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Introduction 
 
    
 
   The following is the first of twelve tales. Each tale documents the travails of a different protagonist. These people are drawn from all walks of life but they are linked together by both destiny and astrology. 
 
   I talk of destiny because not only are they the personification of their sun sign, they also stand together at the end of the world. In their own way, their actions will influence the course of human history. Each character represents their sun sign with the strengths and frailties characteristic of them. The truth, however, is that it will require their combined might to stand against the threat that faces them.
 
   I begin with Ser Gruff, the Capricorn, the 'old man' of the Zodiac. It is a tale of guts and determination, of an almost pathological inability to give in. Without Ser Gruff, the twelve would never have met...
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   To Wendy, thank you for understanding. To Heidi, our own little goat, thank you for the inspiration.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

One
 
    
 
   My history master is a frail old man, lost amongst sackcloth robes, with skin of an almost greenish hue. He looks and smells like something that one might find growing on a stale piece of bread, composed of little more than dust. Twenty years ago, when he was already unthinkably old, he was one of the most respected academics in the kingdom. This, sadly, is no longer true.
 
   “Can somebody give me…” His voice, a hoarse whisper, dies as he loses his train of thought. I gaze out of the window, a narrow slit in the stone, to the grey drizzle outside. 
 
   “Can somebody give you what?!” sneers Tomos from the back of the class. There is a smattering of laughter from the easily amused boys around him. Quite why they are laughing is a mystery to me; it didn’t sound like much of a joke. 
 
   “Can somebody give me…” The old man starts again but the result is the same: his strained voice dying in the coldness of the room. After a brief silence, he begins to cough a cough so long and so harrowing that, for a moment, I worry he might be dying. I needn’t worry though; it is not the old man’s style to be that interesting.
 
   “Sir, why don’t you sit down?” blusters the plump little blond boy at the front of the class. This particular boy is none other than Prince Libran, the heir to the throne. Though lacking in style, wit, intelligence and indeed all other princely attributes, he is nothing if not as gracious as one would hope the future king to be. 
 
   “I’ll go and get you a cup of water,” the prince continues, his voice at least an octave higher than it should be. He rises from his seat in the front of the class and whirls towards the door in a flourish of red and princely purple. His uniform, which singles him out as royalty, stands in marked contrast to the drabness of the room with its bare stone walls, high ceilings and poverty-stricken history master. 
 
   “Can somebody give me…” The history master begins again, neither sitting as suggested nor acknowledging the kind intervention of the prince. A slight ripple of laughter rumbles around the back of the class as he falters once more. I do not join in. 
 
   “Can somebody give me… an example of knowledge that we have lost?” 
 
   Having finally overcome his struggle, he wipes his brow, drops his head and shuffles over to a small wooden stool at the left of the slate board. The word ‘poo’ is written on his back in large chalk letters, no doubt put there by one of my more ambitious colleagues. And it gets worse for him. For even the act of sitting does not appear to be a straightforward one and he goes about it as awkwardly and stiffly as a normal man might go about petting a rabid dog. A silent fascination hangs over the class as he does this, the question apparently forgotten. 
 
   “How to sit down properly?!” comes yet another disappointing insult from the back of the room. It was perhaps Tomos again, but there are several of the same types back there and their mean-spirited bullying does not warrant a turn of the head to check. There are a few sniggers, again from the back of the class.
 
   “I have forgotten more than you will ever know… Tomos. However, I was not referring to… myself. I was referring to… the human race as a whole. Knowledge that the human race has lost. Somebody tell… me.” 
 
   The master is now perched uncomfortably upon his stool and, as far as a man with greyish green skin can, seems to have regained some of his vitality. Nevertheless, an insolent silence hovers over the class.
 
   “Plastic,” I sigh, excruciated.
 
   “Plastic… Yes… Thank you, Gruffydd. And what was plastic used for?” he croaks. For him to remember my name is surprising. But what is not surprising is that, before I can reply, the back of the class interrupts once more. I cannot speak without their torment.
 
   “The goat gets it again. Baaa… Baaa…”
 
   For peasants such as me, mockery is inevitable in this class – a class filled with the sons of the wealthy and the highborn. I ignore it with the stubborn indifference that is as natural to me as kindness is to Prince Libran. The only thing I even register is a factual point: goats do not ‘baa’.
 
   “Plastic was used for almost everything,” I reply, unable to muster even the slightest enthusiasm for the topic. 
 
   “Almost everything. Yes…  Almost everything… It would seem that everything. Almost everything, we now make out of wood, stone or metal… or wood… used to be made from stone. Pardon me… plastic… Why was that, do you think?” 
 
   The question is delivered in such stumbling and breathy terms that it is hard to tell whether he is asking for the purposes of education or because he genuinely doesn’t know. Yet another awkward silence hovers over the room.
 
