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The Holding of Wintershall 
The city below was the familiar place of his childhood.  At one time or another Fortitude had 
played in most of its alleys and had worked for many of its businesses.  Now though it 
seemed unfamiliar and strange.  He felt somehow removed from it. 

Perhaps it was the fact he was gazing down at it from the baronial bedchamber in the highest 
tower of Wintershall.  Maybe it was the priceless hand-rolled glass in the floor to ceiling 
windows that subtly twisted and distorted the buildings below.  Most likely though, it was the 
circumstances of the recent past that had brought him here and the multitude of risks and 
challenges waiting for him in the near future. 

ñIôm supposed to be baron of all this,ò he said softly to himself ï gazing over the roofs of the 
nearby city temples.  ñBaron designate,ò he corrected.  ñBaron Designate, Fortitude Ulfsson.  
Designate, that is, until someone takes it away from me, or sees through me.ò 

He sighed aloud and wondered why he did not feel better about his situation. 

In a little less than six months luck and circumstance had taken him from an unemployed 
itinerant blacksmith to his current inconceivably lofty station.  He felt enormous satisfaction at 
this achievement but this was tinged with more than a little anxiety.  He knew little about the 
skills required to run a realm the size of Winterslow and he was completely dependent upon 
the patronage and direction of others. 

The former Lord Questor of Vull and new First Speaker of the Lunars, Carolus Venite, was 
one of his problems.  The man was ambitious and had made it very clear that Fortitudeôs 
elevation to the baronial seat was, in large part, due to his need for someone who did not 
threaten him and who could be easily removed if necessary.   

King William was a similar problem.  Fortitude had no idea what his majesty intended for him 
in the long term.  Right now the King was losing a war against the Han down in the Kingdomôs 
southernmost province; Routh.  He needed the armies of the Dierdrakin and Lunars just as he 
wanted the tactical advantages that Merrinôs portals would give him.  But Fortitude had doubts 
about how supportive the King would remain once the war was over and he was faced with 
recognising two new religions in the north of his Kingdom. 

Fortitude lacked allies and that made him vulnerable.  The people he had trained and 
travelled with since the beginning of the last winter were loyal and generally trustworthy, but 
most of them had their flaws.  They all had their own agendas and their support was 
sometimes a double-edged blessing.   

Celiaôs loyalty was now clearly first and foremost to her new god Kyril, though she continued 
to provide valuable advice.  Nan and William were the same.  William had become paladin to 
Celiaôs new temple and Nan was starting to spend most of her time in Celiaôs company.  Just 
when he needed the three of them most, their focus was shifting elsewhere. 

Marcus and Aidan were both loyal in their own ways but both had serious flaws in their 
character.  Marcus was focussed to a considerable degree on his own enrichment and Aidan 
was a drunkard with a propensity for violence.  When Aidan was sober he was to be trusted; 
the problem was that he was rarely sober for long. 

The most uncompromisingly loyal of Fortitudeôs companions was Merrin, but her support was 
often more dangerous than useful.  She had a pessimistic and unbalanced view of the world 
arising out of an unhealthy preoccupation with dark gods and portals.  She was more to be 
feared than relied upon.  

The only person that Fortitude felt he could unconditionally trust and rely on was Sang.  
Unfortunately, Sangôs Han background and ascetic nature meant he lacked both the 
knowledge and the connections that Fortitude needed most at his time. 

The palace also presented problems.  Fortitude knew none of his new officials and was not 
sure who he could trust.  The Chamberlain Tobias seemed honest enough, but Fortitude 
desperately wanted more than one person he could turn to for advice.  Given his 
inexperience, he really needed a team around him. 
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As he considered that, his eyes strayed to the sword containing the personality of Baron 
Mortimer ï the third Baron of Winterslow.  The spirit was cantankerous and unpleasant at 
times, but it had given him useful council and appeared willing to continue doing so.  Perhaps 
it could suggest some early steps he should be taking.  Maybe it could also warn him of the 
types of problems he was likely to face early on. 

As the thought of problems occurred to him his thoughts returned to Lady Adela ï the 
daughter of the previous Baron.  He had only met her once and what he had seen had 
impressed and intimidated him in equal measure.  She was beautiful, educated and had an 
uncompromising confidence.  He knew little of the ways of nobles, but his instinct told him that 
she could make a dangerous enemy once she learned that he was to replace her father as 
Baron of Winterslow.   

A smile crossed his face as he considered her.  It was a pity that she was not a common-born 
woman, he thought.  The way her face had softened when she had learned that she was free 
and the smile that had followedé.   

For a moment he allowed his fancies to roam freely and, as he gazed down into the city 
below, his expression became wistful.  Then, with a start, he stepped away from the window.  
There was too much to learn, he told himself.   He could not afford to lose time daydreaming. 

He picked up the baronial sword and stepped over to the door.  There was a guard outside.  
ñYou there,ò he said.  ñFind the Chamberlain.  Tell him I want reports on everything.ò  

*** 

Fortitudeôs companions found considerably different ways of spending that first day back in 
Wintershall.   

The festivities for the arrival of the new baron were still in full swing and Aidan was out 
carousing and drinking.  There was a group of jumped up, opinionated guildsmen drinking 
beside him and their airs and graces were beginning to grate on him.  One more drink, he 
decided, and he would have a quiet word with them.   

As he lifted his tankard again, his eyes gleamed at the prospect of violence to come.   

*** 

Sang spent the day in quiet contemplation.  He carefully serviced his weapons then spent 
several hours exercising and meditating upon the sutras in a tranquil spot in the castle 
courtyard. 

As he exercised, he tried directing his energies into his chi as Master Pung had shown him.  It 
had worked with astonishing success for that brief moment in the Lunar high temple and he 
wanted to master it so he could summon it at will. 

As he worked his way through Master Pungôs exercises he felt the power flickering unevenly 
through him.  It was not steady yet, but it was there.   

*** 

Merrin took this opportunity to explore the castle at length.  More than one person recoiled in 
fear and surprise as she appeared noiselessly around corners and along darkened corridors, 
muttering darkly under her breath.  Her lank black hair, single huge eyebrow, pallid white face 
and overly bright gaze unsettled and dismayed most of those who encountered her. 

Eventually she found the castle library and settled there to explore the shelves. 

*** 

Celia and Nan walked around the city together watching the celebrations and gauging the 
mood of the people towards their new baron.  The two Lunars, Ceodrick and Finn followed 
them, marvelling over the sights in this new and unfamiliar city. 

Celia made small talk with Nan until they reached a quiet place well away from the crowds.  
There she repeated a question that she had first asked several days ago. 

ñSo Nan, Iôve been meaning to ask again.  Have you thought about my offer?  Are you 
interested in joining the Temple of Kyril?ò 
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ñWell it does sound interesting,ò Nan admitted.  ñI have to ask though; what sort of role did 
you see for me?ò 

Celia lifted her hands uncertainly.  ñI donôt know.  What would you be interested in?ò 

ñDo you have a role which is charged with finding out things and dealing with people who 
cross the temple?ò 

ñYes, some temples, like those of Illana and Grism call them óKeeper of the Faithô.  Vull, 
however, calls it the Lord Questor.ò 

ñYeah that sounds good to me.  If I can be one of those you can count me in.ò  A flicker of 
doubt crossed Nanôs face.  ñThough you do remember that I donôt particularly venerate Kyril 
or understand his teachings at this time, donôt you?ò 

Celia laughed.  ñDonôt worry about it.  Kyril will accept your service and you will accept him 
and his powers in time.  We donôt currently have a canon of temple law or a set of written 
tenets and so, youôll have time to learn them as we develop them.  Kyril sees that you will 
serve him well and so you may consider yourself to be Keeper of the Faith to the Temple of 
Kyril from this moment on.ò 

*** 

Marcus was also ignoring the celebrations as he made his way to the slums area of the city.  
He had business on his mind and was not going to be distracted until it had been dealt with.  
Under his arm he held a long bundle wrapped in cloth. 

He reached an alleyway and stopped outside an unmarked door.  After checking around to 
make sure that the alley really was empty, he rapped on the door three times.  A few seconds 
passed then a peephole in the door opened.  An eye studied him for a moment, then the door 
opened and Marcus slipped in. 

A man was waiting on the other side.  He was short and wiry and had an almost permanent 
expression of mocking disbelief.  He was dressed simply in green and brown but had a large 
gaudy ring of gold on one finger.  He grinned at Marcus and held out a hand.  

ñMarcus Barker,ò he said in a tone that marked him out as being of the lowest birth.  ñI thought 
youôd be dead by now or taken by bounty hunters.ò 

Marcus grinned back.  He gripped the manôs hand warmly and surreptitiously made sure that 
he knew where the manôs other hand was.  ñFineous the Fence!ò he exclaimed.  ñYou look 
well.  Iôve got a little something Iôd like you to help me with.ò  

ñIôd be delighted to help an old friend,ò Fineous replied cautiously.  So what is it that youôve 
got for me?ò 

Marcus pulled the cloth off his bundle to reveal the seamless metal box that he had recovered 
from the First Speakerôs chambers in the High Temple in Grippli City.  ñThis.ò   

The box twisted at both menôs senses ï attracting and intriguing them.  It took all of Marcusô 
will before he was able to make himself pass it over to Fineous.  Fineous stared down at it 
wonderingly and trailed his fingers down the flawless surface. 

ñI need you to get it open,ò Marcus said. 

ñImpressive,ò Fineous replied softly.  ñNo seam or obvious way of opening.  Rune magic,ò he 
said with a touch of satisfaction.  He paused and clucked his tongue.  ñEven though weôre 
mates, this ainôt going to be easyé or cheap.ò 

Marcus pulled a jewel out of one pocket and flipped it to Fineous.  ñDo what you can, 
Fineous.ò  

*** 

The next morning servants awoke each of Fortitudeôs companions with fresh water and 
laundered clothing at exactly the seventh hour.  This was unexpected and rather novel.  It 
also had the effect of ensuring that everyone arrived for breakfast in the great hall at about 
the same time.   
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Aidan staggered in smelling of vomit.  His face was grey and covered in cold sweat and his 
knuckles were bruised and cut.  The goblin, Gordon, skipped along at his feet.   

ñLiving in the palace is great,ò Aidan croaked while helping himself to a stacked plate of bacon 
and eggs.  ñThey donôt keep you in the cells when they find out where you live.ò  He began 
wolfing food down. 

Gordon leapt up on the table.  ñOoh, free food,ò the goblin exclaimed happily.  He seized a 
lamb chop in each hand and began gnawing on them. 

Fortitude entered the room at that moment and joined the others at the table.  He looked tired 
and his eyes were red with strain.  ñMorning all,ò he began and rubbed his brow tiredly.  
ñChamberlain Tobias tells me Iôve got more than thirty meetings today.  Iôm to receive 
submissions, petitions and complaints from various important groups and individuals.  I donôt 
think Iôll be getting out of here at all today.ò   

Celia replied.  ñWith duty comes obligation.ò 

Fortitude made a wry face.  ñAnd right now obligations bring headaches.ò  He plumped 
himself down in a seat.  ñTobias brought me a stack of papers a yard high yesterday.  Iôve 
read about the state of the treasury, store levels, reports from all the baronial estates, 
briefings from fifty or more offices, and so forth.ò  He gestured at the ivory handled sword at 
his side.  ñBaron Mortimerôs been helping me understand it all.  He seems to enjoy telling me 
what to do in the guise of rather pointed advice.ò 

ñSo what are you planning?ò Celia inquired. 

ñIôm going to spend the next day or two meeting all the people who want to meet with me.  Iôm 
also going to meet as many of the administrators and office holders as I can.  According to 
Baron Mortimer I have an obligation to listen to them and to understand them.  My goal is to 
start building a team of trusted officials and advisers around me.ò 

ñI see,ò Celia replied evenly.  

ñYes,ò Fortitude answered.  ñAnd thatôs what I want to talk with you all about.ò 

Every eye focussed on him and there was silence as Fortitude continued. 

ñWeôve come a long way together since we were reservists,ò he said.  ñWe havenôt ever really 
operated as a military unit with saluting and orders and such things.  I think weôve been more 
like a team, with everyone giving advice and providing different skills.  To my way of thinking 
thatôs worked well, but now that weôve got to this point I need to know if you want to carry on 
here with me.ò 

Fortitude searched each face in turn.  ñYou all took Baron Williamôs coin and swore an oath to 
him to serve as reservists.  Baron Williamôs gone and, as such, I think I should release you 
from your obligations to the barony ï or at least give you the chance to be released if you 
want.  However, before you consider that, I just want to say that youôre all my friends.  I 
couldnôt have got here without your advice, support and ability.  If youôre willing, Iôd like you all 
to stay here with me and help me with whatever comes in future.  What do you say?ò 

There was a long silence as everyone waited for someone else to speak.  Finally Merrin 
raised her hand apprehensively.  ñBeastlord,ò she moaned in an wretched tone.  ñDo not cast 
me away.  Let me continue to serve.ò 

That broke the ice and there were grins around the table.  ñIf my skills will aid you then I too 
will serve,ò said Sang. 

Fortitude clapped Sang on the shoulder and then turned his gaze to Aidan.  Aidan shrugged.  
ñCan I have a room and beer money?ò 

ñOf course,ò Fortitude replied. 

ñThen Iôm in.ò 

Fortitude looked at Marcus next.  ñWhat about you?ò 

Marcus screwed up his face and pretended indifference while mentally totting up all the 
valuables he had already been able to loot or steal in Fortitudeôs company. ñWell, I suppose, if 
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you can find something for my skills,ò he said grudgingly.  ñActually, I also found the treasury 
yesterday and had a look through the accounts.  I can see some real potential for growing 
income.ò 

Fortitude snorted.  ñWeôll see.ò  He turned next to Celia.  ñAnd what about you Celia?ò 

Celia also feigned uncertainty.  ñWell, of course I have an interest in ensuring that you 
succeed as Baron.  I need Winterslow to be safe for the development of Kyril.  However, the 
question is how best could you use me?ò  She fell silent in apparent contemplation then her 
face lit up.  ñI know,ò she said.  ñHow about I set up an independent intelligence service 
through my temple to start pulling in information?  It would give you advice outside of that of 
the Lunars.ò   She gestured at Ceodrick and Finn sitting either side of her.  ñI already have 
people who could help.ò 

Fortitude shook his head firmly.  The tension between Carolus and Celia had been building 
for days and he did not want to do anything that would make it grow further still.  ñUhh, thanks 
Celia,ò he said.  ñIôd certainly appreciate your advice and support, but I think that Iôll hold off 
setting up anything like that until Iôve got a better feel for how things work around here.ò 

Nan spoke next.  ñActually, Celia, William and I were discussing the future here last night.  We 
did come up with one suggestion as to how we might help you.  Obviously, we canôt do much 
if weôre still privates in the baronial reserve and so weôd suggest you name us councillors with 
plenipotentiary powers.ò 

Fortitudeôs eyebrows lifted fractionally.  ñWhat would you envisage yourself doing as a 
councillor?ò 

ñItôs all in here,ò Nan answered casually.  She pulled several hand-written pages out from 
under her tunic and slid them over to Fortitude.  ñThese are warrants conferring powers on us 
to act in your name.  Naturally, they place restraints on what we can doéò 

Fortitude eyed Nan and Celia warily before glancing at the top page of the documents.  
Though his reading and writing skills had improved hugely in recent months, the first sentence 
alone contained three words that he had never heard of before.  He glanced around at the 
others until his gaze fell upon Merrin.  She was also eyeing Nan doubtfully and so Fortitude 
pushed the documents over to her.  ñCheck those out would you Merrin and let me know if 
there is anything I should be worried about.ò 

ñYes Beastlord!ò  Merrin exclaimed, bowing deeply at this great honour.  Nan rolled her eyes 
as Merrin began reading.   

ñWell Beastlord,ò Merrin started after several minutes of silence.  ñThese documents are fine if 
you want to confer the following powers on us.ò  She traced the various sections on the 
parchments as she spoke.  ñWe would have the right to secure property in the baronôs name.  
We could issue and rescind licenses for the operation of temples.  We would be able to create 
and levy taxes, declare feast and holy days and levy penalties on those who break your laws.ò  

She swallowed and looked hopefully up at Fortitude.  ñIôd like to be able to declare feast 
days,ò she admitted.  ñCould I have that power ï pleeeease?ò 

Fortitude stared coolly at Nan.  ñNice try,ò he said.  ñI think for now you can all call yourselves 
my advisors.  If you need specific powers you can discuss them with me first, but I donôt want 
anyone breaking or suspending laws without my approval.ò 

ñFine,ò Nan replied.  ñThat doesnôt worry me at all, but donôt blame us if we have to keep 
coming to you for instructions on matters that should be beneath your notice.ò 

ñI wonôt,ò Fortitude replied.  He looked around at his companions.  ñFor now then, are you all 
happy to be known as my advisors?ò 

A wave of nods and voiced agreement greeted him and a relieved smile crossed his face.   

ñMe too?ò Gordon inquired.  ñCan I be an advisor?ò 

Fortitude laughed at the little creature.  ñSure thing, Gordon.  You can also continue being my 
body guard.ò 

ñNeat,ò Gordon exclaimed and went back to gorging himself. 
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Fortitude looked around at his companions.  ñThen itôs agreed. I hope that weôll keep doing 
things as weôve always done.  I hope that youôll continue to give me advice, support and that 
youôll tell me when you think Iôm doing something I shouldnôt be doing.ò 

Aidan snickered.  ñIôm sure Celia would have carried on doing that without you asking.ò 

Celia kicked him under the table. 

Fortitude grinned around at his companions.  ñThen Iôll go and start these meetings.  If any of 
you have the time, could you go out into the city and see what people are saying about me?  I 
need to know if thereôs going to be a problem from the townsfolk.ò  He glanced at Sang.  ñIt 
wonôt be very exciting, but Iôd be grateful to have you with me today, Sang.  Would you mind 
being another set of eyes and ears for me?ò 

Sang bowed at this honour and rose to join Fortitude.   

Fortitude also stood.  ñI should go now,ò he said.  ñIf I can get a few meetings out of the way 
early, I can see my parents and show them around the palace.ò 

He turned and departed with Sang following close behind. 

*** 

While Fortitude set about his day, the others split up and pursued their own affairs.   

Merrin and Marcus decided to carry out Fortitudeôs wishes.  They both walked out into the city 
in different directions intending to find out what was going on and what people were saying 
about their new baron. 

Merrin explored the streets below the Palace where all the cityôs temples were based.  She 
discovered that all had reopened and that a surprising number of priests had successfully 
survived the Lunar occupation.   

At the temple of Illana ï goddess of healing, Merrin learned that all the priests had survived 
and were back at their duties.  At the temple of Loki ï god of fortune and luck, Merrin heard 
that coincidentally around half of the priests had managed to survive.  At the other temples to 
Vull, Norman and Hale there were varying numbers of survivors who had managed to hide 
out the occupation and were now putting their temples to rights and beginning services again. 

At the temple of Grism ï god of war, however, almost all the priests had died in the initial 
Lunar attack.  Merrin learned that more than a dozen priests and temple guards had arrived in 
the last day from nearby villages where they had reportedly been trying to organise resistance 
to the Lunars.  They were already at work repairing damage and making the temple ready for 
worship again.   

While Merrin was walking around the fortress-like temple to Grism she encountered a priest of 
that order addressing a group of townspeople.  ñThe upstart, Fortitude Ulfsson, is a false 
baron,ò he declaimed.  ñHe brings false gods with him and damns you all with his heresy.  If 
you follow him, then you will answer to the Questors.  His blasphemy will not be tolerated for 
long.  He and those who support him will be put to the questioning and will burn.ò 

Merrin regarded the priest disapprovingly.  ñThatôs not very nice,ò she muttered to herself.  ñIt 
does not pay to cross the Beastlord.ò   

She opened her mind to her own dark god and called down a simple invocation from him.  
She gestured at the priest and spat out a single command word. 

In the middle of the knot of listeners, the priest of Grism suddenly stopped talking and the 
colour drained from his face.  He stiffened then stared around fearfully.  ñNo!ò he called 
suddenly.  ñNooooooé!ò he shouted again and began clawing at something on his back.  A 
few seconds later, his attention turned to his arms and he screamed as he gazed upon them.  
He began flailing around wildly and swiping desperately at different parts of his body.  He 
crashed backward into several of those around him and cried out again.  A moment later he 
broke through a gap in them and ran shouting and wailing down the street and from sight. 

ñYou must not anger the Beastlord,ò Merrin said softly to his departing back.  ñIt is perilous to 
anger the Beastlord.ò 

*** 
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Marcus made his way to a tavern in the poorer part of the city and found a seat, which 
allowed him to overhear a number of surrounding conversations.  Everyone seemed to be 
talking about Fortitude, but he focussed on a conversation between two crafters at the next 
table. 

ñHeôll ruin us,ò the first man said.  ñHe knows about as much about being a lordling as I do.ò 

ñNot so fast, Vurril,ò the other man replied.  ñI knew him when he was a lad.  He ran errands 
for me in the forge.  He was a good worker ï dependable, with a good eye for detail and a lad 
who knew right from wrong and up from down.  I think heôll look out for us craftsfolk and weôll 
do well by him.ò 

The conversation went on at length with both men holding their line.  When Marcus had heard 
enough, he departed.   

It was still early and Fineousô house was nearby, so he made his way there.   The man was 
home and invited him in.  Fineous fished the silver box out from behind some furniture and 
passed it back to Marcus. 

ñMost sorry, Marcus me lad,ò Fineous apologised.  ñItôs got more powerful rune magic than 
anyone I know can deal with and I know the best in Wintershall.  No one can open it.ò   

ñCan you suggest anything?ò 

Fineous shrugged.  ñThe man I talked to said that it would take a lot of power to seal a box 
like this and that it must have been done by one of the temples.  He guessed that it was 
probably done by no less a person than a high priest given the amount of power used.  The 
temple that sealed it might be able to open it.ò   

Marcus hid his disappointment and thanked Fineous for his work.  He wrapped the box back 
up in its cloth and departed. 

*** 

Celia and Nan had spent some hours discussing options for furthering Kyrilôs cause.  
Eventually they decided that printing pamphlets giving candid information on the Lunars 
would serve best.  With this in mind, they made inquiries and learned that the town had only 
two printing presses.  One was the official press used for Government business, while the 
other was a private business in the merchantôs quarter.   

They grabbed William, Ceodrick and Finn and made their way across town to the private 
printery.  It was located in a large stone building containing a dozen other businesses and had 
a non-descript store front with a sign hanging outside ï showing the depiction of a letterpress 
machine.  Unfortunately, the windows were shuttered, the door was locked and there was a 
sign outside that read óclosed till further noticeô. 

Celia frowned at the sign.  ñWhy would the business be closed?  Itôs the middle of the day.  I 
wonder if the Lunars arenôt somehow responsible for this.ò  She gestured at a bakery next 
door.  ñLetôs see what they know in here.ò 

She led the others into the adjoining shop and approached the man behind the counter.  
ñPardon me sir,ò said Celia flashing him a warm smile.  ñCan you tell me where the printer is 
please?  I was to pick up a job from him today.ò 

The baker shook his head apologetically.  ñWell miss, Iôm not too sure.  All I know was that he 
popped his head in this morning and asked me to keep an eye on the place.  He said he had 
to close up for a week to attend to some other business.ò  The baker paused and his brow 
furrowed.  ñFunny thing thoughéò 

ñYes?ò said Celia.   

ñWell, he had a couple of those Lunar priests with him.  Roderick never was very religious, but 
then you never know do you.ò  He shook his head. 

Celia thanked him and led the others back out into the street and up to the door of the 
printerôs shop.  She peered carefully in through a hole in the shutters, then looked up and 
down the street.  When she was sure that no one was looking their way, she leaned all her 
weight against the door and pushed until a latch on the other side gave way with a loud ping.   
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ñOh, it was unlocked,ò she said with a tight-lipped smile and walked through the now open 
door.  After a bemused pause, the others followed her in. 

Celia closed the door once they were all inside and looked around.  It was a small room with a 
single hand levered press.  There were racks of containing blocks of wooden type laid out 
beside it and glass jars of ink on a shelf behind.  ñRight,ò said Celia once everyone was 
inside.  ñLetôs see if we canôt produce these pamphlets ourselves.ò 

ñWhat do we want to say?ò asked Nan. 

ñI think we need two pamphlets.  One will announce that all the temples are formally reopened 
and that I will be leading a thanksgiving service to mark the occasion tonight.  The other will 
provide a full and frank career profile of Caroluséò 

Before she could continue, the front door was pushed open and a pair of Lunar priests 
entered carrying a stack of printed papers and glue pots.  They stopped in surprise when they 
saw they were not alone.  Once they realised that Celia was among the intruders their 
surprise became indignation. 

ñWhat are you doing here?ò one of the Lunarôs demanded. 

Celia smiled coolly back.  ñI could ask the same of you.ò   

She grabbed a leaflet from one of the priests and studied it.  It declared all the temples open 
and said that Carolus would personally be leading a thanksgiving service that very night at the 
sixth hour. 

The Lunar spluttered in outrage.  ñThat is ours,ò he said.  ñAnd we have negotiated sole 
access to this business with the proprietor.  How dare you break in here?ò 

Celiaôs smile never faltered.  ñPerhaps you should complain to the baron.  Of course I am 
here on his authority.ò 

The priest stared at her in silent rage for a long moment.  ñVery well, we shall have the First 
Speaker verify this with the baron.ò  He turned on his heel and strode out.  The other priest 
glared around the room and followed him a second later. 

ñWe need to move fast,ò Celia announced.  ñThings could get complicated once Fortitude 
finds out what weôre doing.  Ceodrick and I will put together the pamphlet.  Nan and Finn can 
work out how to run the press, and William; you can keep watch at the door.ò 

Everyone went to their assigned tasks. 

After several false starts and considerable trial and error they successfully managed to 
produce thirty copies of a smudged and poorly laid out flier that declared the temples open.  It 
also announced that a thanksgiving service would be taking place half an hour earlier than the 
one planned by Carolus.   

They had just begun work on the second pamphlet when the door to the printery opened and 
Sang entered.   

ñPardon me, Celia,ò he said in a conciliatory tone.  ñBut our illustrious baron and captain 
would appreciate a few moments of your time.ò  He sighed regretfully.  ñI am to look after this 
printery in your absence and to ensure that no one uses it until he orders otherwise.ò 

Celia looked at him for a long moment and a number of emotions flickered across her face.  
ñVery well,ò she said finally.  She looked at her four accomplices.  ñLetôs go.ò 

*** 

As they made their way back to the palace, Celia considered what she would say to Fortitude.  
ñWeôll blame Carolus,ò she said.  ñIf we stick with that line we should be all right.ò 

Nonetheless, they were all feeling a little apprehensive by the time they reached the palace.  

They entered the great hall and found Fortitude in a meeting with a group of well dressed men 
who were loudly and passionately outlining grievances regarding tax levels.   

When Fortitude saw Celia, he silenced the men with a raised hand and dismissed them with a 
curt apology.  Once they were gone, he beckoned Celia and the others forward. 
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ñWhat in Vullôs name is going on, Celia?ò he demanded.  ñIôve just received a complaint from 
Carolus.  He said that youôve broken into a printing press and are trying to undermine his 
authority by printing anti-Lunar material.ò 

Celia adopted an air of aggrieved self-righteousness.  ñThatôs not the case Fortitude,ò she 
said.  ñWe discovered that the Lunars have closed the printeries to everyone other than 
themselves and are using them to print material that puts them above the other temples.ò  
She passed him the leaflet she had taken from the Lunar.  ñLook, this shows they were about 
to announce that they, rather than you yourself, had personally reopened the temples and 
were going to hold a thanksgiving service this very evening.  We just wanted to even things 
up by printing the truth.ò 

Fortitude stared down at the leaflet in disgust.  It was obvious the Lunars had crossed a line, 
but he knew Celia well enough now to be pretty sure that she was also not without blame.  He 
beckoned a guard over and asked him to fetch Carolus.  The guard bowed and departed.   

Fortitude then turned back to Celia.  ñRight,ò he said.  I think that we need to sort out this 
relationship between you and Carolus and between the Temples of Grippli and Kyril now 
before things get really messy.ò   

Celia nodded noncommittally.  The door opened and Carolus entered.  He bristled visibly at 
the sight of Celia then bowed with the utmost politeness to Fortitude. 

Fortitude directed the hall cleared of everyone other than Celia and Carolus.  He then sat 
them down.   

ñLook,ò he said reasonably.  ñYouôre both high priests of your respective gods and youôre keen 
to see your temples get ahead.  But youôre both trying to do it at the expense of the otherôs 
temple.  Iôm all for religious tolerance but it goes beyond the temples of Kyril and Grippli and 
includes Vull, Illana, Grism, Hale and all the others.  Religious tolerance means that all 
temples will be tolerant of all other temples.ò   

He stopped and met the gazes of Celia and Carolus in turn.  He was pleased to see a hint of 
chagrin on both faces.  ñAs such, I will lead the thanksgiving service this afternoon.  The 
representatives of all the temples will each get the chance to lead a prayer of thanksgiving on 
behalf of their god.  I would be grateful if the two of you would use this occasion to emphasise 
the positive aspects of your particular temple and avoid point-scoring.ò 

Fortitude gazed firmly at Carolus then Celia.  ñAre we all agreed?ò 

Carolus inclined his head stiffly.  ñThatôs all I have ever wanted.ò 

Celia adopted a look of hurt indignation.  ñIôm surprised that you should think the Temple of 
Kyril would ever work in any other way.  Of course we wonôt start anything.ò 

Fortitude suddenly felt very tired.  ñRight then.  Iôve got people queued up waiting to see me.  
If youôll excuse me.ò 

*** 

Nan, William, Ceodrick and Finn waited for Celia in a sitting room off the great hall.  They 
were speculating on how the meeting between Celia, Carolus and Fortitude might be going 
when Marcus appeared.   

ñAhh there you are,ò he said.  ñNan, I was hoping you could help me with something.ò  He 
cleared his throat self-consciously.  ñIôve got this boxéò He allowed the corner of his robe to 
slip down and the corner of the box appeared.  

ñWhere did you steal that from?ò Nan demanded. 

Marcus managed to look hurt and offended at the same time.  ñSteal?  I didnôt steal it.  Ié 
inherited ité from an uncle.ò  His eyes flickered to Ceodrick and Finn.  ñUnfortunately, he 
didnôt leave me a key or any instructions about how to open it.  I had it looked over by a 
reputable dealer in second hand goods that I know and itôs been sealed by some kind of rune 
magic.  He says itôs not ordinary rune magic though, itôs been done through one of the 
temples.ò 

Nan looked at the box with more interest.  ñWhich god?  Whatôs in it?ò 
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Marcus shrugged.  ñI believe itôs a sword but Iôm not quite sure exactly what type or what it 
does.  I need a priest but Iôm not quite sure of which religion.ò  He paused and his face might 
have reddened slightly.  ñThough it might have been the Lunars.ò 

Nan nodded as she worked out just where the box had come from.  ñI donôt know any priests 
other than Celia sorry.ò 

Celia entered the room at that moment. 

ñHow did it go?ò William asked. 

Celia made a sour face.  ñAbout what youôd expect.  The good news is that Fortitudeôs reined 
in the Lunars and heôll now run the thanksgiving service himself.ò 

ñFortitude?ò Nan exclaimed.  ñDoes he know what the service will involve, or how many 
people are likely to be present?  There could be hundreds of people.ò 

ñThousands, more likely,ò Celia said.  ñStill thatôs his choice.ò  She saw the box in Marcusô 
hands at that moment.  ñWhatôs that?ò 

Marcus repeated his tale and reluctantly passed the box to Celia so she could examine it.  
Celia found herself equally intrigued and drawn to the object.  She also felt an urge to open it 
if at all possible.  ñIt must hold something of enormous religious significance,ò she mused. 

ñOr something incredibly powerful,ò Nan suggested. 

ñOr valuable,ò Marcus said. 

ñOr lethal,ò William added covetously. 

ñOr dangerous,ò Finn said. 

