over the mountain pass and he knew that Aidan had been given 
the task of carrying it.  As he stared at it he suddenly realised that Aidan had probably abandoned 
it without permission.   

William shook his head.  Aidan was likely to be in considerable trouble when the loss of the box 
was discovered.  William shouldered the box and started along the roadway again. 

*** 

Towards dusk, the unit reached the village of Trowl.  It was the last village on the trail before the 
long climb into the mountains.  It was only as they approached the first of the buildings that 
Fortitude noticed that Aidan no longer had the box with Martynôs remains. 

He heard a rushing in his ears and his heart began to race.  His improved mood disappeared in a 
moment and his voice became cold and precise.  ñAidan,ò he said.  ñWhat have you done with the 
box?ò 

Aidan looked around evasively.  The irritation that had made him abandon the box had long since 
passed and had been replaced by a dull sense of guilt.  ñIt was heavy,ò he muttered weakly.  ñI 
didnôt like carrying it and I didnôt want to carry it any more.ò  



Fortitude bit back a retort and the image of court marshalling and hanging the sodden Aidan upon 
his return to the Baron gave him some control over his temper.  He knew that the mood of the unit 
was frail enough right now that an open confrontation between himself and Aidan had to be 
avoided.  He therefore forced his face to impassivity and turned to the others.  ñRight,ò he said.  
ñWeôll go back and get the box.  Iôm not meeting the Dierdrakin without it.ò 

The entire group exchanged glances.  No one dared say anything, however.  Fortitudeôs face was 
so grim and strained that even the ever-cheerful Marcus remained quiet.  

Fortitude strode past them and back down the road.  One by one, the others shouldered their 
packs again and started after him. 

*** 

William had caught up with the others at Trowl.  He saw them returning along the road with 
Fortitude at the lead and Aidan following along behind ï head hung low.  He guessed what was 
going on and dropped the box in the middle of the roadway.  He then sprinted into the tall grass 
and hid. 

*** 

Fortitude rounded a bend in the roadway a few minutes later and found the box lying there.  
Aidan gawped in open-mouthed surprise.  Fortitude and the others exclaimed in relief until they 
saw Aidanôs surprise. 

Fortitude guessed almost immediately how the box must have got there.  He gazed around over 
the surrounding fields and grasslands very carefully but saw no sign of William.   

Fortitude flashed a disapproving look at Aidan as he picked up the box and shouldered it himself.  
As he and the others made their way back to Trowl, Fortitude considered Williamôs continued 
presence very carefully.  He wondered if it meant more trouble ahead.   

*** 

At Trowl, the unit booked into the inn.  It was an old stone building that was clearly the one 
surviving wing of a much older structure.  They were allocated large comfortable rooms and 
everyone unpacked, rested or met up in the bar. 

Fortitude found Merrin at a table in the common room.  He took this opportunity to talk to her.  ñSo 
how are you feeling now?ò he asked. 

ñVery good, Beastmaster.ò 

ñYou seem much better since that woman treated you in Bishops Walk.ò 

ñYes, Beastmaster.  My mind is clearer and more at peace now.ò  Merrinôs face adopted an odd 
mien.  ñThough, I am a little disturbed by all the portals and gateways that I can see everywhere.ò 

Fortitude started.  ñWhat?  What do you mean?ò 

Merrin looked around and pointed at a wall of the inn common room.  ñThere,ò she said.  ñItôs 
closed now, and weak as if it has not been used for a long long time, but there is the remains of a 
person sized portal there.ò 

Fortitude felt stunned and looked at her uncertainly.  ñUmm, are you sure youôre not imagining it?ò 

ñQuite sure,ò she answered. 

ñApart from seeing closed portals can you use them?ò 

Merrin nodded slowly.  ñIôm pretty sure I could open them if I had to.ò 

Fortitude leaned in.  ñCould you open one and use it to travel to, say, Aylesbury.ò 

Merrin shook her head vehemently.  ñNo Beastmaster.  I canôt change where they go, or even see 
where they go without actually travelling through them.  I donôt even know how to create portals 



without using the physical frames either end.ò  She nodded meaningfully at the wall.  ñThough, itôs 
clearly possible.ò 

ñAll right, Merrin,ò he said.  ñItôs about gates that I wanted to talk anyway.  Weôre going to need to 
put a gate over this high pass.  Iôd like to set one up a few miles north of Trowl and carry the other 
side over the mountains with us.ò 

ñAs you command, Beastmaster.ò 

Aidan was on his second drink when Fortitude called him over.  ñI need two more frames for one 
of Merrinôs gates,ò he said.  ñCan you produce them this evening?ò 

Aidan nodded.  Though he did not want to admit any guilt, he was keen to atone for his lapse of 
judgement earlier in the day.  ñNo problems,ò he said obligingly.  ñIôll get right on them.ò  He 
pushed aside his drink purposefully and rose. 

Merrin and Aidan both departed to make the necessary arrangements. 

*** 

The next morning, Fortitude rose early feeling refreshed and strangely optimistic.  He had given 
the tensions in the unit some thought and had decided that it was time to sort them out once and 
for all.   

It was with this in mind that he examined Aidan and Merrinôs combined handiwork on the new 
gateway.  It looked like they had done a good job and he thanked them both with unusual 
warmth.   

Fortitude then studied Aidan carefully.  For once he was not hung-over and Fortitude thought that 
this might be a good time to try talking with him.  ñHey, Aidan,ò he said lightly.  ñI was wondering if 
youôd mind carrying the gates over the mountains.ò 

Aidan studied Fortitude uneasily.  ñWill you carry the box then?ò 

ñSure,ò Fortitude replied as if it were a matter of no consequence. 