   Meanwhile, Prince Libran re-enters with a goblet of water, stealing our attention. By the standards of the  adolescent boys around him, he couldn’t be any more of a target; he creeps to the teacher, wears a custom-made uniform, and seems to be as far removed from pubescence as he was sixteen years ago. Yet, despite all this, he is untouchable.  There is certainly a lot to be said for being heir to the throne. 
 
   “Thank you, Your Highness. You’re a credit to your… father,” says the master. He takes the goblet and the concentration of doing so seems to be all-consuming. His grasp appears awkward and the sip he takes is both as unnatural and as eager as that of a man who has not drunk water for a very long time. My gaze returns momentarily to the narrow window in the stone and the grey drizzle outside. 
 
   “Now… Where were we?” the master croaks. Beads of water cling to his white beard. 
 
   “I believe you were talking about plastic, sir?” comes the prince’s chirrup of a reply as he returns to his seat in between his two cousins at the front of the class. The boy prince, all plump and blond and chirpy, plays the role of teacher’s pet to perfection. The effort he applies to his learning places him academically near the top of the class.
 
   “Ah yes… Plastic. Now, Dafydd, can you please tell me what plastic was used for?” He turns his head to look not at Dafydd but instead at a boy named Howell, the prince’s cousin, who is sitting, as one would expect, dutifully next to Prince Libran. This gesture is so definite that neither Howell, whose eye contact he is seeking, nor Dafydd, sitting at the back right hand side of the class, know if they’re supposed to answer. The result, of course, is yet another uncomfortable silence.
 
    “Well, Dafydd…” He continues, rising from his seat and staring fixedly at Howell. “It would seem that you have been neglecting your studies… I would like two thousand words on the uses of plastic on my desk by tomorrow morning.”
 
   “Pardon me, sir, but are you talking to me? Or Dafydd?” squeaks Howell. He’s a small, timid boy with mousey brown hair and too many freckles. 
 
   The history master’s mouth opens and his eyes widen, bewildered by the question. Ever gracious, Prince Libran steps in.
 
   “Pardon me, sir, but I think my cousin is simply confused. You see, you called him Dafydd, but Dafydd is sitting at the back of the class. It wasn’t that he couldn’t answer but that he didn’t know he was supposed to.” The prince’s tone is mild and diplomatic.
 
   “And the goat already answered your question once anyway,” snipes Tomos, or someone, from the back of the class. 
 
   The history master wipes his brow once more. The exertion of rising from his seat combined with too many contributions from too many people is taking a visible toll on him. A wave of grumbles and sniggers surges around the room. 
 
   “Ah, yes, thank you… Err… Goat,” he stumbles, forgetting my name. Laughter erupts around me. Unfortunately, it is not at the master this time but at me. Through his own confusion rather than any malice on his part, he appears to have redeemed himself. Seemingly quite oblivious to the mockery and laughter around him, he simply carries on talking as though the class were silent. Perhaps to him it is.
 
   “Gruffydd. For the purposes of His Highness, could you please repeat for me the uses of plastic?”
 
   “I said that it was used for almost everything you can think of,” I reply.
 
   “Ah… Yes….” he croaks, pretending to recall my previous answer. “Now, why do you think that is, Libran?” He turns his eyes to the plump young prince.
 
   “Because it was more abundant and more durable than wood and metal?” The prince squeaks his answer in a tone that sounds as much like a question as the question itself. Before the answer has bounced off the stone wall and before the master can open his mouth again, the prince continues with his enquiry.
 
   “No, no… We’d still have it if it was, wouldn’t we? Was it cheaper?” There is a brief pause. The prince’s voice grows higher and more confused. If I could see his cheeks, I imagine that they’d be redder than ever.
 
   “But things are normally cheap because they’re abundant, aren’t they? So it can’t be that. Was it because it was waterproof? No. Metal, stone and wood are waterproof too. I d… don’t know... Was it because it was lighter?!” His last noise, the word ‘lighter’, is little more than a confused squeak.
 
   However, his answer could be mistaken for cold, clear thinking when compared to the blank expression on the history master’s face. It has become clear recently that the befuddled patchwork of the old man’s brain is capable of holding no more than one idea at any given time; the rest of his conscious faculty is, instead, tied up in the increasingly difficult act of staying alive.
 
   “Well… Young prince…” His words struggle out amongst deep, straining breaths. “I worry that you think too much. For you are correct. Plastic, I mean stone. No, plastic… appears to have been once cheaper and more abundant than most other… materials. It was also… light and waterproof…” 
 
   He coughs another of his terrible coughs whilst the class look on in silence. Some, like the prince, look on in sympathy. Some, like Tomos, look on in sadistic amusement. Others, like myself, perhaps only myself, look on in impatience. This man, undoubtedly once a great scholar, deserves retirement and reverence. Instead he stands here, without dignity, sabotaging my education one exasperatingly laboured breath at a time.
 