ñYes,ò Ceodrick added.  ñIf itôs been sealed like that, it should probably be left closed.ò 

Celia considered the box and her companionôs responses.  ñItôs affecting us all,ò she 
observed.  ñUnless Iôm mistaken, other than Finn and Ceodrick, we all want to open it and we 
all imagine it holds something that would be important to us personally.ò  

No one disagreed, so Celia continued.  ñThe only question is; why do only Finn and Ceodrick 
want to leave it closed?ò 

Marcus spoke.  ñIt may have been sealed by the Lunars.ò 

ñAhh,ò Celia breathed.  ñThen Iôd be even keener to see whatôs inside.ò  She rested her hand 
on the box and opened her mind to Kyril.  Nothing happened, so she tried calling on Vull.  
Again, there was no response.  She chewed silently on her lower lip before lifting the box and 
placing it on a nearby stone plinth.  ñWilliam, see if you can cut it open with your sword.ò 

ñItôll damage the blade,ò he objected. 

ñI doubt that very much,ò Celia replied. 

William looked doubtful but did as he was told.  He drew his jet-black blade and half-heartedly 
hit at the box.  The blade bounced back leaving the box unmarked.  William checked his 
blade and was relieved to see it was unnotched.  Reassured somewhat, he then drew his arm 
fully back and directed all his strength into another blow at the box.  

There was a gigantic clang and the sword leapt out of Williamôs hands and bounded and 
skittered along the cobblestone of the floor.  William yelped and strode over to his precious 
sword.  He examined it carefully again and was infinitely relieved to see that the blade was 
still undamaged.  

Nan, Celia, and Marcus bent over the box and examined it.  Like the sword, it was completely 
unmarked. 

ñThatôs a very tough box,ò Celia observed.  She gestured to Ceodrick and Finn.  ñCan you 
both try opening this please?ò 

Each in turn took the box and examined it.  It remained obstinately closed for them. 
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ñOh well,ò Celia said.  ñI canôt think of anything else to try.  Perhaps weôll find a Lunar priest 
who we can convince one way or another to give it a go.  But, that can wait.  Now that weôre 
in Wintershall, thereôs an important task that must be done for the temple of Kyril.ò 

ñWhatôs that then Celia?ò William asked. 

Celia laughed.  ñI need to go and see about acquiring the site for the new temple.  Itôs time to 
hold Fortitude to his agreement.  Iôm going to go and open negotiations with the owner of the 
Golden Crown Hotel.  Would anyone like to come?ò 

No one had anything more pressing to do so all five of those present accompanied Celia out 
of the palace.   

*** 

The Golden Crown Hotel was only a few hundred yards from the palace and lay on one 
corner of a busy four-way intersection.  The temple of Vull was on the opposite corner and the 
temple of Norman was just along from it.  The hotel was an imposing four-storey greystone 
building with carved sandstone lintels and window frames.    

A doorman dressed in long blue robes greeted Celiaôs little party at the door.  He appraised 
her garments in a single sweeping glance then bowed politely and pushed the tall wooden 
doors open.  They entered and made their way through the opulent furnishings towards the 
lounge area. 

The walls were whitewashed plaster and covered in fine tapestries.  The floors were strewn 
with clean rushes and candles burned liberally from bronze sconces around the room.  The 
clientele were clearly very wealthy indeed.  The group recognised a number of guildmasters, 
merchants and city officials. 

Celia led the others over to the bar.  She purchased drinks then asked the man behind the 
bar if she could see the owner.  He agreed politely and led her through a door leaving the 
others to finish their drinks. 

*** 

It was a full hour before Celia emerged from her negotiations and rejoined the others.  She 
gave a self-satisfied flourish and pointed at the room behind them.   

ñIôm pleased to say that you are now standing in the lounge bar of the High Temple of Kyril.  
The meeting rooms upstairs and several of the suites are now ours.  The rest will be 
transferred to us when Fortitude comes up with the rest of the money.ò 

ñWhat did it cost?ò Nan asked. 

ñThree hundred gold pennies.ò 

Everyone gaped at Celia. ñThatôs a lot of money!ò Nan exclaimed. 

ñI believe that the contributions collected by Marcus from High Temple in Grippli City, 
combined with Fortitudeôs gratitude for how weôve helped him achieve his current position of 
power, should easily cover this cost, plus a smaller amount for some necessary conversion 
work.ò 

Marcusô heart sank at the thought of his hard-looted money being frittered away on this 
building.   

Nan snickered.  ñThen we should probably go and tell him the good news.ò 

Celia suddenly looked a little less confident.  ñYes, we probably should.ò  She looked around 
at Ceodrick and Finn.  ñIôve told the proprietor that youôll be taking over the upstairs area for 
me.  It needs to be set up so the meeting room can be used for services and the 
accommodation is appropriate for temple officials.ò 

ñYes Celia,ò Ceodrick replied.  His eyes roved around the bar and lingered on several of the 
more elegant young ladies.  ñLeave it to us.  Weôll get it set up and then weôll set about 
spreading Kyrilôs word.ò 

*** 
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Celia found Fortitude between meetings and informed him of what had been negotiated.  As 
expected, Fortitude gaped when he heard the amount and the colour drained from his face.  
He stared at Celia in appalled silence. 

Celia tried to reassure him.  ñJust remember Fortitude; without Kyril you wouldnôt be here.  
Also recall; the money that Marcus recovered from the Lunar temple will foot a significant part 
of the bill.ò 

Fortitude made himself reply.  ñWell,ò he said weakly.  ñI hope that that discharges my entire 
debt to Kyril.ò  

Celia smiled but said nothing. 

*** 

The rest of the day passed quietly and at the sixth hour Fortitude was driven to the 
thanksgiving service in the city square.  Several thousand people were waiting there, along 
with all the surviving priests from every temple.  The massive crowd seemed to fill every 
corner of the square and every pair of eyes seemed to focus on him as he ascended the dais 
to take his seat prior to the service commencing. 

Fortitude had not expected a crowd of this magnitude and he was immediately overcome by 
the most crippling stage-fright.  His heart pounded and he felt weak.  He seized the hilt of the 
baronial sword.  ñHow can I get out of this?ò he demanded. 

Baron Mortimer chuckled coldly in his mind.  ñYOU CANôT,ò it replied.  ñYOUR ODIOUS PRIESTESS 

HAS DROPPED YOU IN THIS AND NOW YOU HAVE TO PERFORM OR EVERY ONE OF THE THOUSANDS OF 

PEOPLE WATCHING YOU WILL KNOW YOU ARE NOTHING MORE THAN A JOKE OF A BARON AND A 

PUPPET OF CAROLUS.ò 

ñBut I canôt speak in front of this many people.ò 

ñYES YOU CAN.  YOU MUST.ò 

ñHow?ò 

ñKEEP IT SHORT AND SIMPLE.  DONôT FORGET TO BREATHE.  FOCUS ON ONE PERSON IN THE MIDDLE 

OF THE CROWD AND SPEAK TO HIM.  PRETEND THE OTHERS ARENôT THERE.ò 

ñHow will they hear me?ò 

ñTHE PRIESTS OF NORMAN WILL AMPLIFY YOUR VOICE SO THAT EVERYONE CAN HEAR YOU.  JUST 

SPEAK SLOWLY AND CLEARLY AND, AS I SAID BEFORE, KEEP IT SHORT AND SIMPLE.ò 

A hush fell over the crowd at that moment as a Lunar wearing the tunic of the Baronial Herald 
stepped forward and raised a hand.  A Norman priest stepped forward with him and, as the 
herald spoke, his voice sounded loud and clear across the square.  ñI pray you all be silent in 
the name of Baron Fortitude,ò he commanded. 

There was almost complete silence across the square and thousands of eyes locked on 
Fortitude as he walked uncomfortably across to the dais where the priest waited.  He looked 
out over the crowd and the sea of faces instantly threatened to overwhelm him.  Breathe, he 
told himself.  Keep it short and simpleé 

ñWe are here todayéò he stopped as he heard his voice echo out around the square 
sounding impossibly loud.  Did he really sound like that? 

He cleared his throat and started again.  ñWe are here today to give thanks.  All the temples 
are open again and where there were nine gods, there will now be eleven.  Kyril and Grippli 
will join Vull, Illana, Grism, Norman, Loki, Hale, Drazen, Zaahl and Dierdra.ò 

He took a deep breath and tried desperately to think of something else to say.  ñYou donôt 
know me,ò he began.  ñBut I know you.  I grew up among you and lived in the same streets as 
you.  I know youôre worried about the changes that Iôll bring, but I want to say ï donôt be.  
Because I grew up among you, I know what you know.  I know how important it is to have fair 
laws, common justice and reasonable duties.  Thatôs what I promise you will have.ò 
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Fortitude meant to go on but applause sounded out in the crowd and it rapidly spread.  He 
saw faces smiling approvingly up at him and he heard cheering over the top of the applause.  
At that moment some part of him relaxed.   

ñThank you,ò he said.  ñJust as I mean to be fair to you, I also mean to be fair to the Lunars 
and the Kyrilites.  In the last few months weôve discovered that our barony is far bigger than 
we thought.  Rather than outlawing those who worship differently from what weôre used to, I 
intend to recognise and tolerate them.  I wonôt make anyone follow any god they donôt want 
to, but I also wonôt stop anyone worshipping however they like.  With that in mind, weôre here 
today to give thanks to all the gods for the reopening of the temples and for the freedom to 
worship however our hearts and consciences dictate.ò 

Fortitude decided enough was enough.  He stepped away from the dais to more warm 
applause and took a seat to one side.  Now that the speech was over he suddenly began 
trembling uncontrollably.  He had to fight hard to keep his expression impassive as the 
remaining senior priest of Vull stepped up to the dais to lead a prayer on behalf of his own 
temple. 

Once Fortitude had control of his limbs again, he rested a hand on the baronial sword.  ñHow 
did I do?ò he asked it. 

Surprise was evident in the swordôs response.  ñASTONISHINGLY WELL,ò it replied.  ñFOR A 

BLACKSMITH, I MUST ADMIT YOU SURPRISE ME.ò   

The order in which the various temples were to speak had been chosen randomly by 
Fortitude before the ceremony.  By coincidence Celia had been selected to speak last.  She 
was looking particularly fine and that slight glow that she had been suffused with at Kyrilôs 
mine was evident again.   

She made a short but passionate speech in which she announced the conversion of the 
Golden Crown into Kyrilôs high temple.  She explained the tenets of Kyril to the audience and 
was greeted, in turn, by an upraised mass of expressions that included everything from 
outright hostility through to curious interest. 

It was a start she decided. 

*** 

Fortitudeôs nerves had fully recovered by the end of the service.  He felt exposed sitting up in 
front of the crowd and he studied them just as they examined him.  He saw curiosity on many 
faces, but was heartened to see a number of the people waving and grinning at him.  There 
was no sign of overt resentment or mistrust. 

At the conclusion of the service, he had his new advisors accompany him back to the palace.  
He led them to the library where he dropped into a chair before speaking.  ñDid that go all 
right?ò he asked. 

ñYes,ò Celia replied.  ñYou impressed me and probably most of the crowd.  You sounded 
good.ò 

Merrin piped up.  ñYou spoke as the Beastlord,ò she said.  ñAll who heard you trembled.ò 

Nan snorted.  ñIf there was any trembling, I suspect it was from the other temples ï and that 
was in anger, not fear.  I donôt know if you noticed, but the priests of Grism and Vull were 
glaring at you all the way through the service.ò 

ñIndeed,ò Celia said.  ñYouôve certainly made your intentions public now.  You had to do it 
sooner or later, but itôs going to cause us some problems.ò 

ñI canôt help that,ò Fortitude replied.  ñFortunately, the Lunars will deal with any open challenge 
to the policy of religious tolerance.ò 

ñThe temples will know that,ò Celia stated.  ñThey wonôt act openly.  Or, if they do, itôll be 
through the high temples or the King.ò 

ñThen, weôll deal with that when it happens,ò Fortitude said firmly.  ñIôve got more immediate 
problems coming to grips with the barony.ò 

ñHowôs it going?ò Marcus inquired.  ñWhatôs it like being baron?ò 
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Fortitude wrinkled his nose.  ñWell letôs see,ò he began.  ñToday I issued licences to 
merchants, resolved the succession problems of three estates, commuted one sentence of 
death and confirmed another.  I considered several requests for the restoration of property, 
reviewed four submissions on taxes for various guilds, approved the reopening of the market, 
waived tithes on two estates, and reconfirmed licences for all twenty two of the baronies 
millers.ò  He frowned and shook his head.  ñThere was some other stuff but it started blurring 
together after a while.ò 

ñIs it fun?ò Marcus asked. 

Fortitude shrugged.  ñItôs not what I expected.  The sword gave good advice on a few things, 
but mostly people want me to approve decisions theyôve already taken, or they want to tell me 
about long-standing problems that canôt be solved without creating more problems.  I know 
the workload will lighten up in a day or two, but I donôt know whatôs going to happen when we 
go south.  Iôll have to find someone to leave in charge.  Baron Mortimerôs suggested I appoint 
some councillors to make decisions within agreed limits and to advise me on more complex 
matters.ò 

ñThat sounds sensible,ò Celia volunteered.  ñYou could choose councillors with a view to 
legitimising your position.  Appoint respected well-known people who will work with you and 
uphold your authority.ò 

ñAgreed,ò Fortitude replied.  ñTheyôd also reduce my workload while I fathom how things work 
around here.ò 

Merrin grunted sourly.  ñIf you want my advice, Beastlord, declare martial law, arrest those 
who disagree with you, enslave the rest and offer the souls of three in every four to placate 
the dark and angry gods that watch us.  That will reduce your work load much more 
effectively.ò 

An awkward silence fell over the room and everyone stared at Merrin.  She appeared serious.   

ñWell then,ò Fortitude said finally.  ñSo what else happened today?ò 

ñI sat in one of the slum-side taverns and listened to conversations,ò Marcus reported.  ñThere 
are some people who donôt think youôre up to it and others who think youôll be a good and 
honest baron.  I didnôt hear anyone speaking outright rebellion or saying they were unhappy 
with the state of things.ò 

Fortitude smiled approvingly.  ñThatôs a good start.  What about the Lunars? How are they 
seen?ò 

Merrin answered that question.  ñThe people have mixed feelings.  They respect the law and 
order that they brought and appreciate the freedoms offered by the Lunars.  However, they 
are glad to have the freedom to worship all gods again and to drink spirituous liquor and to 
curse in public.ò 

Fortitude fixed his gaze on her.  ñAnd did you hear any rumours of corruption among the 
Lunars?ò 

ñNo none at all,ò she said with a slight curl to her lip.  ñThey are a clean and decent folk ï 
even in private.ò   

Fortitude talked with the others for almost an hour before he rose to retire for the night.  ñWeôll 
meet again in the morning?ò he said.  ñItôs been a good start, but we need to plan what weôre 
going to do next.ò  

With that everyone went their various ways.   
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Flogging Dead Dogs 
Fortitude woke slowly the next morning.  The bed had been too comfortable and he felt 
groggy and stiff.  He stretched and rubbed his face.  

There was a discreet cough from the other side of the room and Fortitude instinctively threw 
himself out of bed while reaching for his weapon.  He desperately blinked away sleep and 
searched around the semi-darkness of the room with the point of his sword.   

Chamberlain Tobias stepped back holding up a hand defensively.  Sang was standing behind 
him.  Both of them regarded Fortitude with politely neutral expressions. 

Fortitude lowered his sword and tried to control his racing heart.  ñWhat is it?ò he demanded 
testily.   

Tobias bowed low.  ñPardon my interruption, my lord, but you have a number of meetings 
planned for today and I wanted to brief you while you readied yourself.ò 

Fortitude really hoped this was not going to become some normal routine for rising in the 
palace.  If it was, he might need to change some rules.  ñAll right then,ò he said.  ñGo on.ò 

Tobias pulled out a sheet of paper.  ñYour parents will join you after breakfast.  Steff the 
Guildmaster will follow them.  He is requesting Baronial protection for his daughter Maud and 
claims that she is under some as yet unspecified threat.ò  Tobias rolled his eyed discretely. 

Fortitude took the hint.  ñThat can wait.ò 

ñIôll tell him that,ò replied Tobias. ñAnd there is Ivar the Banker.  He wishes to offer his services 
to you.  He appears genuine and has the reputation of being an honest man.  I believe he is 
pleased at your appointment and is keen to assist you.ò  Tobias allowed a hint of approval to 
appear on his face.   

Fortitude noted Tobiasô approval and decided to run with it.  ñYou say he has a good 
reputation?ò 

ñYes my lord.ò 

ñI have decided to create a Council, Tobias.  It will advise me on various matters relating to 
justice and the administration of the barony.  Do you think that this Ivar would make a good 
member?ò 

Tobias considered the matter silently for a moment.  ñProbably he would be a very good 
choice, my lord.ò 

ñWho else could you suggest?ò 

Tobias stared into space for a few long seconds then recited four more names. Fortitude had 
only heard of one of them, but that man was a guildmaster with a reputation for his integrity 
and acumen.   

ñExcellent!ò Fortitude said.  ñGet them in here this morning.  I want to meet with them and see 
what theyôre like.ò 

Tobias made a note in his diary.  ñI will schedule that in for mid-morning, my lord.ò  His face 
and voice became carefully neutral.  ñIn addition, my lord, the temples of Grism and Vull are 
requesting a joint audience with you.  I believe that they are unhappy with your support for the 
Lunars and the Kyrilites.ò 

ñI was expecting this sooner or later,ò Fortitude said.  ñI think Iôd like both Celia and Carolus at 
that meeting,ò he said. 

Tobias bowed.  ñI shall arrange it.ò 

ñWhat else have I got this morning?ò 

Tobias had another look at the diary.  ñYou have a breakfast meeting with your congress of 
chief advisors.ò 

Fortitude looked blank.  ñWhat congress of chief advisors?ò 

Tobias replied evenly. ñThe ones that you granted plenipotentiary powers to yesterday.ò 
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Fortitude suddenly realised that Tobias was referring to his companions and his voice 
became a growl. ñWhat powers?ò  

ñAhhh,ò Tobias replied understanding the situation in an instant.  ñShall I have the kitchen staff 
cancel the orders for breakfast?  I was going to advise that the treasury would not support too 
many such events.ò 

ñWhat do you mean?ò 

ñOne of your chief advisors directed the Kitchen staff to prepare what can only be described 
as an opulent banquet for breakfast.  It was hard and expensive finding quails eggs, 
strawberries, pheasants, and brandied fruits among other things at short notice and at this 
time of year.ò 

Fortitude glowered and stared at Sang.  ñDid you know anything about this Sang?ò 

Sang shook his head.  ñNo I did not.ò 

Fortitude swore under his breath.  ñIôll kill them!ò he declared.   

Sang bowed politely.  ñI think I can suggest a solution that may prevent such abuses of power 
from recurring in future.ò 

Fortitude lifted an eyebrow.  ñGo onéò 

Sang nodded sagely and spoke in the melodious tone that he reserved for his more 
impenetrable aphorisms.  ñThe food that sustains the glutton will also kill the glutton.ò 

ñCould I have that more plainly, please Sang?ò 

Sang bowed and spoke with some delicacy.  ñI have an apothecarial compound that would 
assist in this matter.  Placed in food it will cause those consuming it some distress and loss of 
bodily fluids.  Parts of their skin may also temporarily turn blue.  It will not kill them, however.ò 

Fortitude stared at him grimly.  ñMake it happen, Sang.ò 

Sang disappeared off down to the Kitchen and Tobias followed him out.   

Once Fortitude was alone, he set about dressing.  He had just pulled his trousers on when 
there was a knock at the door.  Carolus stuck his head in and nodded politely.   

ñMay I talk with you about something?ò he asked.   

Fortitude gestured at a chair.  ñSure,ò he said and began to wonder if he was ever going to be 
able to sleep in or dress alone again. 

Carolus ignored the chair and walked over to the window where he discretely kept his eyes on 
the city below as Fortitude finished dressing.   

ñAll our plans for this barony will come to nothing if war with the Han ends before we get our 
armies there.  If the King does not need us, then he will not confirm you as baron and he will 
withdraw his tolerance for the Lunars and the Kyrilites.ò 

ñI know,ò Fortitude replied. 

ñGood, then I believe we should not waste time.  We should visit his majesty, the King, today 
for our orders.ò 

Fortitude started to his feet.  ñWhat?  Is the King here?  Isnôt he down in Warminster?ò 

ñIndeed he is in the capital,ò Carolus confirmed.  ñBut I have a special rune ensorcelled 
artefact that will transport me and those physically in contact with me over the five hundred 
miles to the high temple of Vull in Warminster in a few seconds.  It is expensive in power, but 
it has allowed me to remain in regular contact with his majesty.ò 

Fortitude felt wonder and fear at the thought of seeing the King so soon.  ñWouldnôt we be 
better to wait a while?ò he began then stopped as he realised he was allowing anxiety to 
guide his preferences.  ñNo,ò he corrected himself.  ñIf we really can see the King this way, 
then I suppose we should.  Youôre right, we have to move fast.ò  He took a deep breath.  ñSo, 
how would you advise that I behave?ò 



The God in the Mountain, Page 18 

Carolus smiled.  ñJust behave as you did when you reported to him six weeks ago.  Be softly 
spoken, polite and say what you think.  The King marked you as an honest and reliable man 
then and that, as much as anything else, put you here today.ò 

ñI see,ò Fortitude said.  ñIs there anything I should do to prepare?ò 

ñYouôll need to dress as befits your new station,ò Carolus answered.  ñArmour has served you 
well in taking Winterslow, but now you need something more fitting to visit the royal palace.ò 

ñI donôt have anything.ò 

ñLeave it to me,ò Carolus assured.  ñI will get the staff on to it.ò 

ñThank you,ò Fortitude replied. ñPerhaps you would join me and my companions downstairs 
after breakfast in twenty minutes or so.  Iôd like to discuss this with my companions.ò 

ñIs that wise?ò Carolus asked pointedly. 

ñI think so,ò Fortitude said.  ñI know that Celia can be very single-minded, but she has been a 
good advisor to me and she often sees things in ways that I donôt.ò 

ñAs you wish,ò Carolus replied in a tone that said he disagreed, but he bowed and departed. 

*** 

Down in the great hall, all Fortitudeôs companions other than Sang were gathered around the 
high table wolfing down some of the best food they had ever eaten.  The table was piled with 
rare and exotic food prepared to a standard that would have graced the Kingôs own table.  
Gordon was lying in the middle of a plate of beef cuts gorging himself happily. 

Most were several courses into their breakfast, when a servant arrived from the kitchens 
carrying a stack of pancakes.   

Sang followed the servant in and took a seat at the table.  He helped himself to a small piece 
of fruit and a hunk of bread.   

Nanôs eyes widened happily as she gazed upon the pancakes.  She seized the tray and piled 
several onto her plate.  She poured honey and butter over them and took a hedonistic bite.  
Something about the taste was wrong and set her senses on edge.  She spat the mouthful 
out onto the floor then set about rinsing her mouth out repeatedly with water.  Everyone 
stopped eating and stared at her.   

When she had finished washing out her mouth, she pointed accusingly at the pancakes.  
ñThereôs something wrong with these,ò she declared. 

Celia stared over at Nan.  ñWhat do you mean?  Whatôs wrong with the pancakes?ò 

ñThey have a metallic taste.ò 

Everyone regarded the pancakes suspiciously.   

Nan prodded Gordon.  ñHey Gordon, want a pancake?ò 

Gordon regarded her trustingly.  ñAll right,ò he replied. 

ñNan!ò Aidan exclaimed.  ñThatôs not very nice.ò 

Nan glared back at Aidan then looked around the room.  There was a large hunting dog lying 
by the fire.  She picked up a pancake and flicked it at the dog.  It wagged its tail and 
enthusiastically wolfed the treat down.  Everyone watched the dog carefully.  

Several minutes passed and then the dog let out a distressed whine.  A moment later its 
bowels relaxed and it made a nasty mess on the polished wooden floor. 

ñPoison!ò exclaimed Nan and Celia simultaneously.  They looked at each other.  Celiaôs mind 
raced and she turned slowly to Nan.  ñI bet Carolus is involved in this somehow.ò 

Gordon stared at the pile of pancakes regretfully.  ñI wonder if theyôre all poisoned.ò  

ñLetôs get the dog somewhere where we can inspect it,ò Nan said darkly.  ñI agree that itôs got 
to be a Lunar plot.  If the dog dies, Carolus will be held to account.ò 
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Nan went over and picked up the dog.  It was still whimpering piteously and looking most 
distressed.  She and Celia carried it out of the great hall and up to Nanôs bedchamber.  Once 
they were there, Celia gave her orders.  ñYou stay with the dog.   Iôll find out who prepared the 
pancakes.ò  She strode out, leaving Nan alone with the animal. 

Nan studied the dog carefully.  It seemed to be recovering somewhat and it had stopped 
whimpering.  As she saw this, a frown appeared on her face.  If Celia was going to be able to 
accuse Carolus of plotting a murder attempt, then a full recovery of the dog was undesirable. 

After a full minute of reflection, Nan grimaced and leaned over to the dog.  Without hesitating 
she wrapped her fingers around its throat and squeezed.  It twisted violently in her grip for a 
few seconds, then fell still. 

Once she was sure it was dead she examined her handiwork.  There was no visible sign of 
how the dog had died and Nan was pretty sure that only a skilled apothecary or a priest of 
Illana could say that it was not poison. 

Celia returned after a short wait and Nan pointed down dramatically at the motionless dog.   

ñThe bastard!ò Celia exclaimed in astonishment tinged with disbelief.  ñI canôt believe it.  Come 
with me.  Heôs going to pay for this.ò 

Nan felt a triumphant glow and followed along obligingly as Celia strode back down to the 
great hall.  The others were still seated at the table.  Celia strode up to Sang and pointed 
accusingly at him.  ñYouéò she spat.  ñYou tried to poison us.ò 

Nan stiffened.  This was not what she had expected. 

Sang met Celiaôs gaze as he answered her charge.  ñI was merely punishing you for granting 
your self powers without the baronôs say so.  He commanded me to do this.ò 

Celiaôs glare became more indignant.  ñThe dog is dead, Sang.  I donôt believe Fortitude told 
you to poison us.ò 

Aidan and Marcus both gasped in disbelief and stood facing Sang.  William moved over to 
stand behind Celia.  He also looked astonished. 

Sang felt a pang of doubt.  ñThat is not possible.  The potion was only designed to 
incontinence you.ò 

Celia shook her head and her glare never wavered.  ñI donôt think so, Sang.  Youôre an 
experienced apothecary.  The dog is dead; therefore you tried to kill us.ò 

A tiny frown appeared on Sangôs face.  Without warning he leapt sideways towards the stairs 
leading to the castle tower. ñStop him,ò Celia called.   

Aidan and William both cried out and ran off after Sang. 

Nan winced.  ñIôll go too,ò she said and ran off up the stairs towards her own bedchamber to 
hide the evidence of her own handiwork. 

*** 

Fortitude was slowly working his way through a pile of papers when Sang burst into his 
chamber and skidded to a halt in front of him.  Aidan and William came thundering in behind 
him and stopped with swords drawn, sucking in gasps of air. 

ñStop!ò Fortitude called and stared at the newcomers in astonishment.  ñWhat in Vullôs name 
is going on?ò he demanded. 

Sang answered.  ñI did as I said I would and put the potion to cause incontinence in some 
pancakes.  Nan detected the potion and fed a pancake to a dog.  She says that it killed the 
dog, though I do not see how that could be.  They now think I tried to kill them.ò 

Fortitude regarded Aidan and William incredulously.  ñI canôt believe that Sang would 
deliberately try to poison you,ò he said.  ñAnd I canôt believe youôd suspect it of him after all 
the time weôve been together.ò  He shook his head disapprovingly.  ñBut, letôs go back to the 
great hall where we can continue this with everyone else.ò   
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He led the three of them back down the three flights of stairs to the hall below.  Nan returned 
just as they arrived and moved to stand with Celia. 

Fortitude stopped and glared around at those in the hall in irritated disbelief.  He then 
inspected the table, which was still piled high with a small fortune in delicacies.  ñI donôt 
believe it,ò he said finally.  ñFirst thingôs first; who ordered this breakfast? 

William started guiltily and raised his hand.  ñI really really wanted to have a nice breakfast,ò 
he said plaintively.  ñWeôve been on the road for months living off trail rations.  But the cook 
wouldnôt provide it without orders from the baron.  So I went to the Chamberlain and said that 
weôd been given plentyé plenié you knowé powers by the baron.  He said heôd arrange it 
all.ò 

Fortitude glowered at him then turned to Sang.  ñAnd what about you Sang.  Why did this dog 
die?  Did you use a laxative as we discussed, or did you use a more powerful poison?ò 

ñI did only as we discussed,ò Sang replied. 

Fortitude studied him carefully.  Of all the people in this room, Sang was the one he was most 
sure would tell the truth.  ñLetôs see this dog then.  Perhaps the effect of the potion on a dog is 
different to that of a human.ò 

Sang shook his head doubtfully.   

Fortitude looked around.  ñSo where is it?ò 

Celia spoke.  ñItôs in Nanôs room.ò 

Nan tried to look innocent.  ñErr, yes,ò she said faintly. 

Fortitude gestured for Nan to lead the way.  She led everyone up the stairs and into her 
chamber.   

Once she was inside her room she stopped and pointed at a now empty floor.  Her eyes 
widened theatrically and she staggered in feigned shock.  ñItôs gone!ò she exclaimed.  
ñSomeoneôs taken the body.ò 

Fortitude stared at Nan suspiciously.   

ñMaybe it wasnôt really dead,ò Nan ventured trying another tack.  ñIt might have just looked like 
it and it got better.  Perhaps itôs wandered off by itself,ò she said.   

Fortitude stared at her doubtfully.  ñBut the door to your room was closed when we got here 
Nan,ò he said softly. 

Nan shook her head in feigned astonishment.  ñWell, I donôt know.  Perhaps a servant came 
to clean the room and removed the dogôs body, or let it out if it really had recovered and was 
scratching at the door.ò 

By now, even Celia was suspicious.  Fortitude just shook his head.  ñI think weôll just let this 
whole affair rest,ò he said.  ñI donôt want to hear any more about dogs or poisonings and I 
donôt ever want to hear that any of you have claimed powers in my name without my approval 
again.ò 

He gazed around each person in turn.  One by one they murmured their agreement or 
nodded.  Once he had received everyoneôs assurance he sighed and rubbed his brow.  ñTime 
for breakfast, I think.  If the treasuryôs been beggared for this, I suppose I should have my 
share.ò 

With that, most everyone followed Fortitude out and back down to the Great Hall. Only Celia 
and Nan remained in the room. 

ñOops,ò said Nan once she was sure they were alone.  ñI thought that Carolus must have 
done it.  The dog seemed to be getting better and so I finished it off thinking it would make 
Fortitude mistrust him.ò 

Celia shook her head.  ñA great pity that you werenôt right.  I canôt say I approve of you killing 
the dog though, Nan.ò   
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Nanôs chagrin disappeared at Celiaôs tone and anger replaced it in an instant.  ñI did what I 
thought was right,ò she replied sharply. 

ñNeverthelesséò 

ñNevertheless nothing,ò Nan interrupted.  ñYouôre too squeamish, Celia.  I did what I thought 
had to be done.ò 

ñPlease donôt do anything like that again without talking to me, Nan.ò 

ñWhat do you mean?ò Nan demanded hotly.  ñAct against Carolus without your permission or 
kill a dumb dog.ò 

ñBoth,ò Celia replied levelly. 

Nanôs jaw was set and she looked ready for a long argument.  Celia decided she needed Nan 
more than Nan needed her, so she decided to make the best of a bad situation.  ñIôm willing to 
do whatever it takes to further Kyrilôs cause,ò she said.  ñBut, I donôt want to antagonise 
anyone unnecessarily and I donôt want to create victims along the way.ò 

ñIt was a dog, Celia.ò 

ñI know, Nan, but Fortitudeôs sentimental about things like that and so are many of the others.  
We want to win peopleôs hearts as well as their minds.  Turning people against Carolus wonôt 
be enough to bring them to us.ò 

Nanôs pride refused to allow her to back down, but she had to admit Celia had a point.  ñI was 
just doing what I though was best.ò 

ñI know, Nan.ò  Celia studied the floor for a few seconds and then an idea occurred to her.  It 
was in very bad taste, but would give the dogôs death a small measure meaning.  ñWhereôs 
the dog now?ò 

Nan pointed at the wardrobe.  ñI hid its body in there.ò 

A wry smile appeared on Celiaôs face.  ñLeave it there for the moment.  Iôve got an idea of how 
it can help us.  For now though, we should join the others down below and see whatôs 
happening.ò 

*** 

Despite how it had been procured, Fortitude was thoroughly enjoying his exotic breakfast as 
Celia and Nan rejoined the others. 