Aidan looked surprisingly relieved by this.  ñGood,ò he said looking at the box with some distaste.  
ñIt creeps me out carrying his burned bits around everywhere.ò 

Fortitude smiled tightly.  ñItôs settled then.  Iôll carry the box and you carry the gate.ò  He paused 
and gestured at a spot well away from the others.  ñAidan, can I talk to you quietly over there 
please?ò 

Aidanôs eyes narrowed apprehensively, but he nodded.   

Once they were out of earshot of the others, Fortitude spoke.  He kept his expression conciliatory 
and entreating.  ñLook Aidan,ò he said.  ñThings havenôt been right between us.  I want them right.  
I need a strong reliable corporal to hold the unit together.  Iôd like it to be you, but I need your 
support and I need you to carry out your duties in a way that brings this unit credibility.ò 

Aidan looked surprised and then thoughtful.  ñIôm your corporal,ò he said carefully.  ñYouôre not 
talking to me.  Youôre not talking to anyone in fact.  People like Celia wonôt ever be good 
followers, but you should have talked to William.  He was really unhappy about the mission and 
talking to him might have helped.  I wasnôt that happy myself, but I know about orders.ò 

Fortitude felt sick inside as he listened to Aidanôs blunt message, but he made himself nod.  ñLook 
Aidan,ò he said.  ñI agree with you and I need you.  Iôll make you a deal.ò 

Aidan nodded carefully.  He was unused to people treating him so seriously and this was 
unsettling him a little.  ñGo on.ò  

Fortitude regarded Aidan levelly.  ñYou know that the Baronôs said heôll make me a lieutenant if I 
complete this mission successfully.  Iôll make you an acting sergeant right now and will have the 
Baron confirm it if I get the rank of lieutenant confirmed.  Youôll obviously have to help me 



complete the Baronôs orders, but youôll also have to remain sober.  Iôll also consult with you and 
listen to you when I can.  What do you say?ò 

ñThat seems pretty generous given things recently,ò Aidan admitted.  ñSergeantôs a good rank for 
me.  Iôve had it before, but now might be a good time to try holding on to it.ò  He held out his hand 
to Fortitude.  ñItôs a deal.ò 

Fortitude seized Aidanôs hand.  ñIôm very pleased,ò he said.   

Fortitude and Aidan rejoined the others who had been watching the exchange curiously.  
Fortitude announced that Aidan would be holding the temporary rank of sergeant.  After a short 
stunned silence, everyone offered his or her congratulations.  Celia was a little lukewarm in her 
congratulations but Merrin, Marcus and Sang all shook him by the hand and clapped him on the 
arm.   

Aidan beamed proudly back at them.   

*** 

A few miles north of Trowl, the unit located a convenient rock cliff face under a sheltering 
overhang.  Fortitude had one side of the gate fixed to the rock face.  Merrin checked it carefully 
and nodded once she was sure it was firmly fastened in place.  ñItôs fine,ò she said. 

With the gate placed the group started up the river valley again.  The trail disappeared beyond 
this point.  There were no more villages north of here and the pass had not been used in three 
centuries.  As a consequence, the unit found their own paths along the braided shingle beds of 
the River Blythe.   

The river was low at this time of year.  The spring melts from the surrounding mountains had long 
since abated and, with the disappearance of the water, they found themselves crossing many 
empty streambeds.   

The terrain here comprised a thin layer of stony soil under a waist high carpet of scrubby red 
grasses.  It was curiously beautiful and the complete absence of human settlement made it very 
peaceful.  Fortitude found himself relaxing as the group walked.  The rolling red grasslands 
backed by white-capped mountains under blue sky was entrancing and he gazed around 
admiringly as he walked. 

*** 

Later that afternoon, the groupôs path brought them along the water-cut bank of a dry riverbed.  A 
mile or so along it they came across five little wooden crosses erected in soft ground.  Each of 
them was only a foot in height.  Two sides of the crosses had been buried so above ground they 
formed little Xôs.  On each of the crosses, a single rat hung lifelessly.  Their bodies had been tied 
up and left to die slowly.   

Aidan gave them a cursory examination and estimated they had not been there more than a 
couple of days.  He shook his head as he delivered this verdict.  ñBut who in the name of the dark 
three would crucify rats?ò he demanded. 

ñGoblins,ò Nan spat sourly. 

*** 

Late the next morning, the unit was near the base of the wall of mountains that marked the end of 
the valley.  They were passing an otherwise unremarkable hillock when Merrin let out an 
exclamation. 

ñWhat is it, Merrin?ò Fortitude asked. 

ñA path,ò she said gesturing at the hillock, ñhidden by a rune of concealment identical to the one 
we found on the steel door in Wintershall, in Vullôs temple.ò   



Fortitude focused where Merrin was pointing.  After a moment he realised that there was a cleft in 
the hillock.  He could now see a path running from near where the unit was standing up through 
the cleft. 

ñInteresting,ò said Fortitude.  ñLetôs check it out?ò 

The path was short.  They walked about forty yards to the top of the hillock at which point they 
were able to see down into a small bowl below them.  At the centre of the bowl was a small stone 
house. 

The house was unlike anything anyone had ever seen before.  The stones had been perfectly 
fitted to each other and appeared to be held together without the use of mortar.  Beautifully 
carved wooden bargeboards, sills and lintels framed the stonework.  They showed a mastery of 
carving that astonished and delighted everyone.  The roof of the house was high and steep and 
covered in ivy.   

ñWho builds like that?ò said Fortitude staring down in astonishment. 

No one had an answer for him. 

They walked up to the house and approached the front door.  There was a bed of plants in front 
of the house and Sang stopped in surprise when he saw what was there.  They were pho-chi 
bushes ï a native shrub of Han.  They were often planted outside Han homes as a sign of 
welcome to strangers.  Sang stared at them in wonder and tried to imagine how they could have 
come to be here. 