After several apologies to Sang, conversation slowly returned to normal and the events of the 
last fifteen minutes became something of a running joke between those at the table.  Fortitude 
listened to the groupôs idle banter as he ate and only leaned away from the table after having 
consumed three heaped platefuls of food.   

Feeling happily full, Fortitude leaned back and addressed his companions.  ñWeôve got some 
things we need to think about,ò he announced.  ñCarolus says he wants to use rune magic to 
have me meet with the King himself in Warminster this afternoon.ò 

This raised more than a few surprised and impressed eyebrows around the table and 
Fortitude basked in this for a moment before continuing.  ñThe Kingôs probably going to want 
to know how we can help support the Kingdom in its war with the Han down in the province of 
Routh.  I need ideas and thoughts.ò 

ñPortals,ò said Merrin immediately.  ñWe should link the northern parts of Winterslow with 
portals so you can impose your iron will upon the Dierdrakin and Lunars.ò 

ñPortals are a good idea,ò Fortitude said.  ñI can see the sense in getting a series of portals 
from the palace here in Wintershall to the Lunars in Grippli City and the Dierdrakin in 
Aylesbury.  It would make administration of the barony easier for a start.ò 

ñWe should also prepare more portals for taking south,ò Celia suggested.  ñWe can shift them 
ourselves down to Routh and can travel back and forth between here and wherever we are at 
need.  You can continue to monitor the barony that way.ò 
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ñGood idea,ò said Fortitude.  ñSo we will need at least three portals; one for the Lunars, one 
for the Dierdrakin and one for taking down to Routh.ò 

ñFour or five,ò said Celia.  ñWe already have portals leading from the border between the 
barony and Mortain to Aylesbury.  We might as well link them all up by putting a fifth one 
between here and the border.  Iôd also recommend taking at least two portals south so we can 
link back here from different places.ò 

Fortitude could see the sense in that.  ñFive then,ò he said turning to Merrin.  ñCan you do it?ò 

Merrin bowed awkwardly in her seat.  ñAs the Beastlord commands,ò she said. 

ñThanks Merrin,ò Fortitude said.  ñThen thereôs the matter of what we should report to the 
King?ò 

Celia spoke.  ñI suppose it depends on what Carolus has already told him.ò 

ñCorrect,ò Fortitude acknowledged.  ñHowever, there are things that we havenôt told Carolus.ò 

ñActually Fortitude, there is something,ò Celia began.  ñYou know the things we learned about 
Dierdra closing the passes three centuries ago?ò 

Fortitude inclined his head.  ñYes,ò he said.  ñThe Dierdrakin told us that Dierdra closed the 
passes and used snow and ice to turn back anyone who tried to cross the mountains.  This 
lasted until the Lunars broke Dierdraôs power three or four years ago.ò 

ñYes, well thereôs more to it,ò Celia said.  ñWhen Kyril was showing me around his domain 
before we went east to Lunar lands, he told me a number of rather interesting things.ò 

ñYes?ò 

ñHe told me that it wasnôt the Lunars that broke Dierdraôs power, it was him.ò 

There was silence around the table and everyone stared at Celia awaiting her next words. 

ñGo on,ò Fortitude encouraged.  ñDid he say anything else?ò 

ñYes,ò Celia replied.  ñHe said that it was the price of his transcendence to godhood.  He had 
to do a single great work of power and breaking Dierdraôs grip on the mountains was it.  The 
objective was to get the Lunars out of their homelands.ò 

Fortitude mused on that.  ñIs this something to do with the End of Days that the previous First 
Speaker referred to?ò 

ñI guess so,ò Celia replied.  ñThey need a hundred thousand souls to prevent the world ending 
in shaking earth, wind and fire, if I remember the First Speakerôs words correctly.  There canôt 
be more than eight or ten thousand Lunars so they would have had to have found the extra 
people elsewhere.ò 

ñDid Kyril say anything else?ò Fortitude inquired. 

ñYes,ò Celia said.  ñThough I donôt really understand it.  Kyril said that both his and Grippliôs 
ascendance to godhood was made possible when another existing god breached a compact 
that exists between all the gods.  He claimed that that god looked into the future and saw 
some paths he or she didnôt like.  That god then did something that allowed all the other gods 
to also do things they wouldnôt normally be allowed to do.  According to Kyril, there are a 
whole lot of powers focussed here in the north because this one god broke the compact. 
Some are trying to prevent things from happening while others are trying to facilitate them.  
He told me that the rule of Nine is ending, but couldnôt say what was going to replace it.ò 

There was a stunned silence around the table.   

ñDid he say anything else?ò Fortitude asked. 

ñYes, he said that very little that happened around us would be coincidence.ò 

ñUs?ò 

ñYes, us,ò Celia replied.  ñHe wouldnôt say more than that, though he did imply that the god 
who breached the compact may have done so because of something weôve done or will do.ò 

ñLike taking the barony?ò Fortitude asked. 
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ñPerhaps,ò Celia replied.  ñOr taking the Lunar and Dierdrakin army south.  I really donôt know 
though.ò 

ñSo we donôt actually have any specifics?ò 

ñNo, sorry we donôt.  But if itôs true, it tells us is that Kyril and Grippli are not the originators of 
everything that has happened.ò 

Fortitude clarified that point.  ñSo they gained their power because another god broke this 
compact?  Everything thatôs happening was caused by one of the other Nine?ò 

ñYes,ò Celia replied, ñThat seems likely.ò 

Fortitude considered the implications of that carefully.  ñBut Grippli came to power half a 
century ago,ò he observed.  ñThe breach must have occurred before that.ò 

ñThat makes sense,ò Celia agreed.  ñLong before any of us were born, in fact.ò 

ñSo why here in the north?ò Fortitude mused.  ñHow does the End of Days fit in to all this?  Is 
there any link with the Han attack on Routh?  Why did the breach of this compact lead to Kyril 
and Grippli becoming gods?  Was it like me being made Baron?  Are they just more pawns in 
some bigger game and, if so, what is it?  Just as importantly, how do we all fit into this?ò 

There were no answers to any of these questions. 

Celia spoke again after a long moment.  ñWith your approval, Fortitude, Iôd like to come with 
you to see the King.ò 

Fortitudeôs mind was still trying to piece together the puzzle that Celia had presented him but 
he forced himself to focus on her.  ñIôm not sure thatôs a good idea,ò he said. 

ñWhy?ò Celia demanded. 

ñThe fewer the better,ò he replied.  ñThis is for Carolus and me only.  I donôt want to 
complicate things by having Kyrilôs representative on earth take the focus off the war in 
Routh.ò 

Celiaôs face darkened.  ñIf I promise not to mention Kyril, can I go?ò 

Fortitude considered that carefully.  Celiaôs advice was usually excellent when her interests 
were aligned with his.  ñVery well,ò he said.  ñBut only to observe.ò 

ñI can accept that,ò she replied.  ñI wonôt speak unless Iôm asked to.ò 

ñCan I go too, Beastlord?ò Merrin asked. 

Fortitude shook his head.  ñNo,ò he said firmly.  ñI think itôll just be me and Celia.ò 

Merrin pouted at this decision but accepted it.   

There was a knock at the door at that moment and Carolus peered in.  ñPardon me, Baron, 
shall I join you now?ò 

ñOf course, holiness,ò Fortitude said.  ñPlease come in.ò 

Carolus entered and took a seat at the table. 

Fortitude cleared his throat and looked between Carolus and Celia.  ñThere is a joint 
delegation coming to meet with me from the temples of Vull and Grism later this morning.  
Can you both join me for it?ò 

ñYes Baron,ò Carolus replied.  ñIt should be most interesting.ò 

ñIôll be there, Fortitude,ò Celia confirmed. 

ñGood,ò Fortitude replied.  He turned to Carolus.  ñHoliness, we have been discussing the visit 
to the King.  I have agreed that Celia will accompany us.ò 

ñI must advise you against this,ò Carolus said darkly.  ñI have built your name up with the King 
and he has placed considerable trust in you.  It is essential that this image is not undermined 
by ill-advised and inexperienced council.ò 

Celia glowered at him. 
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Fortitude lifted a hand to forestall Celiaôs comments.  ñCeliaôs promised me that sheôll observe 
only and not speak unless a question is directed at her.  Iôll vouch for her.ò 

Carolus saw Fortitudeôs resolute expression and he backed off.  ñVery well,ò he said.  ñIf that 
is what you wish.  I suggest we go at the fifth hour when the King will be holding his daily 
audiences.ò 

Fortitude replied.  ñThat sounds fine.ò 

ñGood,ò Carolus said.  ñYou need to know how the rune magic works.  I have a rune 
ensorcelled stick.  When it is broken, I and anyone connected to me will be instantly 
transported to my chamber in the High Temple of Vull.  When the stick is released, everyone 
will instantly return to the place where the stick was broken.  Throughout the duration of the 
trip, the people who are transported with me must remain in constant contact with me.  If they 
break contact they will also return here at that moment.ò 

Carolus paused and looked meaningfully at Fortitude.  ñI would therefore suggest that we 
travel in this order.  You will hold on to me and Celia will hold on to you.  If priestess Celia 
does not keep her agreement then you can release her and she will instantly return here.ò 

Celia gasped and her eyes promised murder as she glared at Carolus.  Fortitude silenced her 
again with a tight shake of his head.  ñThank you, holiness,ò he said.  ñCelia and I will be 
ready.ò 

*** 

Celia and Nan strode away from the breakfast table back to Nanôs bedchamber.  Celia was 
furious at Carolusô condescension and Nan was more than happy to buy into the fight. 

ñWe should make him pay,ò Nan declared once they were both back in her room. 

ñTime to use the dead dog,ò Celia replied coldly.  ñWhere is it?ò 

Nan looked at her questioningly for a moment but stepped over to the wardrobe.  She opened 
it and lifted the body of the dog out and placed it on the floor in front of Celia.  

Celia regarded the dog silently for a long moment, and a cool smile appeared on her face.  
She knelt in front of the dog and prayed over it.  As she called upon Kyrilôs name, the dog 
stirred and rose stiffly to her feet where it remained standing motionless in front of her.  
ñGood,ò she said.  ñNow we need to decide what we want this dog to do to Carolus.ò 

Nanôs eyes gleamed, as she finally understood what Celia was doing.  Her mind raced.  ñHow 
about waiting for some big ceremony in his temple, then getting it to hump his leg?ò 

Celia laughed at that but shook her head.  ñNo, the Lunars would destroy it too quickly.  We 
want something which will allow the dog to keep annoying Carolus for months if necessary.ò 

Nan lifted a hand as another idea occurred.  ñAll right then,ò she said and pointed at the dog.  
ñIt was a pointer.  How about having it track him down every hour or two.  It could point at him 
and howl accusingly.ò 

Celia giggled as she considered the potential of that idea.  ñI like it,ò she said.  ñIt could run 
away as soon as he saw it and I could give it skills to avoid traps and detection by others.  Itôll 
take a bit of power but itôll be worth it.ò 

They both laughed long and loud, then Celia set to work. 

*** 

In the great hall below, Fortitudeôs parents arrived for their first visit to the palace.  Fortitude 
greeted them with real affection.  He kissed his mother dutifully on the cheek and shook his 
fatherôs hand. 

They had not seen him for more than four months and they were both struck by how he had 
changed.  Not only was his face marked by months on the road, but he moved and talked with 
an assurance and an air of command that was unfamiliar to them.  They regarded him with 
astonishment. 
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He encouraged them to have a second breakfast from what was left on the table in the great 
hall and, while they ate, he recounted his adventures over the months since they had last 
been together. 

They listened proudly, though periodically gazed awe-struck around at the finery of the great 
hall. 

Once they had eaten, he led them on a tour of the palace.  He finished it by showing them his 
new bedchamber and the views from its windows down over the city.  They were both visibly 
overcome by their sonôs amazing fortune and he compounded this by casually mentioning 
that he was going to be meeting with the King that very afternoon. 

As the bells for the tenth hour rang out over the city, Fortitude was finally forced to excuse 
himself.  ñIôm sorry,ò he said.  ñIôve got to meet with priests from the temples of Vull and Grism.  
I suspect theyôll have a long list of complaints and requests, but I canôt get out of it.  Why donôt 
you come back tonight and have dinner with me here in the palace?ò 

His mother and father both looked most impressed by that offer and accepted gratefully.  His 
mother gave him a proud hug and his father self-consciously clasped his shoulder.  They then 
bade him well and departed. 

Fortitude returned to the great hall where he found all of his companions awaiting him with 
Carolus.  ñAre the priests of Vull and Grism here?ò he asked. 

ñYes,ò Carolus replied.  ñTheyôre waiting for us in the ante-chamber.ò 

Fortitude took his seat on the baronial throne and gestured at a servant standing by the door.  
ñShow them in, please.ò 

A minute passed before the servant returned leading four men.  Two wore ceremonial 
breastplates and swords marking them as priests of Grism.  The other two wore the black 
robes and symbols of justice identifying them as priests of Vull.   

Fortitude rose and greeted them warmly.  ñWelcome fathers,ò he said.  ñI am pleased to see 
that the temples of Vull and Grism are open again in Wintershall.ò 

The priests inclined their heads back in the most perfunctory of bows and their expressions 
remained bleak and cold.   

Fortitude kept his tone polite and formal.  ñSo honoured priests, what can I do for you?ò 

One of the priests of Grism stepped forward.  His expression was hard and uncompromising.  
ñUntil my High Temple appoints a replacement, I am Knight Templar here in Wintershall.  I am 
Sir Faramund and I speak on behalf of the temples of Vull and Grism.  We demand that you 
banish the worshippers of the false gods Grippli and Kyril back whence they came.ò 

Fortitude rubbed his chin.  ñWhat do you mean?ò 

ñThere are the nine gods ï six to worship and three to placate.  We believe that Grippli and 
Kyril are nothing more than manifestations of the evil god Drazen.  As such, their worshippers 
must be sent from this place before the King is informed and you are accused of heresy and 
this land is put to the Questors.ò 

Carolus spoke.  ñThey are not manifestations of Drazen.  As Lord Questor of Vull, I would 
never have fallen into evil or the worship of false gods.  And, I tell you now that his majesty, 
the King knows of and intends to recognise Grippli.ò 

ñAnd Kyril,ò Celia added. 

ñImpossible,ò Sir Faramund hissed.  ñYou lie.ò 

ñI do not,ò Carolus replied. 

ñDrazen is the father of lies,ò Sir Faramund insisted.  ñYou have fallen into darkness and 
embraced lies.ò  He turned to Fortitude.  ñRenounce their falsehood and you may be spared.ò 

Fortitude sighed.  ñLook,ò he said as reasonably as he could.  ñKyril and Grippli have both 
helped me and I can assure you that neither have manifested evil.  Iôve declared complete 
religious tolerance with the Kingôs approval.  Theyôll be allowed to preach, but so will the 
traditional temples.ò 
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The priest stared at him stonily.  ñThis is blasphemy and your immortal soul is in peril if you 
pursue this course.ò 

ñSorry,ò Fortitude replied firmly. ñBut Iôm not changing my mind.  Iôd suggest the other temples 
get used to the situation.  Iôm happy to consider anything reasonable that will help everyone 
work together though.ò 

The priests looked at each other before their spokesman addressed Fortitude again.  ñYou 
have not heard the last of this.ò  He turned and stalked out without bowing.  The other priests 
followed him. 

Once the door had closed behind them, Fortitude leaned back in his seat and spoke.  ñWell?ò 
he said looking between Carolus and Celia.  ñWhat do you suggest?ò 

Before either could answer him, a dog walked stiffly into the room.  It moved with a strange 
shambling gait and, as soon as it sighted Carolus, it froze.  It lifted its front leg and pointed it 
directly at the First Speaker then let out a low eerie moan.  

Carolus recoiled visibly.  ñWhat theé!ò he cried.   

At his words, the dog turned and scurried out.   

Nan had been watching this from one side of the room.  She lost control and collapsed in a fit 
of hysterical giggling.   

Fortitude glared at her.  She turned and ran from the room shaking and chortling 
uncontrollably.  He then turned back to Carolus.  ñIôm sorry about her,ò he said.  ñSheôs 
normally more in control of herself than that.ò 

ñI doubt that,ò Carolus said acidly.  ñAnyway, back to the business at hand.  The temples of 
Grism and Vull have presented us with a challenge.  My advice is to not act against them.  
Theyôll come round in time and opposing them will only undermine your own message of 
tolerance.ò 

The advice seemed reasonable.  ñI suppose so,ò he replied. 

Merrin spoke from behind him.  ñPardon me, Beastlord, but I could talk to them and made 
them see reason,ò she said helpfully. 

Fortitude looked at her doubtfully.  ñWould it involve deaths?ò 

ñNo.ò 

ñWhat about maiming or injury?ò 

ñNo.ò 

ñWould anyone be driven mad?ò 

Merrin frowned uncertainly.  ñDefine madness exactly.ò 

Fortitude shook his head firmly.  ñNo sorry Merrin.  I think weôll try the First Speakerôs 
suggestion.ò   

Marcus spoke.  ñIf they think the King really is behind this, Fortitude, they might try something 
against you.ò 

Fortitude considered that.  ñI agree,ò he replied.  ñWould you be able to arrange it so someone 
keeps watch on their temple?ò 

Marcusô expression became calculating.  ñItôd cost a fair bit,ò he said.  ñIôll need expense 
money.ò 

ñNo,ò Fortitude replied. 

Marcus looked surprised and a little indignant.  ñWhy not?ò 

Fortitude gestured at the mass of rings visible on Marcusô hands.  ñLook Marcus, you have all 
the money looted from the vaults of the High Temple in Grippli City.  Use whateverôs left over 
after youôve covered the cost of the purchase of the Golden Crown for the temple of Kyril.ò 

ñHow much will the Golden Crown cost?ò asked Marcus already knowing the answer full well. 
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ñThree hundred gold,ò replied Fortitude. 

Marcus gasped and wheezed in feigned astonishment.  ñThree hundredé!ò  

Fortitude gazed at him sourly.  ñHow much have you got?ò 

ñNot that much,ò Marcus replied.  He paused and regarded Fortitude carefully.  ñThere is a 
way of getting the money,ò he said. 

ñHow?ò Fortitude asked warily. 

ñPut me in charge of all the offices associated with revenue and expenditure.  Iôll find the 
money.ò 

Fortitude laughed aloud.  ñI donôt think so.  Youôd rob everyone blind.ò 

Marcus shook his head.  ñNo I wouldnôt,ò he said.  ñLook Fortitude, if I promise to make it so 
that no one pays another copper bit in tax more than theyôre currently supposed to, but double 
or triple the size of the treasury, will you give me those offices?ò 

Fortitude regarded Marcus suspiciously.  ñHow would you double or triple the treasury?ò he 
demanded. 

Marcusô expression became ingenious.  ñYouôd have to pay me a commission, but Iôd do it by 
ending tax evasion and picking up a number of enterprises that I know of that donôt currently 
pay tax.ò 

Fortitude regarded Marcus silently for a long moment.  ñYou could really get that sort of 
increase by catching people not paying their taxes?ò 

ñYes,ò Marcus replied. 

ñWhat sort of commission?ò 

ñFour crowns in every ten.ò 

Fortitude spluttered.  ñFour in ten!  Thatôs a fortune!  I might give you one in ten if you could 
double the treasury, but not four.ò 

ñWell you could do that,ò Marcus answered reasonably.  ñBut youôll end up with more money if 
you give me four in ten than if you give me one in ten.ò 

ñHow?ò Fortitude demanded. 

ñItôs like this,ò Marcus replied ingeniously.  ñIf you only give me one in ten, then I donôt have 
much of an incentive to track down the more marginal businesses.  I canôt afford to pay for 
informants and to share commissions.  I also canôt afford to invest money in increasing 
assessment capability.  If you give me one in ten, I can probably increase your revenue by a 
hundred gold crowns a year, which will make you ninety better off.  If you give me four in ten, I 
can probably increase revenue by a thousand a year, which will give you six hundred.  Youôd 
be five hundred and ten better off.ò 

Fortitude went from disbelief to uncertainty.  ñI see,ò he said. 

ñYouôll need the money,ò Marcus claimed smoothly.  ñYouôre going to have to rebuild the 
baronial army and youôre going to have to field the Lunar and Dierdrakin armies for an 
indefinite period.  Youôre also going to have to pay for the new temple to Kyril.  I can also see 
reparations having to be paid to people who lost their property to the Lunars or whose 
property was damaged by them.ò 

Fortitude found himself weakening.  ñTwo crowns in ten,ò he said. 

ñI canôt do it for less than three,ò Marcus replied.  ñAnd Iôll need to have an official residence 
outside the palace.ò 

Fortitude really doubted Marcusô honesty, but he seemed sincere.  ñPeople really wonôt pay 
more in tax?ò 

ñI promise they wonôt,ò Marcus replied.  ñUnless theyôve been evading it in the first place.ò 
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ñVery well,ò Fortitude replied.  ñIôll give you the benefit of the doubt.  You can have the offices 
associated with revenue and finance until the first time I find that anything inappropriate is 
happening.ò 

ñFair enough,ò Marcus assured him.  ñYouôll be very happy with this arrangement, I promise 
you.ò 

*** 

Fortitudeôs next meeting was with the five men Tobias had recommended as potential 
councillors.  They were shown into the great hall and he had them join him around the table.   

While refreshments were served, he studied them carefully.  All of them wore sober dress and 
had sensible demeanours.  They were all aged between fifty and sixty five and seemed 
intelligent and articulate.  As they sipped at glasses of watered wine, Fortitude outlined what 
he wanted of them. 

ñI need councillors who are respected by the people and who I can trust to give me honest 
advice while overseeing the smooth operation of the Barony.  I would like you to collectively 
join me as my councillors.ò 

Once the men understood what Fortitude was offering, they grew excited.  

Over the next hour Fortitude talked to the men individually and as a group.  The discussion 
ranged over many subjects.  They considered how a council might work and what roles the 
councillors could have.  They discussed ideas for reviewing taxes, reforming the army, 
administering justice and advising on property matters.  All five of the men appeared 
supportive of Fortitudeôs ideas and were willing to offer their services to support his 
administration. 

Fortitude warmed to them all and, at the end of the hour, was pleased to confirm them as his 
personal councillors.  He offered them offices, staff and stipends to help them work.  They 
accepted all these things gratefully and with unfeigned enthusiasm. 

*** 

With his first council meeting successfully concluded, Fortitude made his way to the room that 
had been identified to him as his personal study and library.  He entered and dropped into a 
seat.  Before he could make himself comfortable, there was a knock at the door. 

ñEnter,ò he sighed. 

The door opened and Adela, daughter of Baron William Peveral swept in.  She was dressed 
in a long robe coloured forest green and her chestnut coloured hair hung down freely over her 
shoulders framing her deep brown eyes and flawless complexion.  

Fortitudeôs heart missed a beat as he saw her. 

ñExcuse me,ò she said formally.  ñMight I have a moment of your time?ò 

ñOf course,ò said Fortitude.  He felt unexpectedly self-conscious and was instantly aware of 
his own unkempt hair and weather battered face. ñWonôt you sit with me?ò he said as politely 
as he could.  ñI could send for refreshments.ò 

She looked at him very coolly and remained standing.  ñI have just learned, by accident I must 
add, that you intend to take the title of baron.ò 

Fortitude shrugged self-depreciatingly.  ñThe King has indicated that he wishes me to do so.ò  

ñI stood before you two days ago and asked why you were in this room.  You dissembled.ò 

Fortitudeôs face grew red.  ñSorry,ò he said.  He meant it.  ñI was not sure of myself.  You 
caught me by surprise.  I should have told you what was happening.ò 

ñYou have not made any effort since then to correct that misapprehension.ò 

ñI am truly sorry,ò Fortitude said.  In truth he had forgotten all about her in the whirl of all his 
other duties.  ñI regret that greatly.ò 

Adela did not look at all mollified.  If anything she appeared angrier.  ñItôs not right.ò 
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ñOh?ò  

Adela lifted her chin.  ñMy father may now be Earl of Crampton, but this land has been in the 
hands of the Peveralôs for forty generations.  Even if my eldest brother Edward will eventually 
inherit Crampton, my other brother Edmund should become Baron here.  Winterslow should 
remain in the Peveral line.ò  

Fortitude looked at her silently for a long moment and some capricious instinct made him 
want to undercut her outrage.  ñSounds sensible to me,ò he said nodding seriously.  ñI never 
really expected to be baron and, though itôs a great honour, I canôt say Iôd miss it if I didnôt 
have it.  Iôll suggest it to the King when I see him this afternoon.ò 

ñYouôre mocking me,ò Adela claimed indignantly. 

ñNo lady,ò he replied then allowed a friendly smile to spread across his face.  ñWell maybe a 
little,ò he admitted. 

She pinned him with a furious gaze.  ñYou would do well to remember my name and birth, 
blacksmith,ò she declared.  ñYes,ò she added triumphantly.  ñFather Faramund has told me all 
about you.ò 

Fortitude started as he realised Adela had been talking with the same Knight Templar of 
Grism who had challenged him earlier in the great hall.  ñYes lady,ò he said.  ñI was a freeman 
by birth and trained as a blacksmith, before taking Duke Witherseaôs colours.  Like you, I feel 
nothing but pride in my parentage or upbringing.  As I said before, being here is an 
unexpected honour.  Though I might have been a little flippant with you, I meant what I said.  I 
will ask the King about your brother inheriting the barony.ò 

Adela looked faintly mollified by this but her chin remained up and her eyes continued to 
challenge him.  ñWhat about Brother Faramundôs claims that youôve embraced heresy and are 
damning us all.ò 

Fortitude shook his head.  ñPerhaps you should ask that of Carolus Venite.  He and the King 
are of the view that tolerance of Kyril and Grippli is not heretical.  People are still free to 
venerate the Nine.  Iôve promised that will continue and will ensure it remains the case.ò 

Adelaôs eyes showed a hint of uncertainty for the first time.  ñVery well, blacksmith,ò she said. 
ñIôll judge you by whether or not you keep your word.ò 

ñThank you, lady,ò Fortitude replied.  ñThatôs all I ask.ò 

Adela locked eyes with him again.  Clearly she suspected he was mocking her again because 
she gave a small irked sniff then strode out. 

Fortitude watched her go and then sat staring at the door once she had gone.  He ran the 
encounter over in his mind several times.  ñVery pretty,ò he said finally.  

*** 

Ten minutes after Adela had gone there was another knock at the door to Fortitudeôs 
chambers.  A servant entered carrying a set of clothes. 

ñPardon me, my lord,ò the man said.  ñFirst Speaker Carolus directed that these be brought for 
you.  He said that you would know what theyôre for.ò 

Fortitude gazed in appalled silence at what the man had brought him. 

The clothes were a disconcerting combination of lime green, purple, and orange silk with gold 
and silver embroidery.  They appeared ludicrously foppish and eye-wateringly bright. 

ñWill there be anything else, milord?ò the servant asked. 

Fortitude closed his mouth.  ñNo,ò he managed finally.  ñThank you, you may go.ò 

When he servant was gone, he examined the clothes more closely.  They were just as 
hideous, but presumably Carolus knew what he was doing.  With the utmost reluctance, 
Fortitude changed into his new wardrobe.   

*** 
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It was near the fifth hour of the afternoon that all Fortitudeôs advisors gathered in Fortitudeôs 
new library.   

Fortitude walked in, dressed in the brightly coloured robes that Carolus had given him.  He 
was greeted with a roar of laughter and everyone began making loud jokes at his expense.   

Marcus insisted upon carrying the hem of his robe and, once it was in his grasp, he pressed it 
reverently to his lips.   

Aidan guffawed and compared Fortitude favourably to some expensive ladies of the night he 
had once known. 

ñShuddup,ò Fortitude growled self-consciously.  ñTheyôre not to my taste, but if this is what 
nobles wearé  Welléò 

Carolus arrived a few minutes later and, after purpling visibly as he caught sight of Fortitude, 
he nodded.  ñIt will have to do,ò he said.  ñItôs a little out of step with the current fashions in 
Warminster, but it was the best I could find at short notice for someone of your stature.  Shall 
we go?ò 

Fortitude saw that Carolus was dressed in the sober silver and black robes of the Lord 
Questor of Vull.  Celia stood on his other side dressed in an elegant set of dark green robes 
that fell to the floor.   

Fortitude suddenly felt very conspicuous.  He cleared his throat awkwardly.  ñRight then; while 
Carolus, Celia and I are gone, can the rest of you keep this room clear?ò 

His request was met with nods.  Fortitude took hold of Carolus and Celia took hold of him in 
turn.  Fortitude then indicated his readiness to Carolus who raised the rune marked stick and 
snapped it in half. 

The ensuing sensation was like travelling through one of Merrinôs gates.  Fortitude felt his 
body elongate suddenly as he was pulled into darkness.  There was a rushing sound and he 
felt as if he were falling at great speed down a perfectly dark tunnel.   

A few seconds later, he staggered and found himself standing in a simple chamber with a 
narrow bed on one wall and a large symbol of Vull hanging over it. 

ñExcellent,ò said Carolus after a moment of orienting himself.  ñWe are in Warminster.  These 
are my chambers in the High Temple of Vull.ò   

He opened his mouth to add something, but before he could speak, there was a flash of light, 
and Merrin appeared beside them.   

ñOh, I was wrong,ò she said with a look of surprised irritation.  ñI guess I owe Nan a silver 
farthing.  It seems that it is possible to follow something through a closed gateway without 
sundering the space time continuum or causing the holder of the other end of the gate to 
explode.ò 

Carolusô mouth fell open and he paled visibly. 

ñHow did you get here, Merrin?ò Fortitude demanded. 

Merrinôs eyes lit up.  ñWhen you disappeared, you left behind the end of a gate.  I just stepped 
through after you, when Nan bet I couldnôt.ò 

Fortitude reminded himself to have a stern talk to Nan when they returned.  ñCan you go back 
now, please Merrin?ò 

ñProbably,ò Merrin replied gesturing at Carolus.  ñAnd thereôs even a chance I can do it 
without killing him if I return before he does.ò 

Fortitude sighed.  ñAll right Merrin.  I suppose that means you have to come with us.  Just 
donôt speak unless you are spoken to.ò 

ñOf course not, Beastlord,ò she replied. 

Fortitude turned back to Carolus.  ñShall we go?ò 

Carolus nodded dumbly.  After fixing Merrin with a rather anguished look, he turned and led 
the others out. 
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*** 

Carolus led the group through the great temple of Vull past a number of surprised Questors 
and priests.  It was obvious that Carolusô defection to Grippli was not yet known here, as 
everyone that they encountered bowed to him or greeted him with varying degrees of fear and 
formality.   

The temple itself was full of simple but austere grey stone piled high in pillars and walls that 
radiated strength and permanence.  After navigating a bewildering number of passages and 
courtyards, they emerged on a huge tree-lined boulevard outside of the temple.  Along the 
avenue they saw five more huge temples adorned with the statues and symbols of the gods.  
Grism and Vull stood opposite each other followed by Illana and Hale then Norman and Loki.  
Each temple complex comprised huge and ornately decorated buildings covered with 
iconography, colours and shapes that best represented their particular deity. 

The boulevard ran in a straight line between the temples to a hill on which the Kingôs palace 
had been built.  The palace was surrounded by trees and parkland and covered a huge area.  
A huge eight towered keep dominated the crown of the hill, surrounded by three rows of high 
walls.  Light gleamed dazzlingly off acres of marbled walls.  The roofs were all copper and 
were coated in a uniform patina of verdigris. 

Carolus led them directly down the boulevard towards the castle.  As they walked, Fortitude 
gazed upon nobles dressed in finely embroidered silks.  He saw fine carriages decked in 
black and gold, and uniformed men mounted on impossibly fine horses.  Scattered among all 
this were priests with markings of rank that showed them to be great and holy men.   

Staring around Fortitude suddenly realised that everyone else was wearing muted shades of 
black, grey and blue.  He stared down at his own clothes and grimaced. 

Carolus led the group directly to the main gate of the castle.  Six scarlet and gold clad guards 
were standing there and all saluted him as he approached.  The four of them were waved 
past without challenge. 

They followed a marble-lined road between the two outer walls of the palace until they 
reached a heavily fortified gate in the second wall.  They were stopped at this gate by more 
guards where Carolus loftily announced that he was here to see the King.   

One of the guards bowed to Carolus and led the small group up to the main keep of the 
palace. 

They were led in through a massive door around which representations of the gods had been 
carved and found themselves in a large hall filled with seats.  Sixty or seventy people were 
there and everyone appeared to be waiting.  Some of those present eyed the group with 
interest.  Most ignored them or flashed them the most cursory of glances. 

At the end of the hall there was an eighteen-foot high set of double doors.  In front of the 
doors was a desk, behind which, a man was seated.  He was using a quill to mark something 
on a sheet of parchment but, as the group approached, he looked up.  ñYour eminence,ò he 
said rising and bowing respectfully.  ñWelcome.ò   

ñMy Lord Vinten,ò replied Carolus silkily.  ñMay I present the Baron Designate of Winterslow ï 
Fortitude of Wintershall and his entourage.ò 

Lord Vinten inclined his head politely at Fortitude then turned his gaze back to Carolus.  ñI 
presume you need an urgent audience with his majesty?ò   

Carolus nodded.   

ñThen you may go in after his current interview.ò 

There were a few audible groans from those seated nearby.  Merrin was hanging back and 
staying inconspicuous as the Beastlord had ordered and she overheard a man behind her 
whispering to his neighbour.   

ñTwo weeks Iôve been here,ò the unseen man declared.  ñAt this rate Iôm never going to get 
in.ò 
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Lord Vinten scribbled something on a piece of paper and gave it to a guard who carried it 
through the doors into the chamber beyond.   

Fortitude and the others waited by the door for almost five minutes feeling a little awkward as 
everyone continued maintaining physical contact to Carolus.  Finally the door was flung open 
and a woman dressed in extraordinary fineries swept past regaling those in the waiting hall 
with a look of infinite satisfaction. 

ñYou may go in now,ò Lord Vinten said.  Fortitude swallowed nervously.  Both Celia and 
Carolus appeared to bow their heads briefly in prayer.  Celiaôs entire body was suddenly 
suffused with a gentle glow of pearly light.  In a similar vein, Carolus appeared to grow 
several inches and the silver patterns embroidered on his robe gleamed brighter than was 
entirely natural.   

Fortitude winced and darted a small prayer to Loki to favour him with luck on this day.  
ñBreathe,ò he muttered to himself almost inaudibly.  ñDonôt panic, remember to bow and be 
polite.ò 

Carolus glanced around to make sure everyone was ready, then led them through the doors 
at a moderate pace.  

The Kingôs hall was a huge rectangular chamber with a vaulted stone ceiling more than a 
hundred feet high.  Its surface was plastered white and the stone images of ancient Kings 
gazed down from countless alcoves in the pillars.  The entire hall was brightly lit by huge 
golden orbs that glowed magically with unnatural brightness and constancy.   

At the far end of the hall was a high raised dais holding the Royal throne.  The King sat there 
watching the group approach.  Surrounding him were forty or so sumptuously attired 
courtiers, and as many guards and clerks.   

As they walked forward, a herald read out their names from the bit of paper sent in earlier by 
Lord Vinten.  ñHis Eminence, Carolus, Lord Questor of Vull.  The baron designate of 
Winterslow ï Fortitude of Wintershall and advisors.ò   

Celia glowed a little brighter as she walked.   

Carolus bowed to a few of the courtiers as he passed.   

They stopped at the foot of a dais.  Carolus bowed almost to the floor and Fortitude matched 
him a second later. 

The King was shorter than Fortitude recalled, but was arrayed on the throne in a golden robe 
with a high headpiece that made him appear larger.  He had dark eyes and hair to match.  
Thin lips and a high forehead gave a favourable impression of intelligence and his gaze 
indicated intense curiosity. 

After casting his eyes over all the new arrivals, the King focussed on Carolus and gave him a 
warm smile.  ñWelcome, your eminence,ò he said in a clearly enunciated and accentless 
baritone.  ñI trust our plans are proceeding well.ò   

Carolus nodded unctuously.  ñVery well, your majesty,ò he said.  ñI have fooled the Lunars into 
believing that Grippli has anointed me their high priest and they have now sworn fealty to 
Baron-Designate Fortitude.  Your northern army has been released from the Mortain 
Winterslow border and is now marching south.  Everything has gone according to our plans.ò 

ñExcellent news indeed,ò the King declared warmly.  ñIt is good to see you here today Baron 
Fortitude.  When last we met you were a valued officer in the Wintershall Guards.  Fortune 
has favoured you and I hope it may continue to do so.  If you can continue to achieve such 
results for me, the title of baron will be just a beginning.ò   

Behind Fortitude, Merrin forgot her instructions to remain silent and let out a little ñOoh!ò  
Everyone stilled in that great hall and stared at her.  She, in turn, focused on something 
above the Kingôs head. 

The King regaled her with a severe look.  ñWho are you and why do you interrupt me?ò he 
demanded 

Fortitude turned bright red but did not dare answer.  Carolus glared at Merrin.   
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Merrin swallowed and looked rather abashed.  ñErr, sorry,ò she said quietly.  ñItôs just I can 
see a triple-crown floating above your head.ò  She forced a polite smile that came out more as 
a grimace.  ñIôm Merrin by the way.ò  

The Kingôs disapproving frown softened.  ñYou can see the imperial triple-crown over my 
head?ò 

ñYes King,ò she said.  There was a small ripple of whispers and gasps from around the 
gathered courtiers. 

The Kingôs gaze became one of careful interest.  ñAre you in the habit of seeing crowns over 
peopleôs heads?ò 

ñOh yes,ò Merrin replied.  ñJust recently Iôve been seeing all sorts of marks of fate over 
peopleôs heads.ò  She suddenly recalled herself and stared at the King self-consciously.  ñIôm 
not mad ï not any more anyway.ò 

The King eyed her with growing interest.  ñA triple crown you say?ò  He pursed his lips 
carefully.  ñI have heard much about you.  You are the one who has command over the 
gateways are you not?ò  Merrin nodded.  ñMuch will depend on you.  We shall talk later.ò 

His gaze moved to Celia.  The glow around her was rather obvious.  ñI recall you,ò he said.  
ñYou were a member of the baronôs company.  You reported to me in Mortain did you not?  
Who are you again?ò he demanded. 

Celia curtsied.  ñI am Celia, High Priestess of the god Kyril.  I have helped in the taking of 
Winterslow.ò 

The Kingôs gaze became careful, but his tone remained polite and neutral.  ñYes, I have heard 
of Kyriléò He stopped himself and pointedly changed subject as he turned his gaze back to 
Carolus.  ñBut, such matters can wait,ò he said.  ñWe have matters of state and the war to 
discuss.ò 

He rose from the throne and beckoned the group to follow him.  He walked around behind the 
throne and led them through a doorway to a private audience chamber.  It was a windowless 
room lit by magical globes fixed into sconces around the walls.  Four guards stood in each 
corner and two clerks were seated behind desks.  Six crimson covered couches occupied the 
centre of the room. 

Once the King had seated himself on one of the couches, he bade the group sit around him.  
He then directed Carolus to report on the situation in Winterslow. Carolusô report was 
surprisingly brief and focussed on events over the last few days only.  Fortitude realised that 
Carolusô earlier claim to have been keeping the King informed of events had not been an idle 
boast. 

Once Carolus had finished speaking, the King turned to Fortitude and smiled warmly.   

ñYou have done well,ò he declared to Fortitudeôs infinite relief.  ñHis eminence has told me 
much of you and your exploits before today and that is why I was happy to give you the 
opportunity to become Baron of Winterslow.ò  He paused and his expression became a little 
more reserved.  ñThe good news is that nothing has changed, however, your trials are far 
from over.  There is much I will require before I confirm you as baron.ò 

ñYes sire,ò Fortitude replied. 

The King looked at him thoughtfully.  ñYou are probably not aware of the exact situation 
between our Kingdom and the Han.ò  His expression grew grave.  ñWe have been hit hard by 
the Han attack.  They have overrun two thirds of the province of Routh and have more than 
three times our number of troops.ò   

ñWe donôt know why they attacked or even what their overall objective is and our situation is 
desperate.  My armies have managed to stop their advance temporarily, but once they 
reorganise, they will probably push through our defences.  I am looking for anything that might 
give me an advantage and aid me in driving back the Han.ò  The King locked eyes with 
Fortitude.  ñDo you understand me, Baron?ò 

ñYes sire.ò 
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ñGood,ò the King said.  ñI need the advantage that your magical portals will give for two 
reasons.  First, I need to be able to use your combined army of goblins, Dierdra worshippers 
and Lunars as a surprise shock element in some part of the war.  I donôt know when or where 
as yet, but I intend that they will make some vital difference in the coming months.  Second,ò 
he said focussing all his attention on Fortitude.  ñI need some way of ending this war beyond 
the use of armies.  All up, the Han have more than a million men in arms.  We, however, 
cannot field much above a hundred thousand.  We cannot defeat them by force and the Han 
will not treat with us unless we have some advantage over them.  It seems to me, therefore, 
that your use of magical transportation might permit you to do something that no one else in 
my Kingdom can.ò 

Fortitude was not sure if he was allowed to ask questions so he settled for saying, ñYes sire?  
Iôll do whatever you require.ò 

ñExcellent,ò the King said.  ñBecause I believe that the only sure way of ending the war may 
involve taking the Han Emperor himself.ò  He looked carefully into Fortitudeôs eyes for any 
sign of fear. 

Fortitude felt dismay as he heard the Kingôs words, but he kept his tone level as he answered.  
ñSire, we will do whatever is required to safeguard the Kingdom.ò 

The Kingôs eyes measured him carefully and then he nodded.  ñI wish all my lords had your 
sense of duty, Fortitude.  Know this, I will not ask you to sacrifice yourself in vain.  It will be a 
month or more before you can get here and much may change in that time.  Hopefully 
desperate action will not be needed by then.ò 

ñIndeed sire,ò Fortitude replied. 

ñI understand from Carolus that you have shown imagination and daring in the last few 
months.  He informed me that you single-handedly improved my plan for taking the Lunars 
and pulled it off with the skill of a seasoned veteran.ò 

Fortitude had not known anything about a plan by the King, but he guessed that this was not 
the time to say so.  ñThank you, sire.ò 

ñKeep serving me thus and I shall give you more than just a barony, Fortitude.ò 

Fortitude bowed his head.  ñSire, rewards are not necessary.  Iôll do my duty as best I can.ò 

ñGood man,ò the King said warmly. 

ñSire?ò Fortitude ventured.  ñDo you have any specific orders for me?ò 

ñYes,ò the King replied.  ñYou are to come south and make your way to the City of Routh.  The 
Warmarch of Routh, Duke Malcolm Griswold is there and, by the time you arrive, he will 
undoubtedly have some plan that will employ the shock value of your troops to best effect.  
More than three-quarters of the people in the city of Routh are Han and have contacts back to 
the Han Empire.  You should be able to talk with loyal Han there and identify options around 
getting through Han to the Emperor in Taiking.ò  

ñWeôll do our best, your majesty.ò 

ñGood.  To aid you in your endeavours, I am pleased to say that you may formally and 
publicly style yourself Baron Winterslow from this moment forth.  Though, the title is not 
confirmed, you may use this name and office with my full authority.ò  He pointed at a clerk 
who noted something down in a book. 

Fortitude bowed very deeply. 

ñIn addition,ò the King added.  ñI feel that my lord, the Duke of Mortain, should continue to rest 
for at least the next week.  I should not like him to suffer a relapse until my northern army is 
well beyond his reach.ò 

Fortitude thought fast.  ñHis recovery is slow, your majesty, but Iôd say that the doctorôs 
opinion is the same as yours.  He should be out and about in six or seven days.ò 

ñExcellent!ò  The King beamed at him.  ñNow, is there anything else you need, Baron?ò 
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Fortitude carefully considered his orders and what they might entail before replying. ñThere 
are a couple of things your majesty.ò 

ñYes?ò 

ñIf we were to take some action against the Han Emperor, weôd need to be able to bring him 
to you.  We would need one of Merrinôs gateways set up between here and Routh.  With your 
permission weôll stop by Warminster on the way to Routh and set up one end of a gateway for 
that purpose.ò 

ñApproved,ò the King affirmed.  ñIôll arrange a suitable location for the gateway that could be 
defended in the event that the Han were to gain control of the gate.  When you reach 
Warminster you will come to the palace and be my guest.  Is there anything else?ò 

ñYes, your majesty ï a couple of things.  It would make our journey to Warminster then Routh 
easier if we could get a royal pass for the roads.ò   

The King nodded and waved meaningfully at another clerk who bowed and scurried away. 

ñIt will be delivered to Lord Vinten at the door shortly.ò  He paused.  ñAnything else?ò 

ñYes sire.  When Winterslow fell months ago to the Lunars, a necromancer by the name of 
Theodrick of Rye and three guardsmen in the baronial reserves murdered the baronôs 
runemage then fled south.  I heard that they were coming here to Warminster.  I was 
wondering if anything had been heard of them?ò 

The King frowned.  ñI have heard nothing.  Is there any reason I should worry about them?ò 

ñPerhaps not, sire.  But, the necromancer has the ability to steal the forms of others after 
murdering them and I believe he may have been working for someone else ï possibly as an 
assassin.  The fact that he was being assisted by three men who infiltrated the baronial 
reserve suggests there was a wider plot of some sort.  It may be that they were just fleeing to 
Warminster to get away from Winterslow, or it may be that they were coming here under 
orders for some purpose.ò 

The Kingôs gaze showed understanding.  ñCan you give me a description of these men?  Iôll 
put their descriptions around through the Lord Constableôs office.ò 

ñBaron William sent their descriptions south previously, sire.  The Lord Constableôs office 
should already have them.  I would imagine, though, that enough time has passed that any 
watch for the men will have ceased.ò 

ñIôll issue orders that the guards resume watching for them,ò the King assured Fortitude.  
ñNow, is there anything else, Baron?ò 

Fortitude nodded slowly.  He suddenly felt very self-conscious again.  ñSire,ò he began 
uncertainly.  ñThere seems to be some doubt about the exact boundaries of the Barony of 
Winterslow.  Can your majesty confirm that the boundaries include the areas north of the 
mountains currently occupied by the Lunars and the worshippers of Dierdra?ò 

The King shrugged indifferently.  ñOf course,ò he said.  ñI shall ensure that your titles explicitly 
include these lands.ò  He pointed at the first clerk who made another note in his book.  ñWhat 
else?ò 

Fortitude looked embarrassed.  ñWhen we took Wintershall, I discovered that the Lunars had 
been holding the lady Adela ï daughter of Baroné erré  Earl William Peveral.  I have 
promised to reunite her with her father, but she said that the barony should properly remain in 
her family and that her brother should become baron not me.  Sire, I am ignorant of such 
things.  Does she have a claim that I should be aware of?ò 

The King laughed and a strange twinkle appeared in his eyes.  ñWhat is she like?ò he asked 
suddenly.  ñIs she beautiful?ò 

ñYes sire,ò Fortitude admitted. 

The King studied Fortitude intently for a moment and one corner of his mouth lifted slightly.  
ñGood,ò he said.  ñThen you are to consider yourself betrothed to her.  If you succeed for me 
in Routh and Han, I shall not just confer the barony on you, I shall officiate at your wedding.ò  
He grinned and his tone became languid.  ñI think it will serve well in legitimising your 
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accession.  I shall make the necessary arrangements with her father, who I am sure I can 
encourage to see the advantages of the match.ò 

Fortitude heard a strange roaring in his ears.  ñYes sire,ò he said faintly.   

The King tried to quell his amusement and only partially succeeded.  ñPerhaps you would be 
so good as to let the lady know and to congratulate her for me.ò  Fortitude nodded weakly.  
ñSo is that all, Baron?ò 

Fortitude desperately forced his mind back to the business at hand and nodded. ñThereôs just 
one more thing, sire.ò  He glanced over his shoulder at Merrin who was staring around the 
room looking bored.  ñAre you going to talk to Merrin there after weôve gone?ò 

The King looked at Merrin who started and stared back wide-eyed.   

ñYes,ò he said.  

ñThen a word of advice, sire.  If she asks you if youôd like any gates or portals opened, say 
no.ò  Carolus and Celia nodded vehemently to show their heartfelt agreement.  Merrin looked 
rather put out and sniffed indignantly. 

The King looked rather startled at this and then his expression cleared.  ñAhh yes, I 
understand that she was the one responsible for the destruction of the village of Bishops 
Walk?ò 

Fortitude nodded.  ñYes sire.ò 

The King stared at Merrin with a new respect.  ñI will follow your advice.ò   

The King stood and the others rose with him.  After some more bowing, Carolus led Fortitude 
and the others away. 

*** 

They returned to the Waiting Hall where they sat more than twenty minutes.  At the end of 
that time a clerk approached and presented Fortitude with a sealed scroll.  He opened it and 
scanned the contents.   

The Kingôs seal was affixed at the bottom and, above it, a fine hand had penned a royal 
warrant permitting Baron Fortitude of Winterslow and companions to travel unhindered 
throughout the Kingdom.  The document commanded anyone and everyone to offer 
assistance where it was requested.  The document was headed up with all the Kingôs titles.  
They occupied almost half the page.  

ñRight,ò said Carolus once he was sure that Fortitude had what he wanted.  ñI think we can 
go.ò  He looked around at the others to make sure they were ready then casually dropped the 
rune ensorcelled stick. 

The wrenching twisting sensation washed over them again and they tumbled for several 
seconds until there was a flash and they found themselves again in the library of the palace of 
Wintershall.   

Aidan and William both leapt back in surprise as Fortitude and the others appeared among 
them.  On the other side of the room, Marcus toppled back off his chair. 

Once everyone had reoriented themselves, Fortitude called for silence.   

ñWell the Kingôs confirmed everything we thought.  Weôre to go south with some gates so we 
can use our army in Routh.  He has suggested we might be required to use the gates to take 
some personal action against the Han Emperor.ò 

Celia laughed aloud.  ñAnd the King has betrothed Fortitude to Lady Adela.ò 

 ñErr, yes,ò Fortitude said and a sick look appeared on his face.  He still was not sure how he 
felt and anxiety warred with something that might have been excitement. 

This announcement resulted in a stunned silence followed by exclamations and 
astonishment.  ñYouôre kidding,ò Marcus exclaimed. 
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ñUmm no,ò replied Fortitude.  ñThe gods only know I wasnôt looking for it.  I canôt imagine what 
sheôs going to say,ò he added.  ñI might have to sleep with my door locked and Gordon 
standing guard for the next night or two,ò he joked weakly. 

Celia laughed again.  ñSo how are you going to tell her, Fortitude?ò 

Fortitude shook his head.  ñI donôt know.ò 

ñSend her an invitation to the wedding,ò Aidan chortled.  ñShe can find out with everyone 
else.ò 

ñI donôt think so,ò Fortitude said.  ñThis is serious.ò 

Marcus examined the mass of rings encrusting his hands.  He selected a rather attractive 
golden band with a large diamond and pulled it off.  ñHere,ò he said flipping the ring to 
Fortitude.  ñGive this to her as a token of esteem from the baronial treasurer.ò 

ñFrom the Lunar people more like,ò Nan corrected. 

ñSo how are you going to tell the lady?ò Carolus inquired. 

Fortitude exhaled gustily and shook his head.  ñI donôt really know.  I suppose Iôll just have to 
tell her.  Perhaps you would wait with me, holiness, to verify my story.ò 

Carolusô face glowed with an uncharacteristic pleasure.  ñIôd be delighted.ò 

Fortitude glowered at him and passed the royal warrant to Marcus.  ñWhile I deal with my 
newest problem, would you make a copy of this ï just in case?ò 

Marcus ran a professional eye over the document and its seal.  ñNo problems,ò he said. 

Fortitude addressed the others.  ñNow, if you could all leave me and Carolus here, Iôll break 
the news to Adela.  Nan, could you please have a servant invite the lady to join me?ò 

ñSure thing, Fortitude,ò Nan replied and departed.  The others followed her out. 

Once the others were gone, Fortitude looked at Carolus apprehensively.  ñAny advice on 
this?ò 

Carolus looked ready to laugh.  ñNo Fortitude,ò he said.  ñBut she is a proud creature and 
sheôs not going to take it well.  Thank you for inviting me.ò 

Fortitude ground his teeth silently and began to pace.  As he walked his anxiety built.  He 
could not see any way of breaking the news easily.  

*** 

There was a knock at the door several minutes later and Adela entered.  

Fortitude bade her sit, but she regarded him coolly and remained standing by the door.  ñYou 
asked me to join you?ò  

ñYes, my lady,ò he replied.  ñThank you for coming.ò 

She looked beautiful in the candlelight and Fortitude had to work hard to keep his expression 
regretful.  ñMy lady,ò he said.  ñI bear news that will unsettle and disconcert you as much as it 
has left me astonished and confused.ò 

Her expression became more guarded and she continued to stare at him.  ñWhat is it, 
Captain?ò 

Fortitudeôs eyes dropped to the floor at her feet.  ñI related your comments to the King.  I 
suggested that your brother might make a better baron and that he actually probably had a 
better claim.ò 

ñAnd?ò Adela inquired.   

Carolus snorted and began shaking with suppressed laughter. 

ñLady,ò Fortitude replied.  ñHis majesty confirmed me as baron designate and said that he 
intended to legitimise my claim by linking me to House Peveral.ò 

The colour drained from her face.  ñWhat do you mean?ò she said in a strangled voice. 
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ñLady, this was not my idea.  His majesty said that he intends you and I be married.ò 

Adela swayed and looked like she was about to faint.  ñButéò 

Carolus spoke.  ñI can confirm what the baron says; I was there.  We travelled via rune magic 
to Warminster and the King did declare that the two of you should be betrothed.  It was not 
the baronôs idea and he was just as surprised as you.ò 

ñButéò Adela said again.   

ñIôm sorry, my lady,ò Fortitude assured her.  ñI know this is an awful shock.  I share it.ò 

Adelaôs eyes widened and she stared at Fortitude.  She muttered something faint and 
unintelligible, then turned and ran from the room. 

Fortitude stared after her then recalled Carolus at his side.  ñWell, I doubt Iôd have reacted 
differently in the circumstances,ò he said more to himself than to Carolus. 

Carolus opened his mouth to reply, but before he could say anything, Merrin appeared with a 
pop in the middle of the room.  Fortitude wrenched his mind from Adela for a moment and 
turned to her.  ñWhat happened?ò he demanded.  ñWhat did the King want?ò 

Merrin shrugged uncertainly.  ñI donôt know,ò she said.  ñHe had me describe the crowns over 
his head several times, then look over the heads of other people in his court.ò  She snickered 
darkly.  ñSeveral are going to die very horribly, I think.ò  Her eyes gleamed.  ñéAnd soon.ò 

Fortitude kept his expression neutral.  ñAnything else?ò 

ñHe asked me about how I was able to move armies through gateways and got me to tell him 
what I recall about the events at Bishops Walk.  He seems to be very interested in the idea of 
dropping dark gods deep inside Han territory. 

Fortitude shuddered.  ñPlease donôt do anything like that without asking me first.ò 

ñOf course not, Beastlord,ò Merrin declared innocently. 

Fortitude let her leave, then thanked Carolus and let him depart also.   

He remained by himself in the library.  His mind and heart were filled with thoughts and 
feelings and he began to pace up and down the room considering what the future held.  It was 
a five hundred mile journey south to Warminster and Routh and the future of himself, the 
barony and Adela could not be resolved until it had been successfully completed and a 
number of dangerous tasks had been carried out.   

It all still seemed unreal, but Fortitude suddenly felt a sense of optimism and a keen desire to 
take on these new challenges.  In exploring his feelings, he found that Adela lay at the heart 
of his new enthusiasm.  He found he was keen to win her affection.  It might well be an 
impossible task ï but he intended to try. 

On a whim, he then drew the sword containing the soul of the Third Baron of Winterslow. 

ñWELL,ò it said.  ñI HOPE YOUôRE NOT LOOKING FOR TIPS ON HOW TO IMPRESS WOMEN?ò 

Fortitude laughed out loud.  ñNo,ò he said.  ñIôm just checking that youôre still willing to stick 
with me and to help me in whatôs to come.ò 

ñI THINK I COULD STICK WITH YOU FOR A LITTLE LONGER JUST TO SEE EXACTLY HOW YOU GET 

YOURSELF KILLED.ò 

ñGood,ò Fortitude replied.  ñIôm going to need your advice as we start getting the army 
together.  Is there anything you can suggest right now?ò 

ñRIGHT NOW, YOU SEEM TO BE DOING WELL.  YOUR COUNCILLORS APPEAR HONEST AND RELIABLE 

AND, WHILE YOUR INTERESTS ARE ALIGNED WITH THOSE OF CAROLUS AND THE KING, YOU MAY TRUST 

THEM.  YOUR MAIN PROBLEM IS THE TEMPLES.  THEY HAVE ALREADY MADE ONE OVERTURE TO ADELA 

AND MAY MAKE ANOTHER SEEKING HER SUPPORT IN AN UPRISING WHILE YOU ARE TRAVELLING 

SOUTH.  YOU NEED TO DEAL WITH ONE OR BOTH OF THEM.ò 

ñI agree,ò Fortitude said thoughtfully.  ñBut how?ò 

Before the sword could reply, Fortitude heard feet running towards the room. 
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The door was flung open and the Lunar guard captain stood there panting.  ñForgive me, 
Baron,ò he said urgently.  ñThe house of your parents has been invaded and they have been 
stolen away.  Word has just arrived.ò  

Fortitudeôs heart stopped and he stared at the man open mouthed.  He let out a muffled curse 
and leapt to his feet.  ñMy parents,ò he stammered.  ñBut whoé?ò   
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Mortain and the God of War 
Fortitude did not hesitate.  He ran from the castle and sprinted most of the way to his parentôs 
smithy.  A knot of guards fell in around him ï panting and calling out to clear a way through 
the streets. 

When Fortitude reached the forge, he found a dozen worried Lunar guards standing in the 
street, arguing over what should be done next.  Fortitude restrained himself from shouting at 
them and sent them out to look for witnesses.  He then despatched one of the guards back to 
the castle to fetch his companions. 

William was the first to arrive.  Once he understood what was going on, he set about looking 
for tracks.  Celia, Nan and Marcus turned up together a few minutes later.   

Fortitude directed Marcus to make inquiries around his contacts in the seedier parts of the 
city.  For once, Marcus abandoned his normally flippant attitude and he departed at a brisk 
jog. 

William reported back a few minutes later.  ñFive men,ò he said.  ñThere was a small scuffle in 
the forge between your father and at least three of the men, but it looks like he gave in for 
some reason.  Both your mother and your father were led out into the street to a waiting 
wagon and thatôs where the tracks disappear.  They were obviously driven away.ò 

Fortitude glared at the street and cursed himself bitterly for the stupidity that had allowed him 
to overlook the probability of something like this occurring.  He then recalled his manners, 
rested a hand on Williamôs shoulder and thanked him.  

*** 

Marcus figured there were only five men in Wintershall who would have had the resources to 
carry out a kidnapping like this.  He carefully ran them all through his mind and concluded that 
three of them were probably too cautious to have willingly involved themselves in a direct 
crime against the baron.   

By his way of thinking that left just two men ï his old employer, Fineous, and a local crime 
boss by the name of Rollo.   

He found Fineous behind the counter of the used goods store that served as the front for his 
real business.  Two solidly built thugs were standing guard behind him and all three men 
regarded Marcus expressionlessly as he entered.  Fineousô manner was noticeably more 
strained than usual.   

Marcus did not allow his expression to change but he guessed that Fineous knew exactly why 
he was here.  ñFineous,ò he grinned.  ñGood morning to you.ò 

ñMarcus, me lad,ò Fineous replied.  ñGood to see you again so soon.  Did you manage to get 
that silver box open?ò 

ñNot yet, Fineous,ò Marcus replied.  ñThereôs been a few interesting developments over the 
last day.  Iôve taken over all the functions associated with revenue and expenditure for the 
barony.ò 

Fineous looked impressed.  ñItôs good that yer still willing to call on folk like us given yer 
elevation.ò 

ñIôd never forget where I came from Fineous,ò Marcus replied.  ñOr those who helped me get 
there.ò 

Fineous answered warily.  ñGood for you.ò 

Marcus gestured meaningfully at Fineousô thugs.  Fineous paused for a moment, then waved 
them away.  They disappeared through a door at the back of the shop as Marcus helped 
himself to a seat on Fineousô side of the counter.  ñIôve got a business proposition for you 
Fineous old mate,ò he said. 

ñYeah?  Whatôs that then?ò 

Marcus leaned back in his chair.  ñWell itôs like thiséò he said.  ñIn my new official capacity, 
Iôm going to be extending taxation to parts of the community that have been avoiding it till now 
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and I need some good men to help me in an official capacity.  Thereôll be a commission on all 
revenue taken, of course.ò 

Fineousô visibly relaxed and a greedy gleam appeared in his eyes.  ñThat seems generous, 
Marcus, old chap.ò 

Marcus nodded.  ñAs I said, Iôm always willing to help those who helped me.ò  He paused.  
ñThere is just one thing though.  If this racketé err, taxation lark is going to work, weôre going 
to need to keep a low profile in other areas with the barony.ò 

ñMakes sense,ò Fineous allowed. 

Marcus feigned embarrassment.  ñThereôs been a little thing across town.  Someoneôs 
snatched the new baronôs parents.ò  He shook his head sadly.  ñItôs the sort of thing that will 
lead to investigations and crackdowns unless itôs solved fast.ò 

Fineous studied Marcus carefully.  ñI might know something,ò he admitted. 

Marcus kept his expression neutral.  ñYeah?  Obviously, if you help the investigation and 
youôre not the actual kidnapper, youôll remain anonymous.ò 

ñAhh well, Marcus me lad,ò Fineous answered.  ñActually, I did hire out a coach and three of 
me scum footpads to the new priests at the Temple of Grism earlier today.ò 

Marcus rewarded Fineous with a smile and, after a little more gentle banter, Fineous gave 
him the addresses of the three footpads.   

Marcus rose, while promising to return soon to discuss taxation opportunities further.  He then 
walked back out into the city and made his way to the closest of the three addresses that 
Fineous had given him. 

He found the ruffian at home and by himself.  The man was a wiry individual with a scarred 
face and Marcus adjusted his style accordingly.  ñI understand you did a job for the temples 
today,ò he said. 

ñSod off,ò the man replied.  ñIôm not talking to you.ò 

Marcus clucked his tongue sadly.  ñAhh well then,ò he began.  ñI was going to offer you 
immunity from the law if you helped me, but you leave me no choice.  Several of my officials 
will be by this afternoon to begin a long slow tax audit with a hammer and a long iron spike.ò 

The footpad stared at Marcus uncertainly.  ñWhat?ò 

ñYes,ò replied Marcus happily.  ñAs the baronyôs newly appointed minister of taxation, I can do 
that.  I have all Baron Fortitudeôs guards at my disposal.ò 

The thug swallowed anxiously.  ñFull immunity you say?ò 

ñYes.ò 

The footpad exhaled noisily.  ñAll right then.  Iôll tell what I know, which ainôt much.ò  He stared 
around nervously.  ñIt was the temple of Grism.  Two priests there hired me and a couple of 
others to kidnap the new baronôs parents.  We was told not to harm them on pain of being 
harmed ourselves.  The job went smooth and we got them without a fight.  We trussed and 
gagged them and drove them out of town under some sacks in the back of a wagon.ò 

ñWhere did you go?ò Marcus demanded. 

ñAbout three miles north of the city on the main road.  We was met by ten men who looked 
and talked like guards, though they werenôt in uniform.  They paid us off and drove away.  We 
walked back.ò 

Marcus studied the man carefully and decided that he had told the truth. He therefore flipped 
the man a silver farthing.  ñBe more careful about your targets in future,ò he said by way of 
farewell. 