Fortitude stepped up onto the porch of the house.  There was a rocking chair on it.  It was made 
of stone that appeared to have been carved in one piece.  The stone was a glossy black and 
comprised complex whorls and geometric shapes that appeared both decorative and strong.  
Fortitude studied it in astonishment for a few seconds, then knocked. 

A minute passed then the door to the house opened and a man stood there staring at them.  He 
was well over six feet in height and had a willowy frame.  His face had delicate, even beautiful, 
features with deep blue eyes under a mat of golden yellow hair.  He stared suspiciously at the 
group.   

ñYes?ò he said.  His voice was delicate and almost musical. 

Aidan stiffened in surprise and spoke aloud.  ñItôs a bloody Magus,ò he said.  

Sang felt a rush of disappointment.  The pho-chi bushes had almost brought him to expect a 
fellow Han might be living here, notwithstanding the odd architecture. 

Fortitude bowed politely to the man before him.  ñIôm Fortitude of Wintershall.  We were just 
passing by and saw your house.ò 

ñI see,ò said the man said coolly.  ñAnd you just thought youôd barge in.ò 

Fortitude was a little take aback.  ñForgive us,ò he said.  ñMay I ask your name?ò he inquired 
politely.  

ñWakelyn Wâhldraing of Denewuleò said the man unhelpfully. 

ñIs this Denewule?ò Fortitude asked. 

ñNo, this is my home.  Denewule is in the Wâhlrealm.ò 

ñAre you a Magus?ò 

The man sneered at him.  ñThat is one name that your ignorant drossling kind have for my kind.  
We call ourselves the W©hl.ò 

ñAhh, and you said you were from the W©hlrealm?ò 

ñYes,ò the Magus sighed impatiently.  



ñWhy are you here?  Isnôt the Wâhlrealm a long way from here?ò 

ñThe climate agrees with me.ò  

Fortitude looked surprised.  He had never met a Magus before and had only heard a little of them.  
They were secretive, mysterious and reputedly masters of runelore.  They avoided humans and 
lived far to the south ï beyond even the lands of the Han.  He had never heard of any ever being 
in the Barony before.  ñMay I ask how you came to be here?ò he asked as politely as he could. 

The Magus made a wry face.  ñI travelled over the mountains this way with a couple of friends.  
When we completed our business, I returned here.  The climate is much more agreeable in this 
place.ò 

ñSo you know how to get over the mountain?ò 

ñOne step after the other,ò the man replied dryly.   

Fortitude decided not to press the point.  ñWhat about the humans on the other side.  Do you 
know anything about the Dierdrakin?ò 

ñI have seen them from a distance,ò he replied indifferently.  ñBut I took little notice of them.  I care 
little for the affairs of drosslings or their petty beliefs and allegiances.ò 

ñWhat about a mine that the Dierdrakin got power crystals from?ò asked Fortitude. 

The disdain of the Magus receded suddenly and was replaced by wary interest.  ñWhy do you ask 
of this mine?ò 

Fortitude shrugged.  ñWe are going to investigate it for the Dierdrakin,ò he said.  ñSo do you know 
anything of it?ò 

The man regarded Fortitude with a grave expression.  ñI would strongly council you to not go into 
that place.ò he said finally.  ñIt was one of our great homes in centuries past.  We know that place 
as the Wâhlheah.  We carved a great hall there and adorned it with the craft of our artists.  There 
were works from the finest smiths of light, stone and energy adorning its spaces.  However, 
because of its proximity to the stones of power, it was a place that attracted darkness and 
rewarded those who sought power in easy and unearned ways.  We abandoned it long ago.ò   

He paused and his gaze became distant and menacing.  ñI travelled to it with a number of 
companions more than a lifetime of your years ago and faced the powers trapped deep within it.  
It was a dark place and several of my companions fell in desperate and pointless struggles.  What 
replaced those powers is perilous and little better.  I would council you to stay far from that place 
or your freedom and life will probably be forfeit as mine was.ò 

Fortitude frowned as he tried to understand Wakelynôs cryptic words, but no matter how he 
examined them, they made no sense.  He tried to draw Wakelyn out further, but the Magus just 
grew increasingly impatient.  Finally, he cut Fortitude off and bade him good day. 

Fortitudeôs desire for answers gave way to his basic sense of politeness.  He bowed and thanked 
the man, then led the others away from the house. 

*** 

The group discussed the encounter with the Magus in some amazement as they completed the 
final approach to the base of the mountains.  No one understood his words regarding the mine 
and more than one person remarked on how much he had reminded them of William in physique 
and appearance.  Both were tall and willowy, blond-haired and blue-eyed. 

ñTold you,ò said Aidan smugly.  ñRight back when we first got put into the unit; I told you he looked 
like a bloody Magus.ò 

The valley floor ended suddenly a half-mile beyond Wakelynôs house and the unit came across 
the remains of an old trail that wound backwards and forwards up the mountain slope.   



After a short break, they began the ascent.  Whereas the other mountain pass had been used by 
wagons in ages past, this had clearly never been more than a footpath.  It was steep and narrow 
and demanded attention and care every step of the way.   

*** 

Down in the valley, William had been following along about an hour behind the others.  He found 
the place where the group had left the trail to go to the Magusô house.  He noted how they had 
suddenly turned right but was unable to ascertain why.  Out of curiosity he turned where they had 
and walked up to the top of the small hillock.   

He was quite confounded when a path literally appeared before his eyes and he beheld the 
house in the hollow below.  He approached it in wonder and amazement.   

Wakelyn was sitting on the rocking chair on the porch and he watched William approach 
curiously.   

ñGreetings,ò William said uncertainly staring at the stranger in fascination.    