*** 

Marcus found Fortitude back at the palace.  Fortitude was still alternating between fear for his 
parents and rage at the unknown attackers.  Carolus and the rest of the group were with him, 
offering what words of support they could. 
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Fortitudeôs face purpled as Marcus reported.  ñThe bastards!  The conniving, two faced, 
bastards!  If it really is the Temple of Grism, then theyôre going to pay with blood.ò 

Celia lifted a hand to restrain him.  Her background and experience all told her that Fortitude 
did not want to pick a war with the temples at this time; it would only increase the likelihood of 
future opposition to Fortitude and Kyril from the rest of the Kingdom.  She glanced at Carolus 
and saw her own misgivings echoed on his face.  ñI think you should be careful, Fortitude,ò 
she said.  ñThink before you act here.  This may all be a plot by someone else to start a war 
between yourself and the temples.ò 

ñIndeed,ò Carolus added.  ñAnd if the temples are in fact responsible for this, they will go out 
of their ways to avoid hurting your parents.ò  He shook his head.  ñI think theyôve been very 
stupid,ò he said.  ñThey canôt hurt your parents, but this action seriously undermines their own 
credibility and will hurt their own ability to oppose you in future.  You need to choose your own 
response with this in mind.ò 

Fortitude forced himself to think.  Carolus and Celia were giving him good advice and he had 
to channel his anger down a more reasonable path.  ñI want my parents back unharmed and I 
want them to pay.ò 

ñThey will pay,ò Carolus promised.  ñKidnapping is a crime ï no matter who does it.ò 

ñWe just have to believe theyôll draw the line at that,ò Celia added.  ñThey can represent this 
move as an action to bring pressure on you in a way that causes distress, but no actual harm.  
They wonôt go further than that.  They must know they would sacrifice their own cause if they 
did.ò 

Fortitude took a deep breath.  ñIf it really is the Temple of Grism, then I can see the sense in 
what youôre saying.  What if itôs not?ò 

Celia replied.  ñWe wait in either case.  We need to get a demand or get information back 
from those who are investigating the kidnapping.  We canôt act until we have more 
information.ò 

ñI agree,ò Carolus said. 

Fortitude mulled that over silently before replying.  ñVery well,ò he said.  ñWe wait.ò 

Merrin stepped forward and looked at the Beastmaster sympathetically.  ñI have some runes 
that might help,ò she offered.  ñThey are a little unreliable, but with some luck they will divine 
some information about where your parents are being held and if they are all right.ò 

Fortitude stared at her gratefully.  ñDo it Merrin,ò he said simply. 

Merrin nodded.  ñItôll take a few hours,ò she said and scurried away to prepare. 

*** 

The rest of the night passed without any further development.  Near midnight, Fortitude was 
forced to abandon his vigil.  He retired to bed and slept poorly till dawn, when he rose again, 
feeling exhausted. 

Fortitude found Merrin looking equally drained outside his room.  ñWell?ò he demanded. 

ñBeastlord,ò she replied looking vexed.  ñThe runes worked ï but not well.  I have seen your 
parents alive.  They are in a stone walled chamber without daylight.  Both are in cells with 
large iron bars built against an old looking stone wall.  They appear uninjured but tired.ò 

Fortitude relaxed slightly.  ñDid you see where they were?ò 

ñNot with any certainty, Beastlord.  The other runes rely on summoning a particularly 
capricious spirit to answer questions.  I inscribed the runes twice, but all I learned was that 
your parents were to the north and under a grove of trees.  And, that they were less than a 
dayôs walk away in a cellar under the ground.ò 

Fortitudeôs eyes narrowed as he considered this.  Merrinôs information was reassuring but it 
was not enough to tell him where his parents were.  ñThank you,ò he said.  ñAt least we know 
theyôre alive and unharmed, and this tells us where to focus our attention.ò  He took a deep 
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breath.  ñLetôs get some food,ò he said.  ñThen we can discuss our next moves, once the 
others are up.ò 

Merrin and Fortitude made their way down to the great hall where breakfast was waiting.  As 
they entered, a guard strode in from the direction of the main gate.  ñPardon me, Baron,ò he 
said holding up a folded sheet of parchment.  ñThis was delivered to the main gate.ò  He 
passed the note to Fortitude. 

Fortitude unfolded the note and carefully read the contents.  As he did his gaze became cold 
and bitter.  He then read the note aloud for Merrinôs benefit.   

ñYour traffic with the demon gods Kyril and Grippli is an offence to all decent people.  
Ban these religions and drive their worshippers away and your parents shall be 
returned to you unharmed.  You have a week.ò 

Fortitude considered his options before speaking again.  ñI donôt think there can be much 
doubt.  Itôs got to be the Temple of Grism.  I think we need the others down here now.  Itôs 
time for action.ò 

*** 

Fortitudeôs companions all read and reread the note while echoing Fortitudeôs outrage.   

Fortitude then issued orders.  ñMarcus and Sang; can you watch the temple of Grism, please.  
See if you can spot that Knight Templar, Faramund.  Heôll be at the centre of whateverôs going 
on.ò 

Marcus and Sang indicated their assent and departed. 

ñMerrin,ò Fortitude said next.  ñYou should sleep.  Youôve done enough for now, thank you.ò   

Merrin nodded tiredly and walked out. 

ñWe could have a hundred Lunar guards search the temple of Grism,ò Fortitude mused. 

ñThatôs not a good idea,ò Celia said. 

ñWhy?ò 

ñThings are fragile between your new regime and the temples.  Youôll only inflame them if you 
have Lunars go rampaging through the temple of Grism ï particularly given Merrinôs advice 
that theyôre not there.  By all means you should use Lunars on the streets ï just not in the 
temples.ò 

ñTheyôve snatched my parents,ò Fortitude argued. 

ñWe believe that, but we canôt prove it.  If you were sure that the Lunars would find your 
parents when they searched the temple, then Iôd say you should do it.  But Iôd still advise you 
to move quietly and avoid being seen to be openly taking action against one of the Three.ò 

Fortitude could see the sense in Celiaôs advice and his heart warred with his head over what 
to do.  ñVery well,ò he said finally.  ñWeôll do this quietly first and only use troops when weôre 
sure of our target.ò 

ñRely on us to find your parents,ò Celia replied.  ñWe still donôt know who can and canôt be 
trusted.  Involving anyone else in the palace might result in our plans being relayed back to 
the kidnappers.ò 

ñVery well,ò Fortitude agreed.  ñFor now, Iôll do that.ò  He looked at his other companions.  
ñDoes anyone have any other suggestions?ò 

Nan raised a hand.  ñThe temple of Illana is located opposite the temple Grism.  I need to go 
there for something else, and I can sound them out while Iôm there and see if they know 
anything or have seen anything.ò 

Fortitude gave his assent and Nan made her way to the castle exit. 

William spoke.  ñIôll go and see if I can find out more about who delivered the note to the front 
gate.ò  He followed Nan out. 
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Celia spoke.  ñI really donôt think thereôs more we can do just yet.  I suggest we just wait and 
see what the others learn.ò 

Fortitude scowled at that but could not see a choice.  He leaned back in his chair and tried not 
to fret. 

*** 

Nan walked away from the castle towards the Temple of Illana.  She had been meaning to 
visit it, since finding a note in the Temple of Vull a month earlier alluding to special events 
around her birth.  This kidnapping was an unfortunate but timely opportunity to pursue the 
matter. 

The Temple of Illana was a large circular building with a large square portico at one end 
where worshippers entered and where the priests worked and lived.  The whole building was 
white painted stone covered in a single domed roof of red stained slate.  It was an elegant 
structure that reflected the humility and simplicity that the Temple espoused. 

Nan entered the foyer of the temple and approached the priest on duty there.  She told him 
that she was working for the new baron and asked to see whoever was in charge.  The priest 
studied her briefly and asked her to wait.  He then disappeared through a door at the back of 
the antechamber.  

The priest returned a few minutes later with a tall thin middle-aged priestess.  ñGood 
morning,ò the priestess said in a calm well-modulated voice.  ñI am Charity, First in Illanaôs 
Order here in Wintershall.  How may I help you?ò 

ñThank you for seeing me,ò Nan replied politely.  ñI am Nan, one of the new baronôs advisors.  
You may have heard that the parents of Baron Fortitude have been taken and are being held 
captive.ò 

A look of sadness appeared on the face of the priestess.  ñAhh yes; word has spread over the 
city.  It is a tragic and reprehensible affair.ò 

ñIndeed,ò Nan said.  ñThere is some evidence to suggest that the new priests to the temple of 
Grism may be involved somehow.ò 

Charity recoiled visibly.  ñPriests of Grism?  I canôt believe such a thing would be possible.ò  
She paused and some thought flickered over her face.  ñThough, I must admit that I have met 
the new Knight Templar ï Brother Faramundéò Her voice trailed away. 

Nan leaned in. ñGo onéò 

Charity regarded Nan carefully before continuing.  ñHe arrived three days ago with a body of 
temple guards and a number of other priests.  He introduced himself and said that he had 
come from Mortain where he said he was despatched on the dukeôs own orders to bring the 
word and the way of Grism back to Winterslow.ò 

Nan felt sudden excitement.  ñThat makes sense,ò she said.  ñThe Duke of Mortain has 
already been involved in several attempts to prevent the barony leaving the Peveral family 
and to protect the interests of the Nine. This could be another of his plots.ò 

Charity shook her head instinctively.  ñIf it were true it would be most deplorable. Brother 
Faramund is a temple knight of Grism ï an honourable and lawful god.  Iôd council you to 
verify your facts before making any such accusations.ò 

ñOf course,ò Nan assured her.  ñYouôre quite right.  Iôll pass on your advice to the baron.ò  She 
decided there was nothing more she could learn about the kidnapping, so she changed 
subject.  ñIncidentally priestess, while I am here, there is another matter you might be able to 
help with.  I understand that the temple here has records concerning my birth.  I was 
wondering if I might see them?ò 

ñCertainly,ò Charity replied.  ñIs there anything in particular that youôre looking for?ò 

ñUmm, not really,ò Nan answered.  ñJust a feeling that I havenôt been told something based on 
something I read somewhere.ò 

Charity arched an eyebrow quizzically.  ñVery well.  If we have any information we will of 
course show it to you.  What was your name again and the name of your parents?ò 
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ñNan.  Err, Nanya.  My foster-parents were Emma and Joachim the Clerk from Rearsby.ò 

A flicker of something appeared on Charityôs face.  ñYour name sounds familiar for some 
reason, though Iôm not sure why.ò  She smiled helpfully.  ñI shall certainly find what I can.  
Why donôt you come back tomorrow.ò 

ñIôll do that.  Many thanks, Priestess.ò   

*** 

Nan left the temple of Illana and returned to the palace.  She found Fortitude with Celia in the 
great hall and she reported on what she had learned at the temple of Illana. 

Fortitude made a sour face as he heard Nanôs words.  ñSo it could be the Duke of Mortain 
again, using the temple of Grism against us.ò   

ñYes,ò Nan said.  ñPerhaps it really is the time to put a few hundred Lunars into the temple of 
Grism and search it from top to bottom.ò 

Fortitude shook his head.  ñAccording to Merrin, my parents are north of the city somewhere.  
A raid would just tip the temple off to the fact we know theyôre responsible and might force 
them to do something desperate.  Besides, Celiaôs earlier advice was correct.  Weôd just 
undermine my assertion that all gods will be tolerated if we were seen to be raiding the other 
temples with Lunar troops.ò 

ñIndeed,ò Celia said.  ñBesides, if it really is priests working for the Duke of Mortain, then we 
need to be careful not to overreact with the temple of Grism itself.  The high temple of Grism 
will undoubtedly denounce them in time, but we donôt want to do anything precipitous that 
causes them to denounce you at the same time.ò 

ñI know,ò Fortitude said impatiently.  ñSo what do you suggest?ò 

Celia replied.  ñI think that it is time to make some inquiries at the temple of Grism.  Letôs send 
Nan and William.  You and I can wait here.ò 

ñIôm sick of sitting around doing nothing,ò Fortitude replied. ñIôd like to go.ò 

ñSorry Fortitude, but thatôs a bad idea,ò Celia said.  ñYouôre the target of all this.  You shouldnôt 
do anything until we know what Brother Faramund has planned for you.  The whole 
kidnapping might just be a ploy to get you out of the palace where assassins can get at you.  
If they get you, they win.ò 

Fortitude grimaced.  ñI suppose youôre right,ò he admitted sourly.  ñVery well, Nan and William 
can go.ò 

*** 

William and Nan left Fortitude and made their way from the castle to the temple of Grism. 

The temple was a huge, low building constructed of massive blocks of granite.  Its walls had 
been constructed to give an impression of great strength and this was emphasised by the fact 
that all the windows were shaped like arrow slits while the roof and towers had crenulated 
parapets.   

They found Sang and Marcus keeping watch on the front entrance to the temple from a bench 
outside the Temple of Illana.   

Marcus acknowledged them with a nod as they approached.  ñAllôs quiet.  Worshippers have 
come and gone, but no oneôs done anything out of the ordinary.  There donôt seem to be 
many priests or temple guards around.ò 

Nan studied the Temple of Grism carefully.  ñWell get ready for trouble.  William and I are 
going in.ò  She flashed him an anticipatory grin then strode across the street.  William had to 
jog to keep up. 

ñTypical,ò Marcus said as they strode away. 

ñAhh yes,ò replied Sang.  ñAnd yet it may be necessary.  The wildfowl remain hidden until the 
beaters drive them from cover.ò 

Marcus snorted but kept his eyes on William and Nan as they reached the temple of Grism. 
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Two mail-clad guards were stationed under the portico.  They studied Nan and William as 
they approached and, from their watchful and tense expressions, Nan guessed they knew 
who she was and what she wanted. 

ñGood day,ò she said to one of them.  ñI was wondering if I could talk to Brother Faramund?ò 

ñHeôs not in,ò the guard replied coldly. 

ñWhen will he be back?ò 

ñI donôt know.ò 

Nan arched an eyebrow.  ñIs there any other priest I could talk to?ò 

The guard gave a reluctant grunt. ñWait here,ò he said and turned and walked into the temple.  
Nan watched him through the open door as he walked down half the length of the long temple 
then turned into a door on the right hand side.  He soon re-emerged accompanied by a 
worried looking priest.  Both walked back to the entrance and stopped in front of Nan. 

She smiled coldly.  ñMy name is Nan of Rearsby,ò she said. 

ñI am pleased to meet you, Nan,ò the man replied.  He looked nervous and possibly even 
frightened.  ñIôm Brother Cornelius.  Iôm senior here at present with Brother Faramund away.  
Iôm told that you wished to speak to a priest?ò 

Nan led him a short distance away from the guards.  ñYes brother,ò she said in her most 
reasonable tone.  ñI am a special investigator working under the direct orders of the baron.  
Iôm trying to recover his parents from the criminals who kidnapped them.ò 

Corneliusô expression became openly anxious.  ñAnd so how can I help you?ò 

ñDo you know anything of this kidnapping?ò 

Cornelius stared at her.  His expression said that he did know something but that he was 
unable to speak about it.  ñIôm afraid that youôd need to direct any inquiries on such matters to 
our new Knight Templar ï Father Faramund.  I know little of what goes on in the outside 
world.ò 

ñOf course, you do realise that kidnapping is a crime and runs contrary to everything that 
Grism stands for.ò 

Cornelius swallowed.  ñI do,ò he said. 

The priest seemed afraid and unhappy and Nan guessed that he was not a party to whatever 
had happened.  She suspected that he was probably caught between his conscience and 
whatever orders Faramund had given to him senior priest.  She decided to try another 
approach.  ñTell me about your Father Faramund.ò 

Cornelius considered this carefully before answering.  ñHe arrived two days ago,ò he said.  
ñHe was second in Mortain and will be first here, until the High Temple in Warminster makes a 
permanent appointment.ò 

ñAnd so he is directing all the actions of the temple at this time?ò 

ñYes,ò Cornelius sighed. 

Nan leaned in and studied him carefully.  ñDid you come with him from Mortain?ò 

Cornelius shook his head.  ñNo, I am from Wintershall.  I remained in hiding during the Lunar 
occupation and helped organise resistance in the outlying villages.ò 

ñThat may turn out to be very lucky for you.ò  Nan evaluated Cornelius carefully before 
continuing.  ñPerhaps you could pass on a letter to Father Faramund.  Its delivery could make 
the difference between the name of Grism being banned in this barony and it continuing to 
command respect.ò 

Corneliusô face fell and he stared away with a trapped expression.  ñLook, the chain of 
command in Grismôs order is sacred,ò he declared unhappily.  ñI donôt know what the Knight 
Templar is doing and he hasnôt involved me in his council.ò  His eyes dropped to the roadway 
for a moment.  ñFather Faramund has taken most of the guards and other priests out of the 
city.  If you want to deliver a letter to him, you might want to send it to the only other property 
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the temple has in this barony.  It is a house where our priests retreat to for meditation, in the 
village of Oxbridge just north of the city.ò 

Nan felt a rush of jubilation but she kept her expression sympathetic.  ñThank you Cornelius,ò 
she said.  ñYou may have just saved the Temple of Grism in Wintershall.ò 

*** 

Nan recounted her meeting to Sang and Marcus before returning to the palace.  She found 
Fortitude still waiting with the others in the great hall and she detailed what she had learned. 

ñSo we know who has them and where they are,ò Fortitude growled.  ñWe should hit them 
hard and fast.  We should raid this chapter house tonight.ò 

Aidan nodded aggressively.  ñAbout time,ò he grunted.  ñIôm ready for a fight.ò 

Celia lifted a hand to settle people down.  ñI agree,ò she said.  ñBut we have to make sure that 
the odds favour us as much as possible.  We canôt take the risk of them harming your parents 
if we make a mistake in how we act.ò 

ñWhat are you suggesting?ò Fortitude inquired. 

ñIôd like to cover the road north of the city over the rest of this day.  If we can find some of 
those responsible travelling between Oxbridge and here, then we might be able to capture 
them and learn how many weôre up against and how their deployed.ò 

ñThat makes sense,ò Fortitude allowed.  ñSang and Marcus can continue watching the temple 
and you can take Nan and William to watch the northern road.  Iôll give you a company of 
Lunars as back up.  Iôll stay here and await news.  Regardless of what you learn though, I 
think that we should all still plan to hit the chapter house tonight, under cover of darkness.ò 

Celia considered Fortitudeôs words before replying.  ñI agree to a point,ò she said.  ñI wonôt 
take Lunars north with me.  If I was the temple of Grism, Iôd have people watching the castle 
and the barracks.  Moving troops north might tip them off that we know where they are and 
they might shift somewhere we canôt find them.  Iôd suggest that we just keep this low key and 
it just be Nan, William and myself that watch along the road.  I also think you should remain 
here when we hit the chapter house tonight.  As I said before; if you die, they win and they get 
away with the kidnapping.  While youôre alive they canôt do anything to your parents.  You 
have to stay here and trust us to get the job done without you.ò 

Fortitude felt another twinge of frustration, amplified by the fact that Celia was obviously right.  
ñI donôt like it,ò he said.  ñBut, I agree.  What about taking guards with you tonight under cover 
of dark?ò 

Celia shook her head firmly.  ñSame thing.  Orders would have to be issued and word might 
get around.  Again, weôd have to march them through the city and word could reach the 
kidnappers ahead of us.  Itôs not worth the risk.  Iôd rather we just kept this to ourselves and 
we rely on speed and surprise to deal with any opposition.ò 

Fortitude found himself agreeing again.  ñIs there anything else?ò 

ñCould we have that warrant from the King?ò Celia asked.  ñIf we have to waylay anyone on 
the road, itôll give us the necessary authority.ò 

ñNo problems,ò Fortitude said.  ñThough, Iôd rather you took the copy.  Marcus finished it last 
night.ò 

*** 

With Fortitudeôs best wishes and the copy of the royal warrant; William, Nan and Celia struck 
north out of the city.  They walked nearly a mile and came upon a thick grove of trees just off 
the main road.  It looked like an ideal place to observe movements along the road.  

They took it in turns watching the road.  Several peasant farmers and a tinker were the sole 
travellers in the first hour.   

William was watching during the second hour when he sounded a warning to the others.  
ñThereôs a couple of men heading south to Wintershall.  They donôt look like farmers to me.ò  
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All three of them looked at the road where William had indicated.  There were two dark-haired 
men walking side by side.  Both appeared young and fit and the bulge of swords could be 
seen under their tunics.  Their faces were too smooth and light for them to be farmers and 
their clothing was too simple for them to be artisans or merchants. 

ñTheyôre not Lunars,ò Celia said.  ñI canôt think of anyone else who would be travelling armed 
on this road unless they were up to no good.  Letôs stop them and find out who they are,ò she 
said.   

William and Nan agreed and everyone readied weapons. 

They waited until the two men were level with their hiding place, then leapt out with bows and 
swords pointed.  

The travellers cried out in alarm, but reacted quickly.  They drew their swords from where they 
were concealed and backed away shoulder to shoulder.   

Celia hefted her own weapon meaningfully and addressed them.  ñYou men there,ò she said.  
ñIn the name of the King, I order you to put up your weapons and answer our questions.ò 

Neither man relaxed their guard and they both continued to study their assailants warily.  One 
suddenly grunted in surprise and the end of his sword dropped slightly.  ñPriestess Celia?ò he 
asked and coughed theatrically. 

Celiaôs eyes narrowed.  ñUmm yes.ò  She tried to think if she had seen the man before but 
drew a blank. 

ñWe are Questors of your order.  I am Questor Hyram.ò  He pointed at his companion.  ñThis 
is brother Horvath ï a noviciate seeker in my care.ò 

Celia regarded the Questors silently for a moment.  They clearly did not know that she was no 
longer in Vullôs temple.  ñOh?ò  She began.  She shook her head and started again.  ñWhat 
are you doing here?ò she asked. 

Hyram studied her and her companions carefully.  ñYou say you are here under warrant of the 
King, rather than on the orders of Lord Questor Carolus?ò 

ñYes,ò Celia said.  She gestured at Nan.  ñShow them our warrant, will you.ò   

While Nan passed the document to Hyram, Celia continued.  ñThe parents of Baron Fortitude 
of Winterslow have been kidnapped.  The kidnappers were expected on this road.  You did 
not fit in.ò 

Hyram gave the warrant a cursory glance, then stiffened as something caught his eye.    
ñWiper of little bottoms!ò he said incredulously.  ñSince when has his majesty had that title, 
and Grand Lich Master, and Goblin Sex-Thing.ò 

Celia snatched the warrant back and quickly studied it.  ñMarcus!ò she growled.  ñThat littleé  
Iôm going toéò She caught herself and turned apologetically back to the Questors.  
ñUnfortunately, our clerk appeared to have taken some liberties in copying the original.  I 
would be pleased to show it to you back in Wintershall.ò 

ñAs you wish,ò Hyram replied doubtfully.  ñI would like to know what a sister in the Questors is 
doing here, working for the Baron of Winterslow.ò 

ñI have renounced my vows to Vull,ò Celia announced.  ñI have joined the new Temple of 
Kyril.ò  

Hyramôs eyes widened.  ñWho?  Why?  But that is blasphemy!ò 

Celia smiled coolly.  ñOnce I thought so also ï as did the Lord Questor, Carolus.  That is no 
longer the case.  We have both renounced Vull.ò 

The eyes of the two Questors widened still further and they stared at Celia in disbelief.  ñYou 
lie,ò Horvath spluttered. 

Celia showed a flash of genuine amusement.  ñNo, itôs true.  Carolus is now High Priest of 
Grippli.  He now leads the Lunars and performs miracles in his name.ò 

ñNever!ò 
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ñYou donôt have to take my word on this,ò Celia assured them.  ñLet me make a deal with you.  
Go to the City Square below the palace at midday.  Youôll see Carolus preaching and doing 
miracles in Grippliôs name.  When you have seen that, come to me at the Golden Crown 
Hotel.  I will give you my proofs there.ò 

The Questors exchanged glances, then Hyram replied warily.  ñWe shall see this thing for 
ourselves.  If what you say about the Lord Questor is true, then we will indeed seek you out at 
the hotel.  If you lie then we will report you to him for questioning.ò 

Celia laughed out loud.  ñFair enough,ò she said.  ñAnd, for your further edification, the people 
that have kidnapped the baronôs parents are with the temple of Grism.  We are currently trying 
to settle things down and get the parents back.ò 

Hyram stopped and stared at her incredulously.  ñNow I know that you are lying.  That is an 
honourable temple which would never countenance such things.ò 

ñThe templesé maybe not.  But someone in them certainly has.ò 

Hyram studied her.  ñI shall be most interested in youré proofs then.ò 

ñSee you in Wintershall around dusk,ò Celia said confidently. 

*** 

Celia, Nan and William continued to watch the road for much of the rest of that day but saw 
no one else that warranted closer inspection.  They returned to the city and made their way 
back towards the palace. 

Celia stopped at the door to the Golden Crown Hotel.  ñGo on up to the palace,ò she 
instructed.  Tell Fortitude Iôll be back shortly.  I just want to see if those Questors are here.ò 

As the others walked on, Celia stepped into the hotel.  

She found both Questors waiting for her in the bar of the new temple.  They were both 
discussing something animatedly and looked rather unhappy.  

ñGood evening brothers,ò she said.  ñI take it from your expressions that you saw Carolusô 
performance.ò 

ñWe did,ò Hyram admitted.  ñI thought it might be a trick of some sort ï a ruse to flush out 
unbelievers.ò  He shook his head darkly.  ñBut he did miracles in this Grippliôs name that could 
not be done by any true worshipper of Vull or any other of the Nine.  I fear it is as you have 
said.  The Lord Questor has fallen.ò 

Celia let out a peal of musical laughter.  ñAhh, not too long ago, I would have shared your 
outrage,ò she said regarding the hapless Questors with amused sympathy.  ñI think it only fair 
that you know the same truths that caused both Carolus and I to leave Vullôs service.ò   

The two Questors look at each other in some consternation.  ñWhat do you mean?ò Horvath 
asked warily. 

ñWe have both seen and read things that prove that Vull is no more than the avatar of another 
god.ò 

The Questors stared at her in open disbelief.  ñShow us,ò Hyram demanded.  ñWe shall judge 
for ourselves.ò 

ñI canôt show you the things I have experienced, but I can certainly show you writings that lay 
out certain truths that can be tested and verified,ò Celia replied.  ñFollow me.ò  She led them 
upstairs.   

She walked into a hallway linking the temple rooms and stopped in surprise.  Ceodrick was 
rolling around the floor with two comely and mostly undressed women. 

Celia stopped and her mouth dropped open while Ceodrick stared back looking appalled and 
embarrassed at the same time.  The two women stared up at Celia uncertainly while both 
Questors gasped loudly.   

Celia thought fast.  She darted a meaningful glare at Ceodrick and gestured at the door to his 
bedchamber.  He hastily led the two women through it.   
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As soon as the door closed behind them, Celia turned to the Questors with a look of complete 
innocence.  ñAhh, this is not what you think,ò she said.  ñThey are worshippers of the Lunar 
god, Grippli.  We are simply deprogramming them and turning them from that faith.ò 

The Questors considered this doubtfully, but said nothing. 

Ceodrick crashed out of his bedroom wearing a rumpled robe a second later and stopped 
guiltily in front of Celia.  

ñAhh, Ceodrick,ò Celia said with a forced smile.  ñExcellent work.  I see the conversions are 
going well.ò  She was suddenly nervous about what she was likely to find in her own room.  
ñTell me, where is Finn?ò she asked. 

Ceodrick coloured again.  ñHeôs leading a service in his own room,ò he admitted. 

Celia took a deep breath before replying.  ñI see.  Then, you should return to your own duties, 
now.ò  He retreated back into his own bedchamber looking hugely relieved. 

Without any further comment Celia led the two Questors into her room.  From a locked chest 
she removed the tome óDark Insightsô and opened it to the page showing the diagram that 
depicted the relationship of the gods.   

ñHere,ò she said.  ñYou will not believe immediately, but in time you will find that this is true.  
Vull, Grism and Illana are all avatars of Drazen who in turn is nothing more than a 
manifestation of an older darker god known to some as Khaôill.ò 

The Questors stared at her incredulously.  ñYou expect us to believe this nonsense?ò 

ñNot immediately,ò Celia said.  ñBut like me, you will believe in time.ò  She paused.  ñPlease 
feel free to stay here in the Golden Crown as my guests.  My companions and I will be 
travelling a few miles north tonight to free Baron Fortitudeôs parents from the priests of Grism.  
Perhaps you would join us as one more proof that not everything in the world is as you might 
have imagined.  Iôm sure the High Temple of Grism in Warminster would also appreciate an 
independent set of eyes reporting back on what is going on here in the north.ò 

Hyram looked at Horvath for a long moment then turned his gaze back to Celia.  ñWe will 
come with you tonight,ò he decided.  ñWe will observe and we will make up our own minds 
from what we see.ò 

Celia nodded at them.  ñGood,ò she said and left them to read, while she returned to the 
palace. 

*** 

The sun was just setting as Fortitude and Merrin bade farewell to the others at the palace 
gate.   Fortitude chafed at being forced to remain behind and it showed in his grim call to 
Celia and the others.  ñLokiôs luck on you,ò he said.  ñBring my parents back safe, but make 
the bastards pay.ò 

Merrin was also remaining behind to finish work on the last of the new gateways.  She stood 
beside him and called out as her companions walked past.  ñYes,ò she called in her usual 
grating monotone.  ñI will pray that things watch over you.ò 

Celia called back.  ñDonôt worry Fortitude.  Weôll be safely back with your parents before you 
know it.ò  With that she led the others out through the darkened city streets towards the 
northern gate and the road leading to the village of Oxbridge.  

The two Questors Hyram and Horvath were with the group as they travelled along that road.  
They walked along behind the others and made it very clear to all who asked that they were 
simply there to observe and learn. 

Two hours after darkness, the group reached the village of Oxbridge.  Light gleamed through 
shuttered windows.  Crying babies could be heard from a number of houses and the arguing 
voices of a man and woman echoed through the night from one house near the edge of the 
village.  The only other sounds were the distant rush of the Hundleby River and the hoot of a 
hunting owl. 

Though the main village street was almost completely empty at this time of night, the group 
did encounter one man walking out of the village inn. 
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ñExcuse me sir,ò said Celia politely.  ñCan you tell me where I can find the retreat house for 
the temple of Grism?ò 

The man bowed respectfully in response to Celiaôs cultivated accent.  ñYes lady,ò he said and 
pointed at a lane running eastwards off the main road.  ñYou go down there for about ten 
minutes.  Youôll see a big stone house on the right ï the old squireôs residence.  A few paces 
on thereôs another path to the left.  That leads to the Chapter House.ò 

Celia thanked him and the group set off down the indicated lane.  It emerged out of the village 
and ran through several large open fields before entering a large clump of trees several 
hundred yards further on.  On the right hand side, the group saw a large two-storey house set 
amid the trees.  Lights could be seen through several windows and the occasional spark flew 
high into the air from a chimney on the roof.   

As they drew level with the house the group came to a gate with a painted sign that read 
óSquire Oswyckô.   

Celia paused there and considered the squireôs house.  ñPerhaps we should pay a courtesy 
call on the Squire and tell him that weôre going to be visiting the Chapter House on the 
baronôs business.  It would be most unfortunate if he heard the disturbance and sent innocent 
guards to intervene.ò 

Those around her indicated their agreement and Celia led them through the gate and up to 
the squireôs house.  There was a veranda running full width of the house and she stepped 
under it and knocked on the painted wooden door.  

The door opened a moment later and a muscled man in his early twenties stared out.  He saw 
Celia first, then the group behind her and his eyes widened slightly.  ñAhh, yes?ò  

Celia flashed him her most charming smile but he continued to stare at her as if she were 
some otherworldly apparition.  ñGreetings sir,ò she said.  ñWould the squire be at home?ò   

The manôs eyebrows furrowed slightly as he looked at her.  ñErr, heôs busy right now.ò 

ñVery well.  My nameôs Priestess Celia and weôre here on business of the King and Baron 
Fortitude.  The baronôs parents have been kidnapped and we believe that the nearby chapter 
house may be involved.  Could you tell the squire that weôll be visiting it and that heôs not to 
worry if he hears anything.ò 

The manôs face betrayed no emotion at all at this news.  He just continued to stare at her then 
finally he forced a single nod.  ñRight ho then,ò he said quietly.  ñIôll tell the squire that.ò 

ñThank you,ò replied Celia.  ñGood night then.ò 

ñGood night.ò  The man closed the door quickly.   

The group returned to the lane and, twenty paces further on, they found the path leading to 
the chapter house.  Celia stopped here and gestured at Marcus and William.  ñWould the two 
of you scout down the path and see whatôs there.  Thereôs no point us all lumbering down 
there and stumbling into who knows what.ò 

ñSure thing,ò Marcus replied.  William echoed him, and the two of them slipped away into the 
night. 

They were gone ten minutes and, when they returned, both looked disappointed.  ñWell itôs 
there all right,ò William said.  ñItôs a square two floor stone building surrounded by trees.  
Marcus and I looked through a couple of the windows but we couldnôt see any sign of life.  It 
looks empty.ò 

Nan frowned.  ñPerhaps thereôs a basement and theyôre hiding down in it,ò she said.  ñI mean 
where else could they be, if what the priest of Grism told me is true and this is the only 
property they own outside of Wintershall?ò 

No one knew quite what to make of this, but Celia frowned into the darkness and spoke.  
ñEither way, itôs too late to just wander back to Wintershall empty handed,ò she said.  ñWeôll go 
as a group and check out the house properly.  If itôs empty weôll stay there.  If itôs occupied 
then weôll do what we came here to do.ò 
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Celia heard general agreement in the darkness around her and so she placed Marcus at the 
front and had him lead them down the driveway.  They crept down behind him and carefully 
studied the dark mass of the house as it grew out of the night before them.  As William had 
reported, it was completely dark.  

Marcus effortlessly opened the lock on the front door and everyone crept in with drawn 
weapons.  Once inside the door, Celia summoned magical light and held up her hand to 
reveal the hall beyond.  The decor was comfortable but simple.  The walls had been plastered 
and whitewashed and simple pottery and religious paintings decorated a number of surfaces.  
The floors were covered in a light layer of dust but everyone could see one set of recent 
footprints leading from the door into the house.   

Celia pointed at the footprints and put a finger on her lips for everyone to be silent.  She then 
gestured to William to scout out the inside of the house.  He crept forward down the hallway.  
He was only gone a few minutes and, when he returned, was walking normally.  ñItôs empty,ò 
he announced.  ñSomeoneôs checked through here in the last day, but the house is currently 
unoccupied.  More than that though, thereôs no basement and no chambers with stone walls.  
This isnôt the place that Merrin described.ò 

Celia felt a rush of frustration.  ñSomething doesnôt add up,ò she said.  ñTheyôre not here, but 
someone checked the place in the last day.ò  She shook her head trying to make sense of it.   

She looked around and saw similar frustration in the eyes of the others. ñAhh well,ò she said 
finally.  ñI think we should stay the night here and explore other options in the morning.ò  She 
stared down at the footprints.  ñWeôd better keep good watch though.ò 

Bedrolls were set up in the main lounge to the house and weapons were placed next to them.  
Two people were put on watch and everyone else settled down to sleep. 

*** 

Towards midnight, Celia and William were on watch.  The night had been completely quiet 
and both were bored.  Celia was crouched next to the door leading out into the hallway and 
William was standing next to the shuttered window.  William was startled out of his reverie 
when he heard something on the other side of the window.  There was a low crack as of a 
breaking twig and then the window shutter groaned slightly as someone tried pulling it gently 
open from the other side. 

William got Celiaôs attention with an almost inaudible hiss.  He gestured urgently at the 
window and lifted his weapon.  Celia gently drew her sword and then set about silently waking 
the others. 

Several long minutes passed during which time everyone was roused.  Helmets were pulled 
on, and bows were strung.  Everyone prepared and then waited in darkness and complete 
silence. 

Down the hallway, a floorboard creaked.  Everyone then heard a door being quietly opened.  
There was another creak and then the door to the lounge slowly opened.  A figure peered in. 

Marcus deliberately let out a gentle snore.  The person in the doorway froze then leaned back 
out into the hallway.  After a few long seconds he entered the room followed by a cluster of 
other figures. 

Celia spat out the command word and her hand burst into light.  At the same time four 
bowstrings snapped from people around her and two of the figures inside the doorway 
collapsed with arrows buried deep in heads and chests.  Behind them more figures stumbled 
through the door and attempted to charge the group.  There appeared to be at least another 
six.  Two more fell as quickly in face of a second well-aimed volley of arrows.   

Aidan and William then stepped up with drawn swords and commenced a deadly melee. 

The battle was over almost as soon as it began.  Aidan and William had the full room to move 
in and were used to fighting together.  Their opponents, however, seemed stunned by their 
sudden reversal in fortune and the ferocity of the resistance.  A brute force blow from Aidanôs 
mace completely crushed the skull of one attacker.  William nicely halved another with a 
powerful swing of his black blade.  Aidan kicked a third in the stomach.  The man collapsed 
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screaming and Aidan finished him with another blow of his mace.  William took the fourth 
down by completely severing his leg. 

Silence fell over the room.  Seven attackers were dead and one was screaming in pain 
clutching at the severed stump of his leg.  The group were almost completely uninjured. 

ñDamn,ò said Marcus sucking a finger.  ñI got a splinter from that last arrow.ò 

Celia stepped forward and lifted her glowing hand over the fallen attackers.  All were wearing 
the uniforms of temple guards of Grism.  She gestured at the wounded man.  ñWe need him 
alive.ò 

Nan quickly bound the wounded manôs leg and called magical healing upon him until the 
bleeding ceased.  Sang prepared a cup of water into which he stirred a powder from his pack.  
He then offered this concoction to the wounded man.  ñDrink this,ò he commanded.  ñIt will 
numb the pain until you can be properly healed.ò 

The man studied him suspiciously though pain-dulled eyed, but nodded and allowed Sang to 
trickle the liquid down his throat.   

After thirty seconds his head lolled and he began to dribble.  Sang looked at him impassively.  
ñHe will feel nothing now.  Incidentally, the drug has the dual effect of loosening his tongue.  
You can question him if you wish.ò 

Nan grinned wolfishly and kneeled down in front of the man.  She lifted his head and stared 
into his eyes.  ñHello there,ò she said.  ñYouôre one of the people who have captured 
Fortitudeôs parents and are holding them hostage arenôt you?ò 

The manôs eyes focused and defocused again.  At length he spoke.  ñI donôt know what youôre 
talking about,ò he said weakly. 

Nan frowned.  ñAdmit it, you have his parents hostage.  Tell us where they are.ò 

The man shook his head with some effort.  ñI donôt know what you mean.ò 

Sang raised a finger.  ñNanya, the drug confuses, but does not force him to tell the truth.   You 
might want to employ more subtlety.ò 

Nan considered this before returning to the prisoner.  ñSo whatôs your name?ò she said softly. 

The man looked at her and suspicion gave way to puzzlement.  ñAelfthan,ò he said weakly. 

Nan smiled sweetly.  ñWell Aelfthan, we found you badly injured and weôre taking you to 
Father Faramund for proper medical help just like you asked us to.  Where is he?ò 

Aelfthan looked at her and his eyes narrowed uncertainly.  ñHeôsé  Heôs in the squireôs 
mansion.ò 

The entire group groaned in unison.  Celia muttered to herself.  ñNo wonder they knew we 
were here.  We told them.ò   

Nan turned back to Aelfthan.  ñSo whereôs the squire then, Aelfthan?ò 

ñDonôt know,ò he said uncertainly.  ñThe Lunars killed him and all the other squires when they 
were in charge.ò 

Celia suddenly realised what it was that had been niggling at her earlier.  ñWell thatôs that 
then,ò she said.  ñLetôs attack them now before they realise their own attack has been 
unsuccessful.ò 

William nodded.  ñI shall enjoy wreaking Kyrilôs justice upon them,ò he said grimly. 

Aidan chuckled.  ñMore fighting.  All right!ò  He regarded his bloody mace fondly. 

*** 

Marcus kept watch from the window while the rest of the group discussed tactics.   

It was agreed that Celia and William would wear uniforms from the slain Grism temple guards.  
They would take Aelfthan to the house and try to get the door open by pretending to be 
returning from a successful attack on the Chapter house.  The others would remain out of 
sight and attack as soon as the door was open. 
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With the plan agreed upon, Celia and William stripped the bodies until they each had a 
complete uniform.  As they dressed, the others finished donning armour.  When everyone 
was ready, they slipped out into the night.   

William scouted ahead and reported that the path was clear and that he could not see any 
guards outside the Squireôs residence.  Despite his assurance, everyone moved carefully 
ready for an attack at any moment.  None came and they all reached the Squireôs house 
without any kind of alarm being heard. 

Everyone took the agreed positions while William and Celia held Aelfthan on the porch and 
checked around to see that everyone was ready.   

Once everyone had nodded, William banged on the door and called out urgently.  ñWeôre 
back!  Open up!  We need help!  Weôve got wounded and prisoners!ò 

The group heard a flurry of activity from inside the house.  Orders were shouted then the door 
flew open and a man leapt out and stared at Aelfthan with concern.  He did not seem to see 
past Celia and Williamôs uniforms and gestured blindly behind himself for others in the hallway 
to come forward.   

ñIs he alive?ò the man demanded finally looking up into Celiaôs face.  A group of men ran out 
around him, just as the first man realised that he did not know Celia.  His eyes widened and 
instinctively his gaze turned to Williamôs face.  ñWhat theé!ò he cried.  ñItôs a trap!ò  The 
temple guards recoiled and fumbled belatedly for sheathed weapons. 

Aidan and Nan leapt onto the porch.  Aidan crushed his first opponentôs skull with an almost 
careless blow from his mace.  He chortled happily as he wrenched the weapon out with a 
sickening squelch.   

Beside him, William summoned all his strength and literally sliced two of the other men in half 
with his black blade in one mighty blow.  One part of his mind noted how cold the blade felt in 
his hands ï even through the leather and chain gauntlets. 

Nan and Celia quickly dealt to the remaining two men.  Both were cut down before they could 
draw their swords.  

Inside the house, the group heard cries of alarm and more running feet. 

ñQuick,ò cried Celia.  ñAt them before they can organise.ò   

The group swept into the house behind her.  They found themselves in a hallway with several 
doors on both sides and a stairway half way along.  Steps ran upwards to the second floor 
and downwards ï presumably to some kind of cellar.  

Two more guards met them in the hall with drawn swords.  Behind them two more priests 
stepped out of a doorway and began chanting and gesticulating towards the group.   

Marcus took a snap shot with his bow from the back of the group.  It narrowly missed both 
Aidan and Celia and took one of the priests through the throat.  The priest fell backwards 
clawing at the wound as Celia briefly glared back at Marcus. 

Sang unsuccessfully tried summoning the speed and power using one of Master Pungôs 
exercises.  He could not find the necessary focus and he was forced to settle for flicking a 
dagger down the hall using his ordinary talents.  The dagger clanged off the armour of the 
guard and fell harmlessly to the floor. 

Aidan blocked a thrust from one of the guards and slammed him backwards with his shield.  
The guard stumbled over the fallen priest and collapsed awkwardly on the ground.  Aidan 
leapt over and crushed his head with a high swinging blow from his mace.   

William was suddenly overcome by a blinding rage.  He swung with his now ice-cold blade 
and his blow cut the other guardôs sword in two and continued effortlessly through his shield 
and deep into the manôs chest.  

A moment later, the only person left in the corridor was the second priest.  Celia pushed her 
blade hard up against his neck and he stopped chanting and stared calculatingly into her 
eyes.  Celia glared at him.  ñYou have perpetrated heresy in Grismôs name,ò she declared.  
ñSurrender or die.ò 
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ñPah,ò the priest sneered back.  ñDie Drazen worshipper,ò he called and lunged at her with a 
previously unseen dagger.  Celia dodged back and Nan swept past her and sliced at the 
manôs head with her short-sword.  The blow removed half the manôs head and sprayed Celia 
with blood and gore. 

Celia wiped blood out of one eye and glowered at Nan.   

From above, the group heard feet thundering down the stairs.  Four priests appeared followed 
by as many guards.  Faramund, the Knight Templar was at the front of them. 

Marcus took another snap shot.  His arrow flew true and hit the Templar in a knee.  The 
knightôs leg gave out underneath him and he tumbled awkwardly down the rest of the stairs 
before coming to rest at Aidanôs feet.  Aidan grinned sadistically and jumped onto the manôs 
neck.  It broke with a sickening crunch and he beamed happily around at the others.  
ñYeeahh!ò he sniggered happily. 

ñSurrender,ò Celia cried out to the other men on the stairs.  ñSurrender or die.ò 

The men on the stairs halted uncertainly and their gazes alternated between the fallen body 
of their leader and Celiaôs blood-spattered face.  More than one also glanced at Aidan who 
was grinning happily and with one foot on their dead leaderôs neck.  Several also paid William 
some attention as he stood there staring up at them in his night-black plate armour holding a 
sword that appeared to be hissing and steaming in the warm air of the house. 

ñUmm,ò said one of the priests.  ñWhat will you do to us if we surrender?ò 

Celia regarded him coldly.  ñWhy nothing at all, so long as Fortitudeôs parents are unhurt.  You 
have been acting on the temporal orders of the Duke of Mortain and not the spiritual orders of 
Grism.  As such, if you surrender, you will be returned unhurt to your temple for its 
judgement.ò 

The priest considered this then looked around at his colleagues.  They nodded back 
reluctantly.  ñVery well,ò the priest said.  ñThe parents of the baron pretender are being held 
below.  They are unharmed.ò  He dropped his sword.  The men around him followed his 
example and did the same. 

Celia gestured to Nan and Sang.  ñWould you go downstairs and see that Fortitudeôs parents 
are all right.  Release them if you can.ò 

As they disappeared down the stairs, Celia had Aidan and William disarm and bind the 
prisoners.  None offered resistance, much to Aidanôs obvious displeasure. 

Downstairs, Nan and Sang found themselves in a large cellar.  A set of cells had recently 
been constructed against a wall and an older man and woman were inside them.  ñHi,ò said 
Nan with a friendly smile.  ñYou must be Fortitudeôs parents?ò 

The man regarded her warily, but the woman spoke.  ñYes,ò she said.  ñIôm Miriam and this is 
Ulf.ò   

ñWho are you?ò Ulf demanded.  ñWe heard fighting.ò 

Nan grinned at him reassuringly.  ñWeôve been sent by Fortitude to rescue you.ò 

*** 

Despite the hour, the group gathered their packs and struck out back to Wintershall.  
Everyone was keen to get the prisoners into the palace dungeon and to see Fortitude 
reunited with his parents.   

The prisoners were roped together and walked between William and Aidan.  Fortitudeôs 
parents walked with Nan.  There was enough of a moon to see by, and the direction was 
clearly indicated by the flickering watch fires on the city walls ahead.   

Celia took this opportunity to walk and talk with the two Questors Hyram and Horvath.  ñSo,ò 
she began.  ñAs you saw, the priests of Grism were in on this kidnapping.  Just like I told you 
that Carolus has seen the light and abandoned Vull.ò 

Slowly and very reluctantly both Questors nodded.  Hyram spoke.  ñI must admit that there 
are many things going on here that we do not yet understand.  We will consider them further.ò 
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Celia was content with that. 

*** 

They reached the city near the third hour of the morning.  Despite the hour, the gates were 
thrown open and the group was admitted to the city without hesitation by the Lunar guards on 
the walls.   

Marcus jogged ahead to waken Fortitude, while the others stumbled tiredly on through the city 
to the palace. 

Fortitude was waiting outside the palace when they finally reached it.  He ran forward and 
hugged both his parents then led everyone into the great hall where food and drink were 
being prepared.  

Fortitude glared at each and every one of the prisoners in turn and promised them that he 
would deal with them on the morrow.  When he was satisfied that they all appeared suitably 
penitent, he had them taken below for holding in the dungeons.   

He then insisted on hearing the tale of his parentôs capture and their subsequent rescue while 
his companions swayed with fatigue around him.  He listened with tears in his eyes and 
nodded his gratitude at the quick thinking of Celia and the others. 

Bleary eyed servants hastily made up rooms for Fortitudeôs parents and only when Fortitude 
was sure they were comfortable and had everything they needed, did he allow everyone to 
retire for what little remained of the night. 
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In the Realm of the Temple 
The next morning the entire palace was agog with the news that Fortitudeôs parents had been 
rescued and that priests of Grism were in the dungeon accused of perpetrating the 
kidnapping. 

Fortitude rose late that morning and made his way to breakfast near the ninth hour.  As he 
walked he gave thanks again to whichever god had smiled on him in returning his parents 
unhurt to him.   

He was walking down a flight of stairs when he met Adela coming the other way. 

ñMy lady,ò he exclaimed and suddenly felt very self-conscious.  ñGood morning.ò 

ñSir,ò she replied coldly. 

ñI trust you are well?ò he inquired and cursed himself for not being able to think of anything 
cleverer to say.  

ñThank you.  Yes,ò she replied.  Something flickered through her eyes and she continued.  
ñPlease accept my congratulations on the safe return of your parents.ò 

ñThanks,ò he replied.  ñI am going to breakfast.  Would you care to join me?ò 

ñNo,ò she replied.  ñI will not impose upon you.ò 

ñItôs no imposition,ò he assured her. 

ñNo thank you,ò she replied.  

Fortitude tried desperately to gather his thoughts.  ñLady,ò he began.  ñAbout my news the 
other day.  Iôm sorry,ò he said.  ñIt wasnôt my idea.  I donôt want to make you do anything you 
donôt want to do.ò 

Her eyes met his.  ñAnd yet you did not say that to the King.  Because of that, Iôm to be given 
away like a trinket because of the political games of my father and the King.ò 

ñIôm sorry,ò he said.  His mind returned to the ring that Marcus had given him and he fumbled 
it out of his pocket.  ñLook,ò he said. ñIôm only a freeman by birth and I donôt understand the 
games youôre referring to.  I was brought up to see marriage as something special and 
sacred.  I wonôt force myself on you and I can talk to the King about it again in a month or so 
when I get to Warminster.ò   

He handed her the ring.  ñBut for now, please accept this as an inadequate apology for not 
being more considerate of your feelings.ò 

Adela looked surprised as she beheld the ring, but her expression remained cool.  ñThank 
you,ò she said.  ñI will admit you are well spoken for a soldier and blacksmith.ò  Her gaze met 
his for a moment and there might have been a hint of colour in her cheeks.  ñIf youôll excuse 
me, sir.ò 

Fortitude pressed himself to one side of the stairwell as Adela swept past.  He stared up after 
her and wished suddenly he was more handsome or witty.  He cursed himself for being a 
tongue-tied idiot, then turned and resumed his path downstairs. 

As he walked he idly wondered what Adela had been doing on the stairs.  Her apartments 
were on the other side of the tower. 

*** 

Fortitude found Carolus waiting for him in the Great Hall. 

Carolus seemed strained and a little distracted, but he gave a slight bow as Fortitude entered.  
ñCongratulations Fortitude; I share your relief at the safe return of your parents.  Is there 
anything I can do to assist you in this matter?ò 

ñThank you,ò Fortitude replied.  ñI may need your advice and skills later when I question the 
prisoners.ò 

ñIf I can help, I will.ò  As Carolus spoke he peered around behind himself. 
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Fortitude studied Carolus closely.  The man seemed quite agitated about something.  ñPardon 
me, holiness,ò he began.  ñAre you quite all right this morning?  You seem out of sorts?ò 

Carolusô face blackened and his eyes darted around the great hall at floor level again.  When 
he spoke anger and a touch of embarrassment was evident in his tone.  ñYes there is 
something,ò he said.  He took a deep breath and shook his head.  ñI donôt quite know how to 
explain this, but I am being haunted by a strange dogéò He visibly attempted to calm himself. 

Behind him the door to the great hall slipped open and the head of a dog pushed through. 

ñGo on,ò said Fortitude, staring nonplussed at the dog. 

ñThis dog appeared to me nine or ten times yesterday,ò Carolus said.  ñEach time it stood 
before me and stared.  It then moaned, pointed a paw at me then fled.ò 

Behind him, there was a low moan from the dog.  Several small patches of fur fell from its 
body as it raised a paw and pointed eerily at Carolus.   

The First Speaker swung around and cursed loudly.  As he did, the dog scrabbled around and 
slipped back out the door.  Fortitude noticed that its rear leg appeared to have been stripped 
of all its flesh and was nothing but bone.  He grimaced and made a mental note to have 
words with Celia. 

ñYou see!ò exclaimed Carolus.  ñThatôs it!  Can you please have your guards hunt and kill the 
devil spawned beast.ò 

ñOf course,ò Fortitude assured him.  ñI know exactly who I can get to dispose of the creature 
for you.  Leave it to me.ò   

Carolus growled something and strode out. 

*** 

Merrin had spent much of the preceding night in the permanent darkness of the dungeons 
working on the new gateways that the Beastlord had demanded. 

While the others had been out rescuing Fortitudeôs parents she had completed three of the 
five portals.  The large oaken frames for the other two gates were in the chamber with her and 
she looked at them with some worry. 

The first gates had consumed all the power Merrin had stored in power crystals.  She did not 
know where the power was going to come from for the others. 

After considering the problem for some time a solution suggested itself.  She made her way 
out of the cell and down to the guard post at the entrance to the dungeon.  She moved silently 
and the guard stationed there jumped in fear as Merrinôs pallid white face with its single huge 
black eyebrow emerged silently from the darkness beside him. 

Merrin tried to reassure him with a smile.  Her eyes bored unblinking into his and the 
humourless baring of teeth that passed for her smile caused the man to press himself fearfully 
against the wall behind.  ñLady Merrin,ò he stammered.  ñMay I help you?ò 

ñPrisonerséò she said in a dark croak.  ñI need some moreé volunteersé to help me with a 
little experiment.  Do you have any spare prisoners?ò 

ñNo lady,ò he said faintly.  ñThere are only the priests and guards of Grism that the Baron will 
interrogate later today.ò 

Merrin continued to pin the man with her gaze as she considered alternatives. ñWell then,ò 
she ventured finally.  ñIs there a hospital in Wintershall for the poor and destitute?ò   

The guard looked aghast but nodded.  ñThe temple of Illana runs Saint Ethans Hospice.  It is 
located downwind in the tannerôs district in the south of the city.ò 

Merrin turned without another word and strode out of the dungeon.   

She did not waste time as she made her way out of the castle and across town.  After a night 
working in darkness the bright morning sunlight was painful ï and more than one person 
looked askance at her as she covered her eyes with one hand and scuttled from shaded 
place to shaded place.   
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She found the hospice without difficulty.  It was a tall narrow building in the worst part of town.  
The stench of drying skins in the nearby Tanners District pervaded the air and kept all but the 
most desperate away.  The hospice itself was a rundown three-storey building with a 
weathered and crumbling stone facing. 

She walked through its arched stone doorway and found a tired looking porter resting on a 
stone bench.  

ñI have come to visit some of your patients,ò Merrin said without preamble. 

The porter stared disinterestedly back at her.  ñAre you a relative, friend, or one of those 
wishing to help the less fortunate?ò 

ñI suppose Iôm the last thing,ò Merrin replied and slipped a silver farthing into his hand.  ñI want 
to talk to some of your patients.ò 

The porter regarded the silver coin for a moment.  ñRight then,ò he said.  ñDonôt be disturbing 
the merely ill.  The out and out insane are beyond conversation and human companionship, 
unless you understand the language of insane laughter and piteous moaning.ò  He laughed 
hollowly at his own macabre joke.   

ñAhh, yes,ò Merrin replied sympathetically.  ñI understand those things only too well.ò 

The laughter drained from his face and he considered her again more carefully.  After a 
moment his gaze flickered down to the coin before returning warily to her face.  He gestured 
through a door behind him.  ñYouôll be wanting the first door on the right.  Watch yourself; 
none of them are quite right in the head.  Youôre on you own in there.ò 

Merrin thanked him and went to the door he had indicated.  She entered without hesitation 
and found a large ward with thirty or so beds down both sides.  The smell of vomit and urine 
was overpowering.  Most of the patients were dressed in dirty smocks though one was 
wandering around naked.  Two were moaning loudly and rocking back and forth at one end of 
the room.  Another was laughing continuously.   

Six or seven blond-haired young men at one end of the ward pointed at Merrin and screamed 
or dove under the blankets on their respective beds.  

Merrin stopped at the first bed.  There was a man lying curled up on it wearing a tattered 
smock.  As Merrin approached he rolled up on to all fours and let out a gentle ñwoof.ò  His 
backside began waving from side to side and he began panting happily at the sight of her.   

He reminded Merrin of a big friendly dog.  She studied him in pleased delight and carefully 
scratched him behind the ears.  He whined happily.   

Merrin carefully evaluated the dog-man then returned to the porter.  ñMeat,ò she said.  ñI need 
a hunk of meat.ò  She held up another farthing. 

The porter looked between Merrin and the coin uncertainly, but money was money.  He 
reached into a bag and pulled out bread and meat.  ñMy lunch,ò he said. 

Merrin gave him the coin and took the food.  She re-entered the ward and approached the 
dog-man again.  He began barking happily and turning around on his bed excitedly as she 
approached. 

Merrin held up the hunk of meat to the dog-man.  His eyes widened and he began openly 
salivating. 

ñSooo,ò said Merrin.  ñWhat do you say, doggy?ò  She nodded encouragingly.  ñYou can have 
this in return for a little of your power.ò 

The manôs backside began waggling faster and he whined greedily. 

ñIs that a yes?ò Merrin asked uncertainly.  ñThe Beastlord wouldnôt like me taking your power 
without your permission.  Unless you say no, Iôll have to assume thatôs a yes.ò 

He continued whimpering and salivating and so Merrin gave in and dropped the meat in front 
of him.  He tore into it and, while he ate, Merrin drained a little of his power into one of her 
crystals. 
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Once she had finished with the dog-man, she moved on to the next bed.  A thickset man was 
lying there and he looked at her with a manic intensity as she approached.   

ñWho are you?ò he demanded imperiously. 

ñIôm Merrin.ò 

ñAre you a lick-spittle toady tool of the oppressive regime?ò 

ñErr, no.ò 

The manôs eyes lit up.  ñThen you support the inevitable revolution?ò 

Merrin was not sure where this was going but she nodded obligingly.  ñAhh, yes.ò 

His eyes blazed triumphantly and he leaned forward conspiratorially.  His voice dropped to a 
fanatical whisper.  ñExcellent, how go the plans?ò 

Merrin kept her expression completely neutral.  ñOh, good, yes, very good.ò 

The man darted his eyes thankfully.  ñSo the peasantry finally understand the historical 
necessity that drives them on.  Do their aristocratic oppressors understand what is coming?ò 

ñI think I can confidently say that they do not.ò 

ñExcellent, excellent!ò he exclaimed.  ñThen the day is soon and surprise will be complete.ò 

ñVery soon.ò Merrin paused and studied him.  ñSo you are keen to make your sacrifice for the 
revolution.ò 

ñBlood sweat and tears.  Whatever it takes.ò 

ñWould you like to sacrifice some power for the communal good?ò 

The man stiffened indignantly.  ñAfter the uprising all will be equal.  Of course I will sacrifice 
my power and serve as an equal for the communal good.ò 

ñRight,ò said Merrin carefully.  ñSo thatôs a yes then?ò 

He nodded emphatically and struck a heroic pose in his stained nightshirt.  ñYes.ò 

Merrin nodded happily and set to work.  While the man continued to rant and posture, Merrin 
recharged her largest crystal off him.  Once she was finished, he slumped back exhausted 
and soon began to snore. 

Merrin regarded him happily.  She now had enough power to complete the other two gates 
and all it had cost her was two farthings and a lump of meat.  She turned and began to make 
her way back to the palace. 

*** 

It was about the tenth hour of the morning when Fortitude sent for his companions.  Carolus 
was already there as they filed in. 

ñCome in all of you,ò Fortitude said.  ñItôs been a good morning thanks to all of you.  You did 
an excellent job last night.  My parents are shaken by their ordeal but are resting now.ò  He 
rubbed his brow.  ñThe other good news is that things seem to be settling down here.  Iôve 
only got half the number of appointments of the first two days here.  My new councillors are 
already picking up a number of the more mundane matters.ò 

Carolus addressed Fortitude.  ñYes, and Iôm pleased to say that your speech at the 
thanksgiving service was very well received.  There appears to be a common consensus 
among the people that things are improving here in Wintershall.  I have had reports of tales 
being told in taverns of your bold exploits in going single-handedly against the Lunars and 
killing more of them than all the rest of the Kingôs army put together.  You seem to be 
developing something of a reputation.ò 

ñTheyôre telling tales about me?ò Fortitude laughed self-consciously. ñThat doesnôt seem 
right.ò 

Carolus smiled.  ñAnd yet itôs true.  You have suddenly developed something of a cachet 
among the common people.  You are the son of a blacksmith who picked up the sword and 
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hewed your way through the entire Lunar Republic.  I understand you are something of a 
popular choice of conversation among the young hot-heads of the city and more than a few of 
the young women.ò 

A disbelieving grin spread across Fortitudeôs face and he had to remind himself that there was 
serious business at hand.  ñWell thatôs as may be, but I wanted everyone here so I could 
discuss some things together.  Iôd like an update of whatôs been happening in the last few 
days.ò  He looked at Carolus first. ñHoliness?ò   

Carolus gave a simple report.  ñThe Lunars now accept my authority without question and 
accept they are now part of the wider barony.  I will need to visit Grippli City soon to establish 
control there.  Outside Lunar affairs, I can report that all offices are functioning effectively.  
Your administration is working well.  One thing I will say about the Lunars is that they are 
honest, diligent and effective at whatever they turn their mind to.ò 

ñGood,ò Fortitude replied.  He turned his gaze to Marcus.  ñWhat about you Marcus?ò 

Marcus adopted what he imagined was a studied officious air.  ñIôve met all the staff working 
in the revenue and expenditure areas.  They understand what Iôm doing and what I want.  
Theyôre already working on some proclamations that will come to you for review.  Iôve also 
been recruiting a number of new officials to work with me out in the city.ò 

ñGood,ò Fortitude said.  ñIôve been talking with Baron Mortimer.  Heôs made some suggestions 
for work that needs to get underway now if weôre to field an army in the south in a few months 
time.  He doesnôt think weôll be able to raise new fighting units in the few months that are 
available, but he does suggest that we start forming service units to support the Dierdrakin 
and Lunar armies.ò 

ñService units?ò Marcus asked warily.  ñWhat are those?  Will they be expensive?ò 

Fortitude snorted.  ñTheyôre units that do guarding and patrolling.  I donôt know what weôll be 
doing down south, but if weôre required to take territory, then weôll need units that can garrison 
and guard positions once weôve moved on.  Weôll need units that can escort supplies and 
police our camps.  Weôll also need teams of armourers, fletchers, bowyers, weaponsmiths, 
and all the other trades that accompany an army.  Weôll need kitchens, stores, carpenters, 
smiths, drivers, and so on.  So, yes, itôll be expensive.ò 

Marcus reminded himself that he needed to justify Fortitudeôs trust in appointing him to his 
new offices.  ñI see,ò he said half-heartedly.  ñWell Iôm sure we can probably find some way of 
funding them.  I think.ò 

ñGood,ò Fortitude said.  ñYour holiness, I was wondering if you could take responsibility for 
initial planning associated with gathering, deploying and supporting the army when it goes 
south.  Your Lunar Guard Captain, Wermund Leofrun presumably has the necessary 
experience.ò 

ñI will make the necessary arrangements,ò Carolus agreed. 

ñWhat about the cost?ò Marcus inquired.  ñShouldnôt we cost it first?  I mean the treasury has 
its limits.  Iôm already trying to find three hundred gold for Celiaôs temple.ò 

Fortitude regarded Marcus with a half smile.  ñI could appoint someone else to help you in 
assessing the available revenue,ò he suggested. 

ñNo,ò Marcus replied quickly.  ñLeave it to me; perhaps with the loot of Grippli Cityéò  He 
began totting up sums in his head. 

ñThereôs one more matter,ò Fortitude said turning to Carolus.  ñBy the end of today, Merrin will 
have completed five gateways.  Weôll be taking three south to link Wintershall with Mortain, 
Warminster and Routh.  Thereôs also two to create permanent links between Wintershall and 
Grippli City and Aylesbury.  Could you arrange for the two gates to be transported and set 
up?  Itôll need runemages to activate them.  Merrin will show them how.ò 

ñI would be delighted,ò Carolus replied.  ñI would certainly appreciate a direct link between 
Wintershall and Grippli City.ò 
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ñGood,ò Fortitude said.  His expression became grim as he regarded his companions.  ñOn 
another subject altogether, Iôd like advice on what to do about these followers of Grism who 
took my parents.ò 

Aidan was the first to offer his view. ñTorture, public beheading and ritual display of the bodies 
on pikes,ò he said enthusiastically. 

Fortitude smiled grimly.  ñThatôs tempting.ò 

Nan spoke.  ñAny public persecution of priests of Grism will just cause us problems,ò she said.  
ñI can think of a particular poison that will kill them slowly over a full day while crippling and 
convulsing them in pain.  That would get rid of the problem very nicely and we could just 
blame accidental food poisoning.ò  She smiled cruelly.  

Celia spoke firmly.  ñWe should move very carefully here.  Everything Iôve seen suggests this 
was the work of Mortain and not the temple of Grism.  I suspect that the high temple will be as 
outraged by the actions of their priests as we were.  It would make sense for us to verify the 
involvement of Mortain and then to send these priests on to their own high temple in 
Warminster to face judgement there.  We keep the moral high ground then and I know the 
high temple will punish them appropriately.ò 

ñThe priestess is right,ò Carolus agreed. 