Wakelyn greeted him in a mellifluous tongue that William had never heard before.  When 
Wakelyn realised that he was not understood, he switched to the low tongue. 

ñHello and well met traveller.  I took from your appearance that you were one of the Îldar.  
Perhaps I am wrong.ò 

ñWell,ò said William looking somewhat bewildered.  ñIôm not really sure where Iôm from.  I was 
found on the temple doorstep at birth.  So, who did you think I was when you greeted me?ò 

ñYour height, build, eyes and skin say to me that you are one of the Wâhl-kind or, at least, that 
strong Ældar blood runs in your veins. 

William grew excited.  The mystery of his heritage had always intrigued him and the thought that 
he might have the blood of creatures from fairy tales disturbed and excited him all at once.   

The two men then stared at each other in silence for a long moment before William broke it.  ñMay 
I impose on you and talk with you a while about the Wâhl-kind and their ways?ò 

Wakelyn looked at him expressionlessly then nodded.  ñOf course,ò he said.  ñAs long as you 
wish.ò 

William dropped his pack and sat carefully at the W©hlôs feet.  ñCan you tell me if I am one of the 
Magus?ò 

ñHere we call ourselves the W©hl-kind or the Ældar.  Magus is a drosskind word.  You are Wâhl, 
not Magus.ò 

ñIôm sorry,ò William said.  ñThen can you tell me if I am W©hl-kind?ò 

Wakelyn stared at him reflectively then sniffed.  ñYou have the impatience of a human, but the 
look of the Ældar.ò  He paused and rocked back and forth several times before speaking again.  
ñThere are some Wâhl who would say no.  They regard anyone with any human blood at all as 
being human.  There are others, perhaps a majority, who would say that it depends.ò 

ñDepends on what?ò asked William. 

Wakelyn smiled wryly.  ñIt depends on who you ask.ò 

ñIs there no better test?ò 

ñUnfortunately drosskind and Wâhl-kind appear very similar and it is believed that humans 
originally came from some offshoot of the Ældar.  Despite what many humans believe, the Wâhl 
do not have little horns and a fey look.  However, two things that do clearly separate Wâhl-kind 
from drosskind is the holding of a Wâhl spirit and ability to manipulate and resist the forces at 
levels that humans cannot.ò 



William shook his head uncertainly.  ñHow do I know if I have a Wâhl spirit or can sense the 
powers?ò 

Wakelyn considered that quietly for a long time before answering.  ñThere are some Ældar and 
dross-kind with the remnants of Ældar blood who commune with animistic spirits.  They are said 
to have the ability to see a personôs spirit and tell much from the viewing thereof.  There is also 
rune-magic that will reveal the same thing.  Both these things are beyond me.  I was an 
adventurer and teller of tales ï not a worker in the powers.ò 

William looked at him curiously.  ñWhere can I find someone who can read my spirit?ò 

ñRegrettably, I have no idea,ò said Wakelyn.  ñIt is said there are seers who can, but that for every 
genuine reader there are ten charlatans.ò  A thought occurred to him.  ñYou are with the dross-
kind who were here an hour ago are you not?ò 

William confirmed that he was. 

Wakelynôs expression became grave.  ñThey are travelling to a place known as the Wâhlheah.  
Even if their mortal frames and minds withstand the ancient powers of that place, they will face its 
new master, Kyril.  He is far more cunning and perilous than any human.  I doubt they will survive 
the encounter unless he permits it.ò 

ñWould going to this mine ï the Wâhlheah tell me of my heritage,ò asked William. 

ñIf you can sense and withstand the powers in that place then, yes, the blood of the Ældar runs 
true in you.ò 

ñAhhh,ò said William feeling a sudden rush of excitement.  ñThen I should probably go to that 
place.  The others have set up a magical gateway a day south of here.  Itôll take them at least four 
or five days to get where theyôre going.  With your permission Iôll stay with you until then.  Then Iôll 
rejoin them through the gate and visit this Wâhlheah.ò 

Wakelyn shook his head.  ñYou are welcome to stay with me and I will help you understand the 
Ældar.  It is your choice as to what you do after that, but I would strongly council you not to go to 
the Wâhlheah.  The master of that place is not to be faced idly.ò 

Wakelyn made William comfortable and then began telling William tales of the early days.  
William listened with wide-eyed interest.  

*** 

It was late afternoon when Fortitude finally called a halt for the night.  They were only a hundred 
yards below the snow line.  Mountain peaks towered around them, and the path continued 
upwards for a thousand feet or more.   

Below them, the setting sun filled the valley with a warm golden light.  They were in shadow, 
however, and it was bitterly cold.  Fortitude shook his head doubtfully as he gazed upwards in the 
failing light.  ñIt gets hard from here,ò he said quietly to no one in particular.  

Fortitude was not sure if it was the altitude or the exertion of the climb, but his mind felt clearer 
than it had been for some time.  Watching the group work, he came to a decision.  He had 
brought Aidan on side by talking to him.  Before the group attempted the pass, he should talk to 
each of them in turn to ensure they were comfortable with things.  Perhaps, he thought to himself, 
he could even reach some accommodation with Celia.  

With this in mind, Fortitude walked over to Sang and asked him to join him for a discussion.  
Sangôs eyebrows lifted fractionally, but he bowed politely and followed Fortitude away from the 
campfire. 

Fortitude spoke when they were far enough from the others.  ñHow do you think things are going, 
Sang?  What do you think we should do from here?ò 



Sang felt surprised that his opinion had been asked but he kept his expression polite and 
impassive.  ñThings are not good,ò he said quietly.  ñThe sergeant is a drunk, the pathfinder is 
lost, and the women are unbalanced.  I find that the only one I trust is the thief.ò 

Fortitude laughed at Sangôs candour.  ñI canôt disagree with that.  Tell me, Sang, how do you feel 
about going on?ò   

ñDoes the reed choose whether or not it bends in the wind?ò Sang answered. 