ñHigh priestess,ò Celia corrected acidly. 

ñI know youôre making sense Celia,ò Fortitude admitted.  ñBut I really want these people to 
know that they did wrong and to show regret.ò 

ñI donôt see a problem with that so long as you leave judgement and punishment to the temple 
of Grism.ò 

Fortitude gave a single nod.  ñAgreed,ò he said.  At that moment a servant entered and bowed 
low before Fortitude.  ñPardon me, Baron,ò the man said.  ñCornelius, the senior priest of the 
temple of Grism is requesting an audience with you.ò 

Fortitudeôs gaze became cold and dangerous.  ñAhh,ò he said and turned back to Celia.  ñI 
agree with you about giving them over to their own temple for trial, but I want to get my 
satisfaction with them first,ò he said.  ñDonôt worry though, Iôll just frighten them.  I wonôt do 
anything stupid.ò   

The priest entered a few seconds later.  He looked deeply apprehensive and bowed long and 
low to Fortitude. 

Fortitude glowered at him.  ñPriest of Grism,ò he began darkly.  ñPerhaps you can tell me why 
I shouldnôt close your temple and ban worship of your god in Winterslow for the vile crimes 
committed by your priests against my parents.ò 

Cornelius wrung his hands in real distress and replied in a low humble voice.  ñPardon me, 
Baron,ò he said.  ñIôm sure they werenôt acting on the authority of the high temple.  I know that 
the high temple would see them as criminals and judge them accordingly.  They were sent 
from the Duchy of Mortain and none of the original priests of Grism who still survive here 
joined with them or aided them in any way.  I didnôt even know what they were doing until it 
was too late.ò 

Fortitude allowed his expression to soften slightly.  ñSo why didnôt you come to me when you 
found out what they were up to?ò 

Corneliusô head dropped.  ñForgive me for that, my lord.  I am only a senior initiate brought up 
to accept the temple chain of command.  Faramund was a full Knight Templar in the temple.  
He told me to mind my own business and not to become involved in his.  I didnôt know what to 
do.ò 

Fortitude considered this carefully before replying.  ñVery well,ò he said with as much 
reluctance as he could muster.  ñI accept your story.  I will allow the Temple of Grism to 
continue to operate in these lands.ò  Cornelius bowed gratefully. 

ñBut,ò continued Fortitude grimly.  ñThere will be a reckoning here.ò  He pointed at a seat 
down one end of the table.  ñStay here Cornelius and observe my interrogation of the others.ò  
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He paused.  ñNow that Faramund is dead, who is most senior among the others from 
Mortain?ò 

Cornelius seemed keen to atone for the failing of his temple.  ñLucius is next in line.ò 

Fortitude waved at a nearby guard.  ñThen have Lucius brought here.ò 

Two guards scurried out and returned a few minutes later leading a man wearing the bloodied 
and torn garb of a priest of Grism.  The guards stood either side of Lucius and held his arms 
so that he faced Fortitude, but was unable to move. 

Merrin slipped in from the main entrance at that moment and quietly joined the others at the 
table.  Fortitudeôs gaze remained locked on Luciusô face.  ñWhy shouldnôt I hang you now as a 
common kidnapper?ò 

ñI was following the word and will of Grism,ò the priest declared in a defiant and 
uncompromising tone. 

Fortitudeôs eyebrows rose and if anything his expression grew colder.  ñExplain that.ò 

Lucius did not show any doubt or fear despite his situation.  ñGrism is the god of war,ò he 
declared.  ñHis followers are the foot-soldiers in the fight against evil and oppression.ò  
Despite being in the grip of the two guards, he leaned in towards Fortitude slightly.  ñYou have 
embraced the worship of evil Drazen, therefore we are bound to oppose you.ò 

ñWhat do you mean?ò Fortitude demanded.  ñI havenôt embraced Drazen.ò 

Luciusô face showed something that might have been pity or disgust.  ñIn the last fifty years, 
eight new gods have emerged in different parts of the Kingdom.  After investigation, all have 
turned out to be avatars of Drazen, the god of deceit and lies.  All the worshippers of these 
avatars have claimed their gods to be for good and decency, but all have been curiously 
tolerant in the means followed to these ends.ò  He stared into Fortitudeôs eyes as if willing him 
to understand his message.  ñYour Kyril and Grippli are no different.  We know them to also 
be avatars of Drazen.  The temple of Grism has crushed all eight of these false gods to 
ensure that the rule of nine remains true and pure.  We will crush Grippli and Kyril also or die 
trying.ò 

Fortitude leaned back slightly and a hint of uncertainty crept into his heart.  The priestôs 
argument sounded worryingly reasonable and the man clearly believed what he was saying.   

Before Fortitude could respond, however, Merrin spoke.  ñHeôs wrong,ò she said.  ñThough 
Kyril and Grippli are servants of Drazen they are also gods in their own right.  They are not 
avatars and, consequently, worship of them is not worship of Drazen ï except perhaps 
obliquely.ò 

ñWhat?ò Lucius exclaimed.  ñYou admit that Kyril and Grippli are linked with Drazen.ò 

ñYes,ò Merrin said.  ñJust as Vull, Illana and Grism are also servants of Drazen.ò 

ñLies,ò exclaimed Lucius.  He and Cornelius both stared at Merrin in horror. 

ñThatôll do, Merrin,ò said Fortitude quickly.   

ñBut Beastlord,ò she said.  ñThey need to understand.  Vull makes laws and sets impossibly 
high moral standards that humans cannot observe and must either rebel against or suffer 
guilt.  Grism makes war against those who challenge those laws and Illana heals those who 
fight.  They are strong and people are forced to embrace Drazen to withstand their combined 
might.  It is an elegant never-ending cycle that causes chaos and madness in accordance 
with the will of Khaôill, who Drazen serves in turn.ò 

ñMerrin,ò Fortitude warned.  ñThatôs enough!ò 

Cornelius made the sign to ward evil over his heart and head.  Lucius stared at her as if she 
were the vilest thing he had ever seen. 

Fortitude tried to get the interrogation back on track.  He turned his gaze back to Lucius.  
ñWhatever you believe or donôt believe it doesnôt justify you carrying out the crime of 
kidnapping.  How do you justify that?ò 
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Lucius had the good grace to look abashed for a moment.  ñIn war there are casualties,ò he 
said.  ñWe did not hurt your parents and did not intend that they be hurt.ò 

Fortitude wanted to see remorse before he allowed this man to be taken away.  He therefore 
chose his next words carefully.  ñNevertheless,ò he said.  ñThey are old and suffered 
emotionally during their ordeal.  In my book that is as serious a hurt as physical harm.  Nan,ò 
he said. ñWhat is the penalty for kidnapping and hurting others?ò 

Nan quickly masked her surprise at being picked on and thought fast.  There was a book on 
the table in front of her.  She opened it to a random page, then pretended to read from it.  
ñThe penalty for kidnapping as revised by yourself is a public parade through town naked, 
followed by public removal of your entrails.  You are then forced to eat your own kidney.ò 

Luciusô eyes widened and he looked shaken for the first time.   

Fortitude felt grim satisfaction at the sight of this.  He remained silent a long moment to let the 
priest reflect on his situation, but when he finally spoke again, his tone was more temperate.  
ñDespite what the law prescribes and what my outrage calls for, Iôve decided to show 
compassion.  Youôll be taken to your high temple at Warminster where theyôll judge you and 
impose whatever penalty they believe is most appropriate.  If your motives really were pure 
then you might get off lightly.  If, however, your motives were political and directed by the 
Duchy of Mortain, then you should probably make your peace with Grism now.ò 

Lucius stared back at Fortitude for a long moment, then replied in a strangled voice.  ñI accept 
this judgement,ò he said.  Fortitude waved at the guards and Lucius was dragged away. 

Fortitude was suddenly sick of the whole affair and wanted it ended.  He turned to Cornelius 
and spoke.  ñThis matter is now over,ò he said.  ñThe Temple of Grism should act very 
cautiously here in future.ò 

ñYes my lord,ò the priest replied.  He bowed deeply and departed. 

Once Cornelius had gone, Fortitude let out a deep sigh.  ñWell I feel a little better now,ò he 
said to no one in particular then looked around at his companions.  ñWeôll be hitting the road 
for Warminster tomorrow.  Make sure youôre ready and that all your affairs are in order.  Itôll 
take some weeks to get down that far south.ò  He looked around.  ñAre there any problems?ò 

There were none and everyone moved away to make their various arrangements for the 
forthcoming journey.   

*** 

Nan walked out of the Great Hall feeling dissatisfied.  In her opinion Fortitude had let the 
priests of Grism off too lightly and she decided to take matters into her own hands. 

She made her way up to her room and removed a small wooden box from the back of her 
wardrobe.  She opened it by the light of the single window to reveal a dozen vials of various 
poisons she had collected over the years.  She considered them all carefully then removed 
the one that she thought would give the priests the slowest and most painful deaths.   

Nan slipped the vial into a pocket and went in search of the goblin Gordon.  She found him up 
in Fortitudeôs chamber leaning out a window.  He was attempting to land spittle on a knot of 
guards a hundred feet below on the castle wall.   

ñHey Gordon,ò she said from the door. 

Gordon recoiled guiltily.  ñHello Big Goblin Princess,ò he replied and respectfully thumbed his 
nose at her. 

ñI need you to do me a little job tonight,ò Nan said and handed Gordon the vial.  ñI need you to 
slip this into the food thatôll be served to the priests of Grism in the dungeon.ò 

Gordonôs little eyes lit up with malevolent joy.  ñWot is it then?  Will it hurt?ò 

ñOh itôll hurt a lot,ò Nan assured him.  ñI donôt think any of them will ever interfere in our affairs 
again.ò 

Gordon chortled happily and pocketed the poison.  ñAs you command, Big Goblin Princess,ò 
he said. 
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Nan flipped him a shiny coin and left.   

Nan was mindful that this was her last day in Wintershall for some time.  She only had one 
thing left to do and it was with this in mind that she made her way back down to the castle 
entrance and walked along the causeway leading to the six temples.  She reached the temple 
of Illana after a few minutes and found a priest on duty in the entry portico.   

ñMy name is Nan,ò she said to the priest.  ñNanya of Rearsby.  I was supposed to see 
Priestess Miriam today.ò 

The duty priest started visibly when Nan spoke her name and gave her an odd look.  ñPlease 
wait,ò he said and disappeared through a door into the temple. 

Five minutes passed and then Miriam emerged from the same door followed by two other 
priests.  All three stopped and appraised Nan with a disconcerting level of curiosity for several 
long seconds before Miriam recalled herself and bowed.  ñGreetings Nan,ò she said with a 
warm smile.  ñIt is good to see you again.ò 

Nan darted a suspicious glance at the two other priests, but decided to ignore them for the 
moment.  ñHello priestess,ò she said.  ñAs discussed yesterday, I was wondering if youôd had 
the chance to locate the records concerning my birth.ò 

Miriam nodded.  ñWe have.  But, before I tell you what we found, there are a couple of 
questions Iôd like to ask.ò 

Nan felt a rush of irritation at this delay, but she kept her tone level.  ñVery well,ò she said.  
ñAsk.ò 

Miriam took a deep breath and began.  ñHave you ever had dark thoughts, or a tendency 
towards rage when provoked?ò 

Nanôs frown deepened.  ñNo,ò she said softly. 

ñWhat about unnecessary violence, or thoughts of violence.ò 

ñNo.ò 

Miriam continued in this vein for some time.  She tried to find out what sorts of things that Nan 
dreamed about; whether or not she had bad or aggressive impulses; had a tendency to rage, 
or a need for revenge when slighted.   

Nan carefully answered in the negative to all the questions while restraining a growing 
concern.  She knew herself well and was, in point of fact, prone to violent rage.  She would 
have also described herself as both vindictive and vengeful.   

The questions needled her and the way all three priests studied her alarmed and angered 
her.  She was not going to admit anything to these people until she knew what all this was 
about and so she kept her manner calm and patient despite an inner turmoil.  

ñWell thenéò said Miriam finally.  ñIt appears that no harm may have been done after all.ò 

ñWhat do you mean?ò  Nan demanded testily. 

ñThis will be hard for you to accept, I fear,ò Miriam replied.  ñThe records concerning your birth 
are nothing out of the ordinary.ò  She snorted.  ñIt is the events after your birth that are of 
note.ò  She paused and eyed Nan carefully.  ñWhen only a few days old, you were stolen from 
your cradle by unknown men.ò   

Nan started and stared at her in disbelief.  She had never heard of such a thing before now.   

Miriam continued.  ñThe temples despatched Sir Phillip of Wrotham and six other knights to 
recover you.  It took them six long weeks before they found you in an abandoned house many 
miles west of the village of Desford.  Sir Phillip and his companions fought a pitched battle in 
a cellar under that house where they cut their way through a dozen men and a number of 
unnatural beasts to recover you.  They found you lying asleep in a crib.ò   

Nan stared at her open mouthed.  This was incredible and she did not know whether to laugh 
or deny it as impossible.   
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If Miriam saw Nanôs reaction she did not acknowledge it.  Her face grew dark as she 
continued and she looked unsettled.  ñA circle had been drawn on the floor around the crib,ò 
she said.  ñYou, the crib and the circle were covered in dark runes drawn in blood.  Sir Phillip 
unfortunately did not record exactly what the runes were and he cleaned your infant body up 
before we were able to study them.ò 

ñYouôre kidding me,ò Nan said faintly.   

ñNo, regrettably Iôm not,ò Miriam replied.  ñThe temple carefully studied you, but no evil could 
be detected at that time.  You were returned to your parents who were told that you had been 
stolen by bandits.  We did not tell them what had really happened because we did not want to 
make them unnecessarily fearful over something that they could not control.  We simply told 
them that the bandits had been taking you south to sell you in the Han slave markets.  
Nonetheless, we asked your parents to watch you carefully just in case you showed any 
strange behaviour as a result of your trials.  The local priest was also instructed to watch you. 

Nan shook her head.  This was too much all at once.  She wanted to protest again that none 
of it could be true, but the presence of all three priests told her otherwise.  Miriam looked at 
her sympathetically and continued.  ñThe rest you know,ò she said.  ñIn your third year, the 
pox came and tragically took your parents, the priest and many of your fellow villagers from 
this world.  It left you scarred and orphaned.  That is all we know and that is why I asked the 
questions I did before.ò 

Nan was reeling.  ñI need to think about this,ò was all she was able to finally say.  ñI need to 
think this over.  I may return when Ié  I meanéò Nan fell silent.  She stood suddenly and 
almost lost her balance.   

Miriam steadied her.  ñPlease,ò she said.  ñThis has been a shock to you.  Rest here and take 
refreshment a while.ò  

Nan shook her head dazedly.  She just wanted to go off somewhere by herself to think about 
what she had been told.  She forced herself to walk out of the temple leaving Miriam and the 
other priests behind, despite their protestations and repeated offers of assistance. 

As she walked, she recalled Celiaôs words to Fortitude several days earlier.  Kyril had warned 
of powers focussed here in the north since one of the gods had breached some sort of 
compact more than fifty years ago.  He had said that the god had been trying to prevent 
something from coming to pass and that nothing that happened would be coincidence. 

What did it all mean, she wondered repeatedly.  The thought that something might have been 
done to her as a baby in preparation for events now or in the future filled her with dismay and 
fear.   

*** 

Marcus had left the audience with Fortitude and walked across town to meet up again with his 
old mentor Fineous.  

They had spent a productive half-hour discussing arrangements for setting up a network of 
enforcers to collect taxes from the various underworld groups in the city.  The discussions had 
gone well, but Marcus was very aware that Fineous was only one of six men in the city that he 
needed to intimidate or bring on board for his little scheme to work.   

Alongside Fineous, the other most influential figure in the Wintershall underworld was the 
man Rollo. He ran a brothel, two gaming dens, a couple of flophouses and various fronts for 
stolen goods.  Marcus had not had much to do with the man and really only knew him by 
reputation.  He was known to be violent, pitiless and cruel ï yet was also considered astute 
and clever.   

Marcus hoped to be able to appeal to those latter qualities.  But, he also wanted some 
insurance in case things went badly. 

It was with this in mind that Marcus left Fineous and sought out William in the Golden Crown.  
He found him sitting in the lounge bar sipping milk from a tankard.   

ñHiya William,ò said Marcus brightly. 

ñHello Marcus,ò replied William.  ñWhatôs up?ò 



The God in the Mountain, Page 67 

Marcus adopted the devil-may-care expression that he usually used when trying to con others 
into his various schemes.  ñUmm, I need a hand in carrying out some work for the Bureau of 
Public Safety, Alcohol, Gambling and Taxation.ò 

William frowned.  ñThe Bureau of what?ò  He shook his head uncomprehendingly.  ñWhatôs 
that then Marcus?ò he asked innocently. 

Marcus waved a dismissive hand.  ñDonôt worry about it,ò he said.  ñItôs just something Iôve set 
up for Fortitude.  Iôve talked to him and need you to help me carry out an inspection of a 
potential tax evaderôs premises.ò 

William nodded trustingly.  ñOh well if Fortitude wants itéò he said.  ñAll right.  Give me a 
moment to get my armour and sword.ò  

*** 

Marcus and William made their way across town to the flophouse and bordello that Rollo 
called his headquarters.  The building was down an alleyway and had the name; óRampant 
Goatô painted in peeling gilt along the wall of the building.  Hanging over the door was a sign 
with a large well-endowed goat painted upon it.  The goat was literally rampant on a scarlet 
background.    

ñRemind me again,ò said William staring wide-eyed at the sign outside the building.   ñWhat 
exactly do you want me to do?ò 

Marcus shook his head sadly as he studied the seedy building in front of them.  ñI suspect that 
the owner of this place may be operating in contravention of various municipal regulations.  I 
need you to conduct an audit in the baronôs name and look for anything that you think might 
endanger customers visiting these premises.ò  A thought seemed to strike Marcus.  ñOh and if 
he tries to object, I need you to protect me.ò 

ñAll right Marcus,ò said William obligingly.  Something caught his attention at that moment and 
he frowned and gestured at the windows on the ground floor.     ñSaaaayéò he said 
disapprovingly.  ñI notice that he doesnôt have any gratings over the windows in the public bar.  
Someone could get hurt if they were thrown through those in a fight.  And gee,ò he said 
frowning at the door.  ñI wonder how a small child on crutches would manage that 
entrancewayéò  

William pulled out a small notebook and began making notes.  He followed Marcus into the 
building muttering and writing as he walked. 

Marcus found Rollo playing cards in the common room beyond.  He was a bald, thickset man 
with a thuggish expression and cunning deep-set eyes.  Where he had once probably been 
powerfully built, his huge arms and legs were now mostly fat.  He looked to be around fifty 
and his face was covered in numerous scars.  One ear was missing. 

Rollo was seated at a table with several disreputable looking characters.  Two were quite 
large and looked like they might be a problem if things got nasty.   

Marcus ignored them for the moment and flashed Rollo an impudent grin.  ñHiya Rollo.  Iôm 
here on official business of the new baron, and I was wondering if I could have a moment of 
your time.ò 

Silence fell over the table and spread a moment later to the rest of the inn.  William could be 
heard muttering off to one side.  ñNo slip pads or drainage points for slops in front of the baré 
nasty place to be if youôre a dwarf out of armour and a fat man standing on a chair happens to 
lose balance and fall on you.ò 

Rollo stared at Marcus impassively for a long moment then finally he broke the silence by 
grunting and standing.  He beckoned to Marcus and led him through a door off the bar.  
Marcus followed warily and found himself in a small office.   

Rollo pointed at a seat and slumped himself down behind a desk. ñSo Marcus,ò he said in a 
gravely voice that said he had been punched in the throat several time in the past.  ñI heard 
that youôve gone and sold out to the óthorities and are looking at makinô life hard for yer old 
mates.ò 
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Marcus shook his head slowly.  ñNo way Rollo.  Iôm just becoming a player and setting things 
up so thereôs more for everyone.ò 

ñOh yeah?ò said Rollo.  ñSo howôs that going to work eh?ò 

Marcus smiled and leaned in.  ñFor a small contribution every month and an agreement to 
limit some of your more extreme activities, the authorities wonôt enforce some regulations that 
your business may or may not be currently flouting.  You wonôt need to spend quite so much 
on protection, legal fees, licenses and other overhead costs.  There are also some new 
licenses coming available which will allow licence holders to run a range of official enterprises 
in the Baronôs name.ò 

Rollo looked at Marcus long and hard before answering.  ñThat donôt seem like such a bad 
thing Marcus ï if itôs genuine.ò He sniffed noisily and carefully studied Marcus before 
continuing.  ñThereôs five of us ï me, Rill, Hanson, Krill and Bracken.  For sayé twenty gold a 
month you and your mates will leave us alone.ò 

Marcus thought fast.  Not only had Rollo named all the other key underworld figures that 
Marcus wanted to bring into this little scheme, but he had also just offered the princely sum of 
240 gold crowns a year.  It was a fortune by any measure and a good deal in Marcusô book.  
He nodded slowly.  ñThat seem reasonable Rollo.  Youôve got a deal.ò 

Marcus talked with Rollo for some time.  Rollo had some particularly devious ideas about 
using the baronial name for mutual profit and Marcus found himself listening with awed 
respect and nodding enthusiastically.  The man had impressive experience gained through 
years of illegal and immoral activities and he had an astonishingly creative mind to go with it.  
Moreover, his ideas tallied perfectly with some schemes that Marcus had been hatching with 
Fineous. 

Marcus warmed to Rollo immediately and sensed Rollo regarding him similarly.  It was with 
this in mind that Marcus decided to ask Rollo a favour. ñSay Rollo,ò he said.  ñIôm going south 
to Routh tomorrow and will be out of touch for the next three or four weeks.  Fineous will be 
representing my official interests while Iôm gone.  However, I need some contacts in Routh in 
our line of work.  Can you suggest anyone?  It, erré might be worth a concession or two 
down the track.ò 

Rollo considered Marcus very carefully then nodded.  ñYeah I can,ò he said.  ñIôve got a cousin 
in Routh City by the name of Gifford.  Heôll look after you and help you for a little coin.ò  Rollo 
wrote Marcus a short letter of introduction on a dirty and stained sheet of parchment.  Marcus 
thanked him warmly and took his leave of the man. 

William followed Marcus out of the building.  ñThat place should be closed immediately,ò 
announced William shaking his head and checking his notes as he walked.  ñWith the number 
of things I found, youôd think they were actually trying to flout the law.ò 

*** 

While Marcus was meeting with Rollo across the city, Fortitude was supervising a mass of 
servants as they shifted gateway frames up from the dungeon.  Merrin, Aidan and Sang were 
with him.   

Five frames were fixed immovably in a line along one wall of the castle courtyard.  Two of the 
corresponding frames were fixed to horses and squads of Lunars were charged with 
transporting them to Grippli City and Aylesbury.  The other three frames were loaded carefully 
onto the wagon that Fortitude planned to take south.  One would be left at the border between 
Winterslow and Mortain and the other two would be left in Warminster and Routh respectively.  
They were carefully tied down on a thin bed of straw and covered in canvas to keep them dry 
on the long trip.  

Fortitude was just checking the ties on the canvas cover when a Lunar lieutenant trotted up to 
him and saluted.  ñMy lord, weôve just received a strange report.  I donôt know what to make of 
it, but the reporting guard swears that it is true.  He says that there is a house in the city that 
is under attack by giant slugs.ò 

Fortitude first reaction was that the officer was playing a practical joke on him, but he seemed 
serious.  ñGiant slugs?ò 
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The lieutenantôs expression became defensive.  ñThatôs what the report said, Baron.  
However, it was relayed by mouth, so something could have got confused.ò 

Fortitude guessed it was probably a mistake of some sort, but he had to admit he was now 
intrigued.  He looked around at his companions.  ñDoes anyone want to come and investigate 
giant slugs?ò he asked. 

There was a bit of mumbling and joking, but the others all admitted that the report interested 
them too.  Weapons were gathered and they set out across town.   

*** 

The report had come from a residential address in the merchantôs quarter of town.  They 
reached it quickly and found it was a tall narrow three-storey house in a long row of ten similar 
houses.   

A knot of excited people were standing outside and two guards were talking with an elderly 
couple.  The woman was sobbing and wringing her hands.  The man was continually shaking 
his head and staring back at the house with a look of disgust.   

Fortitude strode up to the guards.  ñReport,ò he demanded.  ñWhatôs the story?ò 

ñMy lord,ò replied one of the guards.  ñWe received a report from the owners of this house. 
They said they had giant slugs in their basement.  We investigated and sure enough, there 
are slugs in there ï as big as you, my lord; two of them.  We werenôt sure quite what to do 
and they didnôt seem dangerous, so we left them until we got orders.ò 

Aidan snorted in amusement and Fortitude raised a disbelieving eyebrow.  ñRight then,ò he 
said to the guards.  ñWait here, and weôll go in and look.ò   

He made sure that his companions were ready, then led the way into the house. 

Immediately inside the hallway was a flight of steps leading both upstairs and down to the 
cellar.  Fortitude drew the baronial sword and descended the stairs without a second thought.   

ñOH GREAT, PEST EXTERMINATION.  MY DESCENT INTO IGNOMINY IS NOW COMPLETE.ò 

Fortitude shushed the blade.  At the bottom of the stairs, he found a door which he opened 
carefully.  The room beyond was completely dark, but there was a strange damp smell and he 
heard a disconcerting squelching. 

ñMerrin,ò said Fortitude.  ñCan you call some magical light please?ò 

Merrin spoke the command word and the basement became visible.  It covered the full width 
of the building and was about ten yards in length.  Along the back wall two huge glistening 
slugs were working their way up towards the roof.  As the guard had said, they were both as 
big as Fortitude in both length and girth. 

The group stared at them in stunned silence for the best part of a minute.   

ñUmm well now what?ò said Fortitude finally. 

Aidan replied.  ñSquash them I suppose.ò 

Merrin piped up.  ñAnd then we must dissect them to find out what these creatures are doing 
here.ò 

Fortitude agreed.  ñAidan, would you do the honours?ò 

Aidan grimaced and drew his great-sword reluctantly.  ñI really hope these things wonôt burst 
or spray me with something yucky,ò he said.  He held the blade at arms length and swung 
down at one of the slugs.  The blade sliced it cleanly in half.   

The slug stopped its slow movement and, with a loud squelch, the top half fell from the wall to 
the floor. 

ñOh thatôs revolting,ò Aidan exclaimed.  Nevertheless, he finished off both slugs with a few 
more half-hearted blows of his sword.   

Once they stopped their wriggling, Merrin moved in and began cutting them up with her 
dagger. ñFascinatingéò she declared.  ñExtraordinary and amazing.ò 
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ñWhat can you see?ò asked Aidan. 

ñWellé theyôre slugs,ò she replied.  ñAnd theyôreé ummé giant.ò  Her brow wrinkled.  ñItôs 
curious thoughé Their stomachs are completely empty.ò  Merrin left the slugs and carefully 
inspected the rest of the room.  She stopped at one point just below a bench and stared at 
what appeared to be an otherwise unremarkable point on the wall. 

ñWhat do you see, Merrin?ò Fortitude asked. 

ñItôs closed now,ò she replied.  ñBut there was a little portal here ï maybe a couple of inches 
across.ò 

This last statement elicited some excited conjecturing.  Neither Merrin, nor anyone else could 
provide any reasonable explanation as to why or how two giant slugs had been transported to 
this cellar through a tiny little portal.   

At length Fortitude drew the debate to a close.  ñWell itôs damned strange,ò he said.  ñBut giant 
slugs are hardly a major threat and weôve got other priorities.  We can leave this to the guard.ò  

The group returned to the street and told the husband and wife that the house was clear.  The 
woman looked ill at the thought of returning to the house and so Fortitude instructed the two 
guards to remove the slug carcasses first. 

Before he could do anything else, however, another Lunar guard came running down the 
street and skidded to a halt in front of Fortitude. ñMy lord, Baron!ò he cried and saluted.  
ñStrange tidings!  We have a report from across town of an infestation of giant rats in 
someoneôs house.  I mean really huge giant rats.  The duty lieutenant told us to report it to 
you.ò 

Fortitude looked around in some bemusement at the others, then gestured to the guard. 
ñWeôll investigate at once,ò he said crisply. ñLead on.ò 

The guard took them six blocks across town and up to another house that was a little less 
grand than the previous one.  The scene was curiously similar to the one they had just left. A 
husband and wife were standing out front of the building surrounded by guards and curious 
onlookers.  The husband and wife were holding each other and he was moaning continuously 
while staring fearfully at the front door to the house.   

Fortitude found a Lunar sergeant there.  ñWell?ò he demanded.  ñWhatôs in there?ò 

The Sergeant saluted.  ñThereôs giant rats in there my lord,ò he said in wide-eyed wonder.  
ñTheyôre bigger than me,ò he added.  ñAnd they seem hungry and vicious.ò 

Fortitude turned his attention from the sergeant to the house.  ñSlugs are disgusting,ò he said 
quietly to his companions.  ñBut theyôre not particularly dangerous.  Rats, however, are 
another matter.  Letôs go more carefully this time.ò  He looked around.  ñAidan, you follow me.  
Sang cover us with your bow, and Merrin you prepare one of your battle invocations.ò 

Everyone took up his or her indicated positions while Fortitude stepped up to the closed front 
door and listened.  Something large was scratching at the door and the door was shuddering 
and bulging visibly.   He muttered for everyone to be ready and stepped to one side of the 
door where he drew the baronial sword. 

ñOH NO,ò it said in his mind.  ñNOT RATS.  LOATHSOME CREATURES.  THIS IS GOING TO BE 

DISGUSTING.ò 

When Fortitude was ready, he turned the door handle and pushed the door open.  There was 
an unnaturally loud and low squeal and the huge body of a two-yard long rat charged out.  Its 
head was above Fortitudeôs waist and overall, it appeared to have about twice Fortitudeôs 
mass.   

Fortitude slammed the blade of his sword through its spine just as Aidan struck a similar blow 
through its head.  It fell on the ground decapitated and very dead. 

Fortitude stared down at it.  ñGreat Lokiéò he began.  From the darkened doorway another 
two rats lunged out groaning hungrily.  A brief but furious battle ensued.  Sang rained arrows 
into the rats while Merrin chanted ï causing one of the rats to writhe in pain.  In turn, Aidan 
hobbled one of the creatures with a crippling blow to a leg. 
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It was Fortitude, however who ended the battle.  He found himself between the two rats and 
so he sliced one in half with a huge blow from the sword then reversed it and did the same to 
the other in one smooth movement a second later. 

Silence fell over the street for a moment and then the watching crowd began to applaud.  The 
man who lived at the house simply gagged and covered his eyes.  ñDisgusting creatureséò 
Fortitude heard him say.  ñAnd so big.  I hate rats.ò 

The group cautiously entered and searched the house.  There were no other rats, but Merrin 
found the same type of portal signature in the basement as at the previous house.  She also 
dissected the rats and reported that, like the slugs, their stomachs were empty.   

Fortitude put out a city-wide alert to all guards.  He instructed them to watch for similar 
sightings and to report immediately if any more occurred.  Despite these precautions no more 
reports were received and, after waiting half an hour, Fortitude led the others back to the 
palace to finish packing. 

*** 

The group dined together that night in the great hall.  They discussed the last few days 
casually and speculated on what they would find during their journey south.  No one was quite 
able to imagine what war with the Han would be like but both Aidan and Sang were able to 
give the others a good description of the province of Routh.   

ñI grew up in the City of Routh,ò said Sang.  ñIt is a huge city at the end of the Bay of Han.  
More than two hundred thousand Han live there in low wide buildings of yellow stone and 
green roofs.ò  Sang then fell silent and stared pensively away. 

ñYeah,ò added Aidan.  ñIôve been there too.  I served with the Warmarch for a few months, 
then left town after a little misunderstanding.  Itôs got an unbelievable number of pubs, and 
thereôs nothing you canôt buy if youôve got a little money.ò  Aidan went on to give a colourful 
and improbable account of that cityôs taverns and brothels that had even Marcus listening 
open-mouthed. 

They were all on the third course of dinner, when suddenly there was a hue and cry from 
down below in the dungeon.  A guard ran up a minute later.  ñMy lord, the prisoners are all 
dying!ò 

Fortitude and the others leapt to their feet.  Nan feigned shock with the others. 