ñI presume thatôs a qualified yes,ò Fortitude ventured.  Sang bowed and Fortitude looked back at 
the group.  ñDo you think the others will go on with me?ò 

Sang considered that then inclined his head.  ñI do,ò he said.  ñThe others are shaken by the 
events of the last few days but, other than Celia, all support you.ò 

ñAre you sure?ò  

ñI am,ò Sang assured him.  ñMerrin will follow you wherever you lead because you do not judge 
her and because you treat her with the same respect you treat everyone with.  Nan and Aidan, 
will follow you for the same reason, though neither would admit it.  They have both failed many 
times in many things prior to joining the reserve ï Nan due to her temper and Aidan due to his 
appetites.  You have accepted both of them and given them a place and a purpose.  They will 
remain with you regardless of what they say.ò 

Fortitude was surprised but flattered by this assessment.  ñDo you really believe that?ò 

ñI do,ò Sang assured him.  ñOf all the northerners here in Winterslow you are the only one who 
has treated me as a person and not judged me by my skin or my accent.  I share the commitment 
of Merrin, Aidan and Nan to this unit.ò 

Fortitude felt enormous gratitude to Sang as he heard his words.  ñAnd Marcus?ò 

One corner of Sangôs mouth lifted.  ñMarcus for all his feigned indifference and pretended 
preoccupation with personal enrichment, enjoys the company of the unit and the direction our 
mission has given him.ò 

ñI sensed that,ò Fortitude admitted.  On a whim he gestured back down the mountain.  ñWhat 
about William?  What do you think has happened with him?ò 

ñAhh, William is caught between his heart and his conscience and I cannot say where it will end.  
I believe he does not oppose you or the unit, but he cannot reconcile our mission with his own 
simple temple upbringing.  Perhaps he will rejoin us in time.  Either way, I doubt he will do 
anything to endanger us.  No matter what he was feeling several days ago, I believe he remains 
our friend.ò 

ñI hope youôre right, Sang.  And Celia?  What should I do about her?ò 

ñTalk with her.  Despite her veneer of logic and education, she is driven by pride and ambition.  
Give her a sense that she is shaping the outcome of our mission and you may alter her course 
somewhat.ò 

Fortitude considered Sangôs words silently for a long time.  He then thanked him and led him 
back to the others.  

Celia was reading the tome she had recovered from the Vull temple in Winterslow as she had 
every night since it had come into her possession.  She started with a mixture of guilt and 
disorientation as his shadow fell upon her.  ñCan you spare a moment Celia?ò he said in a friendly 
tone. 

She carefully closed the book and stowed it in her pack before following him out of earshot of the 
others.  ñCelia,ò he said.  ñCan I be completely open?ò 

Celia regarded him warily.  ñI suppose so.ò 



ñI think that we have to either come to an agreement regarding our mission, or we must agree to 
part.  One thingôs pretty clear to me ï you donôt agree with the Baron making an alliance with the 
Dierdrakin.ò 

Celia considered this silently for a moment.  ñTrue.ò 

ñIôd like to make a deal with you,ò Fortitude said carefully.   

ñGo onéò she said. 

Fortitude kept his tone level and conciliatory.  ñLook Celia, Iôm also not comfortable with this 
alliance with the Dierdrakin.  I can see that an alliance, which will benefit the Baron for a few 
weeks at most, may threaten all our souls in the years to come.  As such, I propose three things.  
First, that the group meet with the Dierdrakin council to find out just what terms the Dierdrakin 
would require for an alliance.  Second, that the group investigate the mine and determine the 
cause of the problem.  Finally, before we take any action in the mine, I promise you that we will all 
discuss collectively whether or not we believe an alliance is desirable.  Whatever the group 
decides will bind both you and me ï in both letter and in spirit.ò 

Celia looked uncomfortable.  This was a reasonable suggestion and offered her a possible 
solution to the dilemma caused by her orders.  She stared out over the valley below for a long 
time trying to see a trap.  Nothing suggested itself and she finally nodded slowly.   

ñAll right,ò she said.  ñIôll accept your offer to a point.  I agree to work with the group towards the 
Baronôs goals and to follow your orders ï in letter and spirit as you say.  I agree to take part in a 
group discussion about whether or not to conclude the alliance with the Dierdrakin.  However, if at 
that point, I donôt support the group decision, Iôll leave the group openly and tell you that Iôm doing 
so.ò  Her tone became grim and uncompromising as she continued.  ñI wonôt take any action to 
undermine or compromise the mission before that point.  I also wonôt make any promises about 
whatôll happen after that point.ò 

Fortitude considered this carefully, then offered Celia his hand.  ñThat seems reasonable in the 
circumstances.  I accept,ò he said.  They shook and returned to the group.  

Fortitude felt buoyed by this agreement and he tried to think of anything else he needed to do 
before attempting the mountains.  He looked around at the others.  Sang had been right, Nan and 
Marcus were both on his side and he did not need to talk with them.  Merrin was another matter.  
Though her support for him was unconditional, he needed to curb her enthusiasm somewhat.   

He called Merrin over and led her away from the camp.  ñMerrinéò he began, ñI need to talk to 
you ï not as your lieutenant, but as the Beastmaster.ò 

Merrinôs eyes widened and gleamed with a curious fervour.  ñAhh yes,ò she sighed.  ñThe 
Beastmaster speaks.ò 

ñMerrin, as Beastmaster, I donôt want you opening any more gateways or summoning any more 
creatures without my direct order.ò 

ñBut Beastmaster, sometimes they just want to open themselves.  If only you could hear the 
things behind them begging, asking, pleading to get out.  Theyôre not bad, just misunderstoodé 
oh, well, and maybe a little hungry.ò  She smiled, willing him to agree. 

Fortitude tried to keep the revulsion and fear he felt out of his voice.  ñNevertheless.  No more 
gates without my approval.  When you hear the voices or feel tempted, do something else to 
distract yourself.ò 

ñLike what Beastmaster?ò 

ñI donôt know, something.ò Fortitude tried to think of something that could not get Merrin into 
trouble.   

ñBeastmaster?ò 



ñI donôt know and I donôt care, Merrin,ò Fortitude said.  ñJust distract yourself ï make a cup of tea 
or something.ò 

ñYes Beastmaster,ò Merrin said solemnly and scurried off to put a pot on the fire. 

Fortitude followed her and stopped by the fire.  He called everyone together and outlined the 
agreement reached with Celia.  In general, everyone seemed relieved. 

That night, for the first time in almost a week, the discussion around the fire was relaxed and 
congenial.  Celia even put her book down for an hour to join them.   

Merrin compulsively produced cup after cup of tea for everyone.   



Dark Insights 
Fortitude had the campsite struck at dawn the next morning.  

As everyone pulled on packs and moved into line, Fortitude paused to gaze back down the 
mountain.  ñAssuming Iôve counted correctly, this is the seventeenth day since the truce began 
with the Lunars,ò he said levelly.  ñWeôre more than half way through the month given for the 
ceasefire.  Weôre running out of time.ò 

No one had anything to say to that, but Fortitude saw more purpose in the movements of some of 
his companions. 

Sang broke the silence.  ñWhat will we face today?ò he asked.  ñDo we know where weôll stay 
tonight?ò 

Fortitude gestured up towards the snow.  ñI talked with Martyn Darkling before theéò  He stopped 
and cleared his throat awkwardly before continuing.  ñItôs a three day journey across the 
mountains to the other side.  He said it was a hard trip ï cold and exposed to the wind.  They 
camped in a crevasse one night and out on an ice plain the next.ò 

Sang indicated the sword strapped at Fortitudeôs side.  ñWould the spirit of Baron Mortimer know 
anything about the pass?ò 

Fortitude started as he recalled the sword.  ñI donôt know,ò he said and silently berated himself for 
not recalling it earlier.  He rested his hand on the pommel.   

ñWELL ITôS ABOUT TIME YOU DIM-WITTED OX,ò exclaimed the sword obnoxiously.  ñI WAS BEGINNING TO 

THINK THAT YOUR DIRECTIONLESS MUDDLING WAS SOME SORT OF MASOCHISTIC SUICIDE ATTEMPT.ò 

Fortitude gritted his teeth. 

The sword continued with a degree of satisfaction.  ñSO YOU CAN EXERCISE SELF-CONTROL AFTER 

ALL.  EXCELLENT!  OUR RELATIONSHIP WILL BE MUCH MORE PRODUCTIVE IF YOU CONTINUE TO ONLY 

SPEAK WHEN SPOKEN TO.  YOU MAY TELL YOUR EXCUSE FOR A MILITARY UNIT THAT I TRAVELLED OVER 

THIS PASS BEFORE IT CLOSED CENTURIES AGO.  THERE ARE TWO WAYPOINTS FOR TRAVELERS.  THE 

FIRST IS A SERIES OF NATURAL HOT-WATER SPRINGS AND TARNS, THE SECOND IS A SERIES OF STANDING-
STONES.  BOTH PLACES ARE PROTECTED FROM THE WIND AND CAN BE REACHED AFTER A FULL DAYôS 

TRAVEL IN GOOD WEATHER.ò 

The sword described how to get to both locations at some length. 

Fortitude related this information to the others.  ñWell thatôs something Martyn Darkling didnôt 
know about,ò he said.  ñPerhaps this wonôt be that bad after all.ò 

Marcus was at the front of the line.  He snorted doubtfully, but started forward up the mountain.  
The others fell in behind him. 

*** 

A few minutes after setting out Sang observed another couple of pho-chi bushes planted under a 
stone overhang.  They were both overgrown with weeds and Sang paused a moment to clear the 
weeds away.  Again, he shook his head and wondered why a native plant of far-off Han was 
growing here, almost a thousand miles north of their native mountains.  He had to scramble to 
catch up with the others. 

Soon after this, the column reached the edge of the snow line.  The path was badly eroded but its 
line was still visible in places rising higher and higher up the mountainside.   



Fortitude considered this silently.  The weather was perfect.  The sky was cloudless and the 
prevailing north wind was absent for once.  Nevertheless, he continued to worry.  Though 
everyone had warm clothing, no one had any real experience at travel at these altitudes and 
temperatures.  If the weather changed at any time in the next three days the group would be in 
trouble.  But he was committed now, he decided. 

ñLetôs keep moving,ò he grunted. 

*** 

The group moved on as fast as they could.  The path wound up towards a high saddle between 
two mountain peaks.  The snow was old and thin and the group passed over it relatively quickly.   

Mid-afternoon, the group crested the top of the pass.  They could see two more mountain ranges 
in front of them.  Each represented the best part of a dayôs travel, but fortunately, both were lower 
than the current one.  Fortitude pointed to a thin gully between the range they were on and the 
next one.  ñIf the swordôs right we should find the path to the hot springs near the lowest point,ò he 
said. 

They began the descent.  A few hundred yards down the path, Marcus found a symbol carved 
into a cliff face.  He paused there and waited for the others to catch up.   

Sang let out a gentle exclamation as he beheld the rock.  ñIt is a glyph of the Han people.ò 

ñWhat does it mean, Sang?ò Fortitude asked. 