They followed the guard back down to the cells where the priests and guards of Grism were 
incarcerated. They found all of them writhing on the floors of their cells in excruciating pain.  
Plates of half eaten food were spilled around them.   

Some were screaming that they were blind.  Others had clearly lost the use of some or all of 
their limbs while several more were simply lying on the floor perspiring and convulsing. 

Fortitude cursed.  He had wanted the priests and their guards frightened, but he had also 
wanted to avoid a war with the temples.  He turned to his companions.  ñI need these men 
healed,ò he snapped.  ñI donôt care what the cost is.  Heal them!ò 

Sang examined one of the priests.  ñIt is Aetheir,ò he said confidently.  ñA common but very 
unpleasant poison.  Since our encounter with the poisoned Standlynch honey I have had a 
general rune-enhanced antidote ready.  It is upstairs and I will fetch it.ò  He sprinted up the 
stairs and out of sight. 

Merrin and Celia set about offering the victims what magical healing they could.  The 
invocations did not cure the poison but they certainly reversed some of the damage and 
provided some comfort.   

Sang returned a few minutes later and began administering a liquid from several vials.  The 
effect was remarkable and soon, all the victims were stable or recovering.  Sight returned to 
those who had been blind and all regained movement in their limbs again. 

Fortitude watched all of this in some irritation and considered who might have been 
responsible.  He came up with a very short list and he beckoned Marcus over while the others 
were tending to the victims.   
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ñFind Gordon would you,ò he said.  ñI suspect heôs been involved in this.  He should be in my 
chamber.  Make sure he stays there until I arrive.ò  Marcus nodded and strode off 
purposefully. 

*** 

Once the Grism worshippers were healed and Fortitude was sure they were all going to live, 
he made his way up to his chamber.  Marcus was waiting there with Gordon.   

Gordon had his best expression of wide-eyed innocence on but was sweating profusely and 
fidgeting nervously.  He started guiltily as Fortitude stared at him. 

ñHello Gordon,ò Fortitude said meaningfully.   

Gordon swallowed and shook his head vehemently.  ñI donôt know nuffin óbout any poison in 
any food!ò 

ñJust what I thought Gordon.  Who put you up to it?ò 

Gordonôs eyed darted around anxiously.  ñNo really I donôt know nuffinò 

Fortitude held up a bright silver farthing.  He turned it over and over so that it caught the light 
of candles arrayed around the wall.  Gordon stared at it as if mesmerised and his resistance 
broke immediately.  ñThe Big Goblin Princess made me do it,ò he confessed. 

Fortitude flipped the coin to Gordon who clutched it avariciously.  Fear appeared in Gordonôs 
eyes a second later as he realised what he had just said. ñUh oh, sheôs going to kill me now 
isnôt she?ò 

Fortitude sighed.  The goblin was clearly not the instigator of this so he kept his tone 
reassuring.  ñWeôll protect you Gordon,ò he said.  ñUntil she calms down.ò 

Marcus smirked and decided to see just how gullible the little goblin really was.  ñI know 
Gordon,ò he said.  ñPerhaps we could arrange a cunning disguise for you.  Something that 
Nan couldnôt see though.ò 

Gordon brightened up and he stared at Marcus hopefully.  ñLike wot?ò 

Marcus carefully inspected Gordon.  ñI know,ò he said.  ñWeôll disguise you as a pixie.ò  
Fortitude stared at him blankly while Marcus tried to keep a straight face.  ñYes, from now on, 
youôll be Peter the Pixie.ò 

Fortitude shook his head doubtfully and stood.  ñI think Iôll leave Peter the Pixie with you,ò he 
declared and made for the door.   

As he worked his way back downstairs towards the great hall he considered what he should 
do with Nan.  Questioning her would lead to a confrontation.  She would deny it, then she 
would make angry accusations back at him, and finally, if he pressed it too far she would seek 
some unpleasant retribution.   

Fortitude decided at that moment that he would let the matter lie. The priests were not dead, 
and they had definitely deserved to suffer for their crimes.  Nan was probably satisfied and 
confronting her was just going to be exhausting and destructive.  In his own way, he also 
considered that the priests had probably deserved some part of what Nan had done to them.   

*** 

Marcus spent the next hour using his limited expertise with disguises to turn Gordon into what 
he imagined a pixie might look like. He had one of the guards fetch a childôs doll from 
elsewhere in the castle and he used this to give Gordon a little hat with a bell and shoes with 
curled toes.  Over these, he added little pointy waxen ears and he painted big red spots over 
Gordonôs face.   

As he worked he coached Gordon on his new identity.  ñSo Gordon, whatôs your name?ò  

ñGordon!ò 

ñNo Gordon think!  Whatôs your name?ò 

Gordon screwed his little face up and thought.  ñPeter the Pixie,ò he ventured finally.   
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ñVery good.ò  Marcus tried to keep a straight face as he continued.  ñBut,ò he said with mock 
severity.  ñLittle pixies speak with lisps.  Try it again.  Whatôs your name?ò 

Gordon cleared his throat.  ñIôm Peter the Pixthie,ò he said with a rather forced lisp. 

Marcus beamed at him.  ñVery good.ò 

Sadly the rest of Gordonôs transformation did not go quite so well.  Due to an inability to sit 
still and the warmth of the evening, he ended up looking like an unfortunate cross between a 
leprous goblin and a big dog.  One ear kept falling off and he continually tripped over the little 
curly toes on his shoes.   

Marcus stepped back when the transformation was finally complete and nodded approvingly 
despite the final mess that he had made.  ñPerfect,ò he said confidently.  ñNan will never know 
who you are now.ò 

ñThankth,ò said Gordon desperately trying to lisp.  ñThereôth no chanth theôll thee thwough 
thith.ò   

His other ear began to slowly slide down his face. 

*** 

With dinner and its associated excitement out of the way, Fortitude considered what else he 
had to do before the groupôs departure in the morning.  His mind kept returning to Adela.  Her 
odd appearance on the stairs that morning had intrigued him.  He wanted to see her again.  If 
possible he wanted to improve her impression of him. 

Fortitude had no idea how to start that process, however.   He did not have that much 
experience with women and Adelaôs beauty and poise intimidated him.  He paced back and 
forth for some time trying to imagine some clever way of inveigling himself in her estimation, 
but nothing really suggested itself.  In the end, he decided that his only option was to try 
talking with her and see how she reacted  

He checked his appearance in a piece of polished metal and smoothed down his hair and 
clothing.  He then made his way up through the castle to the door of her apartments.  He 
steeled himself and knocked.   

The door opened and a maidservant peered out.  Her eyes widened, but she curtsied and 
invited him in.   

He entered and found Adela with two companions seated in front of a fireplace.  They were 
each at work in front of wooden frames embroidering sizeable sheets of linen stretched over 
wicker frames.  They all rose as he entered. 

ñMy lady,ò Fortitude said bowing self-consciously.  He had not expected she would have 
company. 

ñSir,ò she replied staring at him expressionlessly. 

ñI came to bid you farewell.  Iôm heading off tomorrow and may be gone for some weeks or 
even months.ò 

ñI see,ò she said.  A glint appeared in her eye.  ñThe city will be at a loss for gossip with you 
gone.ò 

ñIôm sorry?ò Fortitude replied. 

Adela gestured at her two lady companions.  ñI hear that you are quite the hero in the city 
below.  Your battles are recounted daily and I understand that there are a number of 
merchantôs daughters boasting of your favours.ò 

One of the ladies beside Adela reddened and her companion nudged her surreptitiously.   

Fortitudeôs mouth fell open.  ñThatôs not true,ò he blurted.  ñI neveréò  He found himself 
blushing. 

Adela looked at him in open disbelief.  ñYou didnôt personally lead your unit into the Lunar City 
and hold the Lunar High Temple for a day ï though outnumbered.ò 

ñWell that is true,ò Fortitude admitted. 



The God in the Mountain, Page 74 

ñAnd you personally led the charge into the heart of the temple to seize the Lunar high priest.  
You personally fought down six of the black plated Faithful with your mighty blacksmithôs 
hammer, while wounded, if gossip is to be believed.ò  

Fortitude shook his head.  ñIt was three only and I had a mace,ò he corrected.  ñYou shouldnôt 
believe everything you hear.ò 

One of Adelaôs companions got the giggles at that point and Fortitude found himself blushing 
again.  ñThereôs certainly been no merchantôs daughters,ò he said defensively.  ñI donôt know 
where you heard any of this,ò he added.  ñIt was only me and my unit there.ò 

Adela gestured at the red-faced lady beside her.  ñWell, itôs all the talk in the Golden Crown.  
That and your public slaying of wagon-sized rodents this very day.ò 

Fortitude winced internally as he suddenly realised where the tales had probably originated 
from.  He guessed it was either Aidan trying to get people to buy drinks for him, or Ceodrick 
and Finn trying to impress young women.  Looking at the lady standing beside Adela he 
guessed the latter.  ñI think I know who might be responsible,ò he said.  ñIôm sure theyôre just 
exaggerating to impress people.ò 

Adela continued to stare at him expressionlessly.  ñSo youôre leaving Wintershall,ò she said 
levelly. 

ñYes,ò he said.  

Adela stared at him a moment longer then sat back down at her needlework.  ñFarewell then,ò 
she said. 

Fortitude stood there for a long moment trying to think of something else to say.  He was very 
conscious of Adelaôs two companions still studying him.  Words failed him.  He sketched 
another bow, then turned awkwardly and strode out.  

It was going to be good to be on the road again, he told himself vehemently has he strode 
away from the apartment.  A gale of laughter followed him through the closed door and he 
cursed under his breath.   

Tomorrow he and the others would start south.  That would be an end to the rumours and the 
intrigues.  Most importantly, it would be a chance to leave the frustrating and intensely 
irritating lady Adela behind. 

As he reached the sanctuary of his own chambers, he allowed himself to wonder why his 
feelings were filled more with regret than relief.   
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The Long Road South 
On the day the journey south began, Fortitude awoke at dawn feeling tired and unrested. 

His sleep had been disturbed ï broken by dreams about packing and giving final orders prior 
to his departure.  Somehow his pack had never been large enough to hold the odd things that 
dream-logic had insisted must be taken.  Likewise, he vaguely recalled having given dream 
orders requiring the populace to eat at least twice a day and to not eat with their mouths 
open. 

He stumbled yawning from his bed and splashed water over his face from a nearby pitcher.  
The shock of the cold water pushed some of his sleepiness away and he turned his thoughts 
to what the day was going to bring. 

Today was the day when he and his companions would start south on the five hundred mile 
journey to the Kingôs capital in Warminster.  Thereafter, they would turn east and join the 
Kingôs armies in Han occupied Routh.  Today they would begin a journey of many months into 
unfamiliar lands and dangers.  

Today was also the day when Fortitude would leave Wintershall, the city of his birth and the 
place where he had somehow risen from being a lowly blacksmith to being baron designate of 
the city and all Winterslow around it.   

With that in mind he felt an odd pang.  At first he thought it was coming from misgivings about 
leaving the barony so soon after assuming control of it.  Would the officials continue to serve 
him truly in his absence?  What would he find on his return ï assuming he returned at all? 

Then he realised that these questions were not the principal source of his disquiet at all.  It 
was Adela.  She vexed him in ways he had never felt before.  She filled his thoughts with 
longing and impossible hopes, but every time they met, she mocked him, or treated him with 
cool disdain.  If only he had Marcusô easy going confidence or Aidanôs insensitive bluster.  
Then at least he could talk with her without tripping over his own tongue.  

He quickly pulled on his travel stained leathers and absentmindedly tied the fastenings.  
There had to be some solution, he told himself.  But what? 

Once he was dressed, he called servants in to complete his packing.  As they worked, he 
stood by the window looking down on the city below without actually seeing it. 

A servant was carefully rolling up Fortitudeôs brightly coloured court dress as Carolus knocked 
and entered. 

ñGood morning Fortitude,ò Carolus said.  One corner of his mouth lifted fractionally when he 
saw the clothing in the servantôs hands. 

ñHoliness,ò Fortitude replied.  ñI trust there are no problems?ò 

ñNo, there is nothing,ò Carolus replied.  ñI just wanted to see if there were any final 
arrangements you wished to make?ò 

Fortitude briefly considered raising the subject of Adela with the man, but thought better of it.  
ñNo I donôt think so,ò he said.  ñHopefully the servants will have roused my companions and 
weôll be on the road in about an hour.  I will probably return briefly through the gate on the 
border near Mortain in four or five days to see how things are going.  Otherwise, itôll be a 
month or more before Iôm back.ò 

ñEverything will function smoothly while youôre gone,ò Carolus said in a tone which promised 
he would not permit anything else. 

ñThank you, holiness.ò 

ñGood luck and may the gods go with you, Fortitude.ò  Carolus turned and departed.   

*** 

Marcus checked the ties on his pack ready to take it downstairs to the waiting wagon.  
Strapped to the front of it, wrapped in a non-descript sack-cloth, was the silver box.  He ran 
his hand down the box and chewed his lip in annoyance.  He had run out of options for 
opening it and now regretted his spur of the moment decision to take it from Grippli City when 
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there was more valuable treasury he could have pilfered in its place.  Nonetheless, the 
decision was made now and there was nothing he could do about it. 

He was not quite sure why he was taking the box south with him.  His head told him to lock it 
away somewhere where someone else could not steal it.  However, some instinct had made 
him pack it.  He was coming to dislike the box intensely, but he found himself unable to leave 
it behind. 

He shouldered the pack and made his way down to the courtyard. 

It was still early by the time he finished stowing the pack away at the bottom of the wagon.  
He guessed he had several hours before the time settled upon for the groupôs departure. 

He took that time to make a final visit to the palace offices that were now his as baronial 
Chancellor.  He met with his small team of staff and drew up a few belated notes with them to 
confer official revenue gathering portfolios on his new business associates ï Fineous and 
Rollo.   

His final order to his staff was something of a whim.  ñFind me a residence,ò he instructed.  ñIt 
should be near the palace but not too near.  A number of my new tax collectors are 
uncomfortable with authority and large numbers of guards.ò  His eyes became distant as he 
warmed to his subject.  ñThe position of baronial Chancellor is an important one.  It needs 
certain trappings around it to maintain its image and dignity.  Your own prestige, importance 
and future wellbeing hinge on making me look as important and successful as is absolutely 
possible.ò   

With this instruction given, he removed a couple of the more expensive looking rings from his 
fingers and pressed them into a rather surprised looking officialôs hands.  ñMake it a really 
nice mansion,ò he said again, and strode out grinning from ear to ear. 

*** 

Celia used the same time to make a final visit to the Golden Crown.  She formally placed 
responsibility for the place on Ceodrick and quietly encouraged him on in his efforts to convert 
the local citizenry.   

Ceodrick accepted this charge with enthusiasm and there might or might not have been a 
glint in his eye as he declared, ñSo long as there are young women to save from immorality 
and degradation, Finn and I will spread Kyrilôs word.ò 

Celia laughed.  She blessed him in Kyrilôs name and went to finish her own packing. 

*** 

Once Sang had finished carefully packing the few things he intended taking south, he had a 
servant take the pack to the wagon waiting in the courtyard below.  He then made his way to 
the parapets of the castle where he found a secluded spot facing the rising sun and sat cross-
legged to meditate. 

It was not the journey that played upon his mind, it was the eventual return to his far away 
home in Routh.  The start of the journey symbolised the start of his homecoming and he felt 
foreboding as he considered that.  So much had been bad when he had departed, but he had 
been young.  Surely, things had changed, just as he too had been changed.  Perhaps things 
would be better this time.  

After a while the turmoil subsided in his breast and he found peace in the moment and the 
meagre heat of the rising sun.  óAll will be wellô, he told himself.   

*** 

In the end, it was one of the footmen who lost the draw and went to wake Merrin that morning.  
His heart was pounding in his chest as he knocked and called the time to her.   

ñWhaéò a voice croaked back at him.  ñIs it midday already?ò 

ñSorry milady,ò he quavered.  ñLord Fortitude sent orders that you and your companions be 
ready to leave by nine.ò 

ñNine?ò Merrin replied incredulously.  ñSo how long do I have.ò 
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ñA little more than an hour, lady.ò 

Something that sounded like a growl met the servantôs words.  Before he could flee, the door 
burst open and Merrin glowered out.  Her hair was a dank tousled mess and she was wearing 
a black shift that trailed all the way to the stone floor under her pallid white feet.  ñMore than 
an hour?ò she grated in a voice of mad menace.  Her unblinking eyes pinned the servant 
accusingly where he stood and a strange unnatural harmonic appeared in her voice.  ñI only 
needed fifteen minutes.ò 

ñPardon lady,ò the servant said desperately.  He had heard the stories about this woman and 
the dark powers she wielded.  He did not want to be found drained of power, insane or 
cowering in terror like a few others in the dungeon in recent days. 

ñYou seek my pardon, do you?ò Merrin said without inflection or any hint of her true meaning. 

ñI was just sent to wake you, lady.ò 

The air seemed to have grown impossibly thick and the servant found it hard to breathe.   

Merrinôs voice grew ingenious and dark at the same time.  ñThen you shall pay for that by 
doing me a service.ò 

The man began to blubber wretchedly. ñForgive me, lady,ò he cried.  ñI meant no harm, I was 
just following orders.ò  He turned and sprinted away along the corridor and disappeared with a 
wail of terror down the nearby set of circular stairs. 

ñStrange,ò Merrin said to no one in particular.  ñI just wanted him to get me a caff.  A strong, 
extra milky cafféò  Her face grew sour.  Caff would have to come later, she decided.  
Hopefully not too much later, though.  She turned back into the room and dourly contemplated 
the task of dressing and packing.   

*** 

Nan and William were the only ones who came down for breakfast that morning.   

William was bright-eyed and full of enthusiasm for the road ahead.  Nan was her usual acidic 
and slightly bitter self. 

ñI canôt wait to see what lies beyond Winterslow,ò William said.  ñI have heard much of great 
Caxton and the sunlit plains of Ayre beyond.  I wonder what Warminister is like, and I wonder 
if weôll get to see the ocean.  I just canôt imagine water as far as the eye can see in every 
direction.  I canôt help thinking itôs just a story.ò 

ñWeôll find out soon enough,ò Nan grunted using a hunk of black bread to mop up the honey in 
her plate. 

ñWhatôs the farthest youôve ever travelled, Nan?ò 

ñSame as you.  Just down to Mortain.ò 

ñAre you curious about what weôll see?ò 

Nan frowned.  ñNo,ò she said.  Williamôs enthusiasm was grating on her nerves. 

ñOh?ò William replied.  He had known Nan long enough now to know not to push the matter.  
He throttled back his good humour.  ñSo, are you packed?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñIôm surprised Fortitudeôs not down by now.ò 

Nan pushed her empty plate away.  William was obviously going to keep on trying to make 
conversation and she just was not in the mood.  ñIôll go and see where he is,ò she said 
standing.  ñIôll see if weôre still on time for leaving.ò 

ñRight-ho, then,ò William answered.  But she was already halfway across the room.  

*** 

Once he was packed, Fortitude made his way to his private study to see if there were any 
final matters that Tobias or the Council required of him.  There was nothing and so he had 
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breakfast brought to him there.  As he sat there, he continued to examine his options with 
Adela.  There had to be some way of improving things with her, but nothing suggested itself. 

There was a knock at the door and Nan poked her head in.  ñAhh, there you are, Fortitude,ò 
she said.  ñI was wondering where you were.ò   

She frowned as she saw the strain in Fortitudeôs expression.  ñHey whatôs wrong?ò she asked 
carefully ï hoping it was nothing to do with the poisoning of the imprisoned priests of Grism 
the previous night. 

Fortitude briefly considered saying nothing, but then decided to present the problem from 
another angle to see if Nan could offer any useful advice.  ñIôm worried about the lady Adela,ò 
he said.  ñWhile Iôm away Iôm pretty sure I can trust my Chamberlain Tobias and the 
councillors certainly seem supportive, but Iôm not sure about her.  She could be a real 
problem.  Iôd like to get her on my side.ò 

His manner was just hesitant and self-conscious enough that Nan realised Fortitudeôs 
concern was more than political.  She phrased her advice accordingly.  ñWell, I think you 
should make a gesture that shows you trust her and are willing to take a risk with her.ò  

ñWhat do you mean?ò Fortitude demanded. 

ñIf you really do have to marry her, then some day soon, sheôs going to be the wife of a baron.  
When youôre away, sheôll assume your authority as your wife.  You should try her with it now.  
Itôll show you trust her and might improve her view of you.ò 

Fortitude stared at Nan silently for a long moment before replying.  ñWhat if we return and find 
the gates to the city locked to us because I gave her too much authority?ò  He gave a heartfelt 
sigh.  ñI really donôt think she likes me.ò 

Nan snickered.  ñGive it a go,ò she said.  ñYou can always tell Tobias and the Council to veto 
her if she does anything really bad.ò 

Fortitude considered Nanôs suggestion carefully.  His mind kept returning to the fact that he 
wanted Adela to like him.  ñAll right,ò he said suddenly and a lopsided grin appeared on his 
face.  ñIôll give it a go.  I can always blame you if this goes wrong.ò 

ñFair enough.ò 

ñBut I donôt think the veto thing would work.  Itôll show I donôt trust her and that any authority I 
give her isnôt real.  I would have to go all the wayéò   He fell into a worried silence. 

ñSee you downstairs,ò Nan replied and departed. 

*** 

Fortitude found himself outside Adelaôs door a few minutes later and this time he did not 
hesitate.  He knocked gently and then wiped his hands on his trousers nervously.  After a 
momentary pause, the door opened and the ever-present maidservant greeted him with a 
curtsey and invited him in. 

Adela was by herself painting something next to the window.  She stared at him 
expressionlessly as he entered and inclined her head fractionally. 

ñMy lady,ò he said politely and bowed. 

She did not reply but tilted her head slightly as she regarded him.  

He cleared his throat anxiously before continuing.  Nanôs idea suddenly seemed farfetched 
and he had to force himself to press on.  ñBefore I say goodbye,ò he said in a slightly 
strangled voice.  ñIôd like to discuss a matter concerning the barony with you.ò 

She blinked and arched a single eyebrow.  ñWhat would that be, sir?ò 

Fortitude cleared his throat again.  ñI was wondering if you would consent to act on my behalf 
while I am gone.  Tobias and the Council will manage all day to day matters for you, but you 
may overrule them or direct them in my place.ò  He paused carefully trying to read something 
into her expression.  ñWould you be willing to do this?ò 
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Adelaôs face coloured slightly and some animation appeared in her gaze for the first time as 
she replied.  ñYou would trust me in this?ò  She regarded him with the smallest of frowns.   

Fortitude smiled as warmly as he could.  ñOf course,ò he said.  ñIôve heard much of your 
wisdom in such matters.ò 

Adelaôs expression softened visibly and something that might have been a hint of a smile 
ghosted across her face.  ñMy lord, I am honoured by your trust,ò she said quietly.  ñOf course 
I will act for you.ò  She paused and her eyes dropped uncertainly for a moment before 
returning to his face.  ñThank you,ò she said faintly.  She lifted her hand slightly and Fortitude 
stooped to lift and kiss it with as much grace as he could muster. 

ñUntil we meet again, my lord,ò she said.  ñI wish you well in your journeys and may Loki 
watch you and bring you fortune.ò 

Fortitude stammered out his thanks and backed out of the room ï bumping into the doorway 
as he went.  As the door closed behind him he exhaled noisily and an idiotic grin slowly 
spread over his face.  ñWell Iôll be damned!ò he said and started down the corridor with an odd 
skip in his step.  ñWell Iôll be double-damned!ò he chortled.   

A couple of servants stared at him as he bounced past them cackling and rubbing his hands 
gleefully. 

*** 

It was a little after the ninth hour in the morning that Fortitude and his companions assembled 
in palace courtyard.  The sun was shining and it promised to be a perfect day for travelling. 

The wagon was there ï with its cargo of three oaken gateway frames under canvas. William 
was the most experienced driver and the task of managing the wagon had fallen to him.  He 
was carrying out one final check of the wheels, suspension and brakes before the journey 
began.  A single sturdy horse was harnessed to the wagon and it stood there patiently, 
munching its way through a nosebag, while servants and ostlers bustled around it.  

A mass of saddled horses waited beside the wagon.  There was one for Fortitude and each of 
his companions.  There were also another eight horses for the prisoners that Fortitude 
intended to transport south to the High Temple of Grism in Warminster.   

The castleôs master-at-arms brought the prisoners up from the dungeons.  Fortitude worked 
his way around each of them and sought their parole.  One by one, they all promised they 
would not try to escape if he allowed them to ride freely.  They were then allowed to ready 
their own horses. 

Three servants carried Aidan out of the castle.  Despite the hour of the morning he was 
completely and paralytically drunk.  No one knew if it was from the previous night, or if he had 
simply started earlier than usual on this day.  Fortitude had the servants drop him 
unceremoniously onto the canvas sheet on the back of the wagon.  He grumbled something 
about a pillow then rolled over and began snoring. 

Fortitude placed Gordon on the wagon under the canvas sheet. The goblin was still dressed 
in his ludicrous disguise as a pixie and looked awful.  His ears had both broken off some time 
during the night, and the makeup on his face had sweated into a ghastly smear.  
Nevertheless, he still wore his little hat and curly shoes and stared at Nan in perpetual terror 
whenever she came near.   

ñRemain under the canvas and she wonôt find you to take her revenge,ò Fortitude instructed 
him.  Gordon whimpered and went very quiet under the canvas. 

Fortitude gave the order to mount up.  Everyone then clambered onto their horses with 
varying degrees of expertise and attempted to control their mounts by trotting them around 
the courtyard. 

As this was taking place, a small crowd emerged from the castle to watch.  Tobias and 
Carolus were there along with Fortitudeôs councillors.   

To Fortitudeôs surprise, Adela also emerged with her ladies in waiting.  She looked a little 
uncomfortable, but watched the preparations with polite interest and made small talk with 
Tobias.   
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Fortitude found himself glancing at her repeatedly as he tried to force his horse to obey his 
commands.  He was still not an expert rider by any means and his horse bucked and twisted 
vigorously until he was able to assert a modicum of control over it.  Once the horse was still, 
he glanced at Adela.   

Her gaze was elsewhere, but she seemed very amused about something. 

Fortitude harrumphed at that and looked around at his fellow travellers.   They all seemed 
ready and met his gaze with nods and waves.  ñLetôs go!ò he called loudly and forced his 
horse forward towards the castle gate.   

William released the hand brake on the wagon and it lurched forward.  The other horses 
formed up in a long straggling line behind it.   

Up on the castle wall above them, two trumpeters blared out a fanfare as the procession 
rumbled out into the city.  The full Lunar guard was lined up along the main road down to the 
city gate.  Behind them hundreds of curious and enthusiastic townspeople had gathered to 
wave and cheer as the group passed by.  The bright sunlight gave the whole event a 
curiously festive feel and Fortitude sat proudly on his horse all the way through town. 

At the main gate, the great wooden doors were flung open and a cadre of Lunar guards 
snapped to full attention as the group rode past.  A final blare of trumpets was heard and the 
group rode out of Wintershall and into the plain beyond. 

*** 

Over the next two days the procession made its way steadily southwards.   

As they worked their way towards Winterslowôs southern border, Fortitude stopped in every 
village.  One by one he met with the headsmen in each settlement where he spent time 
listening to their problems, concerns and hopes for the future. 

In the town of Gadsby, the local guard reported that they had hunted down and killed a 
twenty-foot long centipede and two giant rats on the same day that the group had been 
fighting slugs and rats back in Wintershall.   

Fortitude listened to this report carefully and wondered if he was likely to hear of more such 
things as he moved south.  It was obvious that some power had caused all these creatures to 
appear but he no idea what it was or what was intended by it.   

*** 

On the third day after leaving Wintershall, the column passed through the Hundleby Gorge 
and reached the border between the barony of Winterslow and the Duchy of Mortain.   

Fortitude stopped the column here and ordered them to make camp to one side of the road.  
ñAidan and Sang can stay with the prisoners while we set up the first of the gates here,ò he 
said.  ñWeôll put it alongside the gate leading north to the land of the Dierdrakin.  I plan on 
going to Kyrilôs mine with Celia and recovering the Duke of Mortain.  I also want to meet with 
the Dierdrakin.  They wonôt have heard that Lunars have sworn to me and that the Kingôs 
confirmed me as baron designate.ò 

Fortitude had a single one of the gateway frames unloaded from the wagon.  It was carried 
into the foothills to where the existing smaller and cruder gateway was located. 

Marcus felt an odd discomfort as he watched the gate being unloaded from the wagon and 
was suddenly conscious of the silver box he was transporting.  South of Winterslow there 
would be all manner of dangers.  It could be lost to bad roads, brigands, battle or any number 
other hazards.  It suddenly seemed foolish transporting the box by road all that way in the 
face of such dangers. 

He went to the wagon and untied the box from his pack.  Celia was talking with Nan as the 
others removed the frame from of the wagon.   

ñHey Celia,ò he said.  ñI need you to do me a favour.ò 

ñYes Marcus?ò 
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ñThis box,ò he said, uncovering one corner.  ñI was wondering if youôd keep it safe in Kyrilôs 
mine.ò 

Celia regarded Marcus quizzically.  ñYouôve transported it here from Wintershall and you want 
me to store it in Kyrilôs mine?ò 

ñYes,ò Marcus said as if it were a perfectly reasonable request. 

ñAre you feeling all right?ò Nan asked. 

ñYes, just fine.ò 

Celia looked at the box curiously and nodded.  ñVery well,ò she said.  ñIôll store it in the mine.ò 

ñThanks Celia,ò Marcus said and walked away. 

*** 

Fortitude set up the new gate alongside the original one and pinned it to the same rock face 
with iron spikes.  Merrin checked that it really was firmly fastened down, then activated it by 
tracing her hands over the runes around its face.  It pulsed once with a faint light, then Merrin 
took a deep breath and stepped through.   

She was only gone a few seconds and, upon her return, she nodded approvingly.  ñIt works,ò 
she said.  ñI appeared in the courtyard of the palace in Wintershall.ò 

ñThanks Merrin,ò Fortitude said.  He regarded the new gateway thoughtfully for a moment 
before turning to address those gathered around.  ñBefore we go and get the duke from Kyrilôs 
mine, Iôd like to return briefly to Wintershall to make sure that everythingôs going fine,ò he said.  
ñIf the rest of you wouldnôt mind waiting here, I shouldnôt be long.ò 

Nan cleared her throat to attract his attention. ñHey Fortitude,ò she said.  ñCan I have a quiet 
word?ò  She gestured meaningfully away from the others.   

Fortitude was not sure what this was about, but he followed Nan away.  Once they could not 
be overheard, Nan stopped and spoke.  ñIf youôre returning to see how Adelaôs doing, I 
wouldnôt.ò 

Fortitude instantly reddened.  ñWhyôs that?ò he asked defensively. 

ñMy advice to you the other day was to show her that you trusted her by giving her 
responsibility over the barony.  If you return after only three days and interfere in what sheôs 
doing, youôre only going to show her that you donôt trust her.ò 

Fortitude felt embarrassed to be talking about this, but he saw Nanôs point.  ñI canôt even just 
get a report on how things are going?ò he asked. 

ñThatôs up to you,ò Nan replied.  ñBut if you do, youôd better make it clear that the purpose of 
your visit is to check up on the barony, not Adela.ò 

ñAll right,ò Fortitude replied.  ñThanks Nan.ò  He returned to the gateway and stepped through. 

He emerged in the courtyard of the palace after a few gut-wrenching seconds.  The guards 
there were already eyeing the gateway apprehensively and Fortitude guessed that was due to 
Merrinôs earlier appearance through it.  When the guards saw him, their expressions became 
neutral and they snapped to attention.   

Fortitude addressed the nearest one.  ñPlease ask the Chamberlain to join me, if he is not 
otherwise engaged,ò he asked. 

The guard saluted and departed towards the castle entrance at a trot.  He was gone maybe 
five minutes and brought Chamberlain Tobias with him on his return. 

ñMy lord,ò Tobias greeted Fortitude.  ñIs everything well?  I would have thought youôd have 
entered Mortain by now.ò 

ñEverythingôs fine, Tobias,ò Fortitude replied.  ñWe are at the border.  Iôve just returned using 
one of the rune ensorcelled portals.ò 

Tobias regarded the gateway with wonder.  ñIndeed, my lord?ò 

ñIndeed, Tobias.  I returned briefly to make sure there was nothing urgent for my attention.ò 