ñIt is a symbol wishing good fortune to all those who pass this way.  I cannot imagine how it came 
to be here.ò 

There was nothing else to look at here and so Fortitude had the unit move on.   

For the next four hours, they continued down the path until they reached the point where the path 
began rising again towards the next mountain range.  There was an old stone pillar here standing 
six feet above the snow-covered ground.  It had a well-eroded arrow carved on it that pointed 
leftwards. 

ñWe follow the arrow,ò Fortitude said. 

*** 

They followed the cleft in the mountains for three-quarters of an hour.  As they walked, they 
passed places where steam billowed from gaps in the snow.   

The path ended next to a stand of trees in a place that was completely free of snow.  There was a 
tarn to one side of a grassy area.  The tarn was nearly fifty yards across.  The farthest side was 
boiling, while the closest side was steaming lightly.  The air felt warm around the water and the 
grassy area next to the tarn appeared dry.  Fortitude took a quick look round then nodded 
approvingly.  ñWeôll camp here,ò he announced. 

The group set about pitching tents and preparing a fire.  As they worked, Merrin gazed around 
curiously.  Something was not right and it took a while before her conscious mind told her what it 
was.  Each time her gaze passed one point at the end of the clearing, her eyes would skip over.  
She realised that something was stopping her from seeing an area about ten feet across. 

She concentrated hard and forced her mind to look.  As she did, a marker stone appeared with a 
rune and some writing on it.  Behind it was a small path meandering further along the gully floor.  
ñLook, another hidden path?ò she pointed. 

Everyone else looked, but no one was able to see anything until she described what she was 
looking at.  Then, one by one, everyone saw through the deception.  They moved over and 
inspected the marker and the path.  



Celia spoke.  ñItôs that rune again.  Weôve seen it now in Vullôs temple in Wintershall and below 
the mountains ï hiding the path to the Magusô house.  Three times now; thatôs got to be more 
than a coincidence.ò 

ñYes,ò said Sang.  ñThe writing underneath is Han script and there were bushes of Han origin at 
the Magusô house also.  I also believe there is a link.ò 

ñWhat does the writing say, Sang?ò asked Fortitude. 

Sang read it aloud.  ñPlease do not be disturbing me, but enjoy the pleasures of the lake.ò  

ñWell thatôs strange,ò Marcus said.  ñWhatôs the point in writing on a sign that no one can see, in a 
language that no one would be able to read hereabouts?ò 

Fortitude looked thoughtful.  ñI donôt really want to camp here without knowing who the 
neighbours are,ò he said.  ñI think weôd better check this out and see whoôs down there.ò  He 
looked around.  ñSang and Aidan, you can come with me.ò  He looked around at the others.  ñIf 
weôre not back in an hour, assume weôre in trouble and come looking.ò 

*** 

The three of them left their packs behind at the tarn and set off down the path with weapons hung 
loose at their sides.  They walked around five hundred yards until they reached another hot-water 
tarn.  There was a small house next to it.   

It had been built in the Han style with interlocking wooden panels held together with wooden pegs 
and rope.  The timbers of the house looked old and weather-stained, though they sat under a 
fresh-thatched roof of dried grass.  Carefully manicured bushes and mature trees surrounded the 
building and there were two wooden exercise frames behind the house. 

Sangôs eyes widened and he stared openly at this place of Han culture so far from home.  A 
number of emotions welled up inside him and he felt a pang of homesickness and the strong 
desire to be among Han things again. 

As they walked on, the door to the house opened and a man with Sangôs oriental features 
stepped out.  He appeared to be in his sixties; his face was lined and his hair was white.  Despite 
his advancing years, his movements suggested unusual vitality.  He regarded the group with 
clear blue eyes. 

He gave the precise bow of one stranger to another as he gazed upon Sang then acknowledged 
the others with a simple nod of his head.  He then greeted Sang in accentless Han.  ñYou have 
journeyed far to behold this barren place.ò 

Sang bowed back politely.  ñOne can only understand what is fertile when one has beheld what is 
barren.ò 

ñYet the wolf that thrives in what we find barren can not live in what we find fertile.ò 

Sang searched his mind for a suitable response.  ñFertile or barren ï everything that lives must 
some-day die,ò he ventured after a pause that was a fraction too long. 

ñBut not everything that dies has actually lived,ò replied the stranger inscrutably. 

Sang bowed respectfully at this truth. 

ñMaster,ò he began respectfully.  ñI am Sang, son of Sung of Chowsei in the Kongshu Province.  
This is Lieutenant Fortitude Ulfsson and this is Sergeant Aidan Reichmann.  Both are in the 
service of Baron William Peveral of Winterslow.ò 

ñAnd I am Pung, sun of Chong,ò replied the man.  ñYou are welcome here Sang.ò 

Aidan had been getting bored at this long run of words in a language he could not understand.  
His gaze alighted on the exercise frames at the back of the house.  ñWow,ò said Aidan.  ñCan I 
look at your frames?ò 



Pung frowned at Aidan then waggled his fingers unobtrusively.  He spoke in heavily accented low 
tongue.  ñYou are bored here, my son.  You would find more amusement back along the path.ò 

Aidan yawned.  ñIôm bored here,ò he said.  ñI think Iôd find more amusement back along the path.ò  
He wandered back up the path with a further word. 

Fortitude and Sang both looked at Pung with a new respect.  Fortitude bowed politely trying to 
copy Sangôs exact degree of propriety.  ñHello,ò he said.  ñI am Fortitude Ulfsson of Wintershall.  
How did you do that to Aidan?ò   

Pung bowed back at him and smiled slightly.  ñHe has a weak mind and is driven by simple 
appetites.  I, however, have had two lifetimes to master myself and my environment.ò 

Fortitude was not sure what that meant.  He asked a few more polite questions trying to find out 
more about Pung and why he was living in this remote place.  The man simply responded with 
obscure aphorisms or feigned ignorance. 

Fortitude quickly tired of this.  The man did not seem hostile so he forced another polite smile.  
ñWell, I hope youôll excuse me,ò he said.  ñI must return to ensure that our camp is set up.ò 

Pung nodded to him and turned to Sang.  ñIt is not often that I get to converse with anyone from 
my homeland.  Perhaps you would partake of my hospitality this evening?ò 

Sang bowed deeply.  ñI should be greatly honoured.ò  He looked at Fortitude.  ñWill you allow me 
to remain here?ò  

Fortitude nodded and gave him an easy smile.  ñSee you in the morning.ò  He turned and walked 
back up the gully. 

*** 

Once Fortitude was gone, Pung invited Sang into the house and offered him tea. 

The inside of the house was as immaculately kept as the outside.  Simple rush mats set off well-
crafted furniture.  The walls, however, had numerous weapons displayed around them.  Sang 
noticed that all of them were of the most extraordinary craftsmanship and all were finished with 
decorations that had not been popular for more than a century.   

Pung made small talk while preparing the tea.  He then served it formally to Sang, addressing him 
ritually and welcoming him as an honoured guest.  Pung asked Sang of his travels and Sang 
answered freely telling Pung of his life and how it had brought him so far from Han.   

Once he had related his own tale, Sang ventured a question of Pung.  ñPardon me master,ò he 
said.  ñMay I ask how you came to this place?ò 

Pungôs eyes became distant and he sighed softly before replying.  ñDid you meet the Wâhlkind 
Wakelyn on your journey over these mountains?ò 

ñYes master,ò Sang replied.   

ñI travelled with him and five others over these mountains on a foolish expedition many years ago.  
I regret that we succeeded, for I have been bound to this place for more than a lifetime since.ò 

ñRegret?ò asked Sang uncertainly. 

ñYes, regret,ò Pung replied and fell silent. 

The man did not seem mad, but his words made no sense to Sang and so he tried another 
approach.  ñMaster,ò he began.  ñThe Ældar referred to going on a quest to a mine.  We too are 
heading to this mine.ò 

Pungôs eyes rose and met Sangôs.  ñI would council against it,ò he said.  ñBut there are rewards to 
match perils there.  Perhaps you will strike a better bargain than I.ò 

ñBargain master?ò 



Pungôs eyes became distant again.  ñSo long as I stay no more than several days travel from that 
mine, I only age a day for every year that passes.  It is a blessing and a curse as I face the 
realisation that no amount of philosophy or wisdom can overcome the fear of mortality.  Wakelyn, 
for all his proud words is no different.ò 

Sang stared at Pung silently for a long moment.  What he had just heard was incredible, yet Pung 
seemed serious and very sane.  Sang decided to let the matter drop for the moment and he 
gestured at the weapons hanging over the wall.  ñI see you are skilled in the arts of waréò he 
started. 

ñI once had some little skill in that area,ò said Pung humbly and dismissively waving a hand in the 
air.  Sang could not but help notice a certificate behind the hand proclaiming Pung the Han grand-
champion of the ancient martial art of Aybani. 

Sang bowed respectfully.  ñMaster, perhaps you would honour me with a lesson.ò 

Pung gestured apologetically.  ñI am a rusty old man who has forgotten most of what he learned.  
But I would be grateful for an opportunity to stretch some unused and well-atrophied muscles in 
this weathered and ancient frame of mine.ò 

Sang had a feeling that he was going to be tested as he had never been tested before.   

They went outside and took the prescribed stances.  They bowed ritually to each other, and then 
Pung stood back and waited.  Sang swept in and tried a series of combinations on Pung.  Sang 
was good, but Pung was awesomely fast.  Sangôs best moves were blocked effortlessly.   

Sang stepped back and bowed respectfully. 

It was then Pungôs turn.  He stepped in and began raining blows and kicks on Sang.  It was clear 
from the outset that Pung was slowing himself down and pulling his attacks.  Sang felt awe-struck 
and inadequate in the face of such skill.  Pung moved faster and with greater skill than Sang had 
ever seen previously.  His hands were nearly too fast to follow. 

Pung suddenly ceased his attacks and backed away.  He looked at Sang appraisingly and 
nodded.  ñYou indeed have all the makings of a great master of the art of Aybani, Sang,ò said 
Pung.  ñYou have all the technical skills you will ever need, but you are only using a part of your 
potential.ò 

Pung proceeded to demonstrate a sequence of moves at a speed that left Sang awe-struck.  

*** 

Pung spent much of the rest of the night trying to help Sang understand the secret to his speed.   

ñIt is more than focus,ò Pung told Sang.  ñIt is the use of energy ï the same energy that you call 
upon to heal and to guide a blade in battle.  Rather than directing your energy to a god and 
receiving a favour in return, you must direct the energy inwards into yourself.  You must become 
the guided blade.  You must heal before the damage is done.  Through this, you will find the 
speed and the power.ò 

ñMaster, why have I not heard of such a thing before?ò 

ñIt is not easy to master and less than one in ten thousand has the necessary combination of chi, 
mental discipline, and the mastery of Aybani.  However, I sense it in you, Sang, son of Sung.ò 

ñTeach me, master, please.ò 

Over the following hours, Pung explained and guided as best he could.  He spoke softly and used 
a myriad of colourful metaphors to help Sang achieve comprehension. 

Sang listened avidly and tried his best to follow Pungôs instruction.  The two men practised and 
meditated together for many long hours that night until finally Sang achieved a moment of 
success.  Though tired, he was filled with a quiet exultation as he realised he had broken through 
a boundary. 