   “Young Dafydd, could you please tell me… what substance it was… that plastic was made from?” His old face, serious as the grave, looks, once more, straight into the eyes of Howell. This time, Howell answers, not daring to embarrass the master another time.
 
   “Oil, sir,” squeaks the freckled boy. He is perhaps the only boy in the class less advanced towards puberty than his royal cousin. 
 
   “Ahh… An excellent answer, Dafydd.” His eyes brighten at the mention of the substance. “Oil…” He lets the word roll off his tongue, and it does so easily. The word is uttered with such reverence that it is clear he feels it is something we should all be equally entranced by. For us, though, it is nothing but a phantom; an extinct substance from an ancient age. As foreign to us now as the skies beyond and the seas below.
 
   “Oil… Tomorrow, we shall discuss oil…” 
 
   We studied oil only a month ago and it is to my intense frustration that this decision is not a deliberate or logical choice of lesson, but rather a product of the chaos of the old man’s broken mind. To my further frustration is the certainty that, when tomorrow comes, he will remember nothing of today’s lesson and that its content could be literally anything.
 
   Whilst my mind broods, the class around me jump from their seats and hurry from the cold, stone room as fast as they can. Today, the energy of the exit is even more exuberant than normal and, for a change, is not entirely related to the end of the class. The reason is that it is time for the final leg of ‘The Prince Libran Cup’. Even I am mildly excited. Nevertheless, I walk out alone. There is no one to share my mild excitement with.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Two
 
    
 
   The first ‘Prince Libran Cup’ was held sixteen years ago when the king, deliriously happy at the birth of his first son, went on a renaming spree of almost bizarre proportions. He renamed so many roads in honour of his son’s birth that the poor citizens of the surrounding villages quite literally did not know if they were coming or going. He renamed temples, bathing houses, statues, inns, brothels, squares, greens and even an entire town (Dref Libran - the town in which the prince was conceived) in honour of his infant son. Showing some degree of misguided foresight, he also named the school that his son would attend after him and, whilst doing so, introduced the idea of The Prince Libran Cup. 
 
   The winner of The Prince Libran Cup should, in a normal year, be the greatest athlete of the year group. It is a series of physical challenges staged over the final year of a boy’s time in school. The individual legs each involve one discipline that is essential to the life of the knight: sword-fighting, archery, falconry, swimming, hand to hand combat, horse riding and physical endurance. The final leg, today, is the long-distance foot race and will decide the winner.
 
   Undoubtedly, when the deliriously happy king conceived the idea, he could imagine only one thing: his brave, all-action son, with a chin of granite and abdominal muscles carved from steel, strolling over the finish line sixteen years later. What he did not account for was that his sixteen-year-old son, soft in both form and nature, would not look a lot different from how he did at the age of eleven. The boy has turned out generous and thoughtful, a priest rather than a leader, a scholar rather than a fighter, more likely to win a pie-eating contest than a foot race. 
 
   However, as it stands before the final leg, the affable prince finds himself top of the tournament leader’s list. Quite how he has come to do so is more or less an open secret amongst the boys. 
 
   The first lesson of the school year consisted of a briefing on The Prince Libran Cup and what was to be expected of us. Of course, we were given the logistical information: the dates, the times, the scoring system, the requirements of each event. In essence, we were given all the normal information that has probably been given to every sixteen-year-old to have ever sat in the class and competed in the tournament.
 
   However, what I imagine was different about this particular session is that it marked the beginning of a campaign of attrition against all the boys in the tournament. We were told, tacitly at first, that the prince would win this tournament. The first session of the year was merely the first of many such sessions to come. I can still remember the gnarled old face of the headmaster as he paced back and forth like a military sergeant, hissing orders out of the side of his mouth in his typical, curious fashion.
 
   “It’ssh not a secret, boyssh, that the king wants his sshon to win the tournament. Whilssht I would not openly encourage you not to try your bessht, I would advisshe you that there are timessh in life when a boy mussht know his place. Thissh issh perhapssh one of them.”
 
   The effect of this little talk was negligible on someone such as myself. As the son of a goatherd invited to study in the classrooms of the most esteemed school in the kingdom, I have learned little of the concept of ‘knowing my place’. In fact, I have become obstinate in the act of not ‘knowing my place’. My peasant heritage is a daily subject of mockery from the boys around me, and if I were ever to allow the concept of ‘my place’ to carry any weight then I would have given up my education long ago and joined my father with the goats. This stubbornness, in combination with the fact that I had not considered quite the determination that the king felt, meant that I would effectively forget the headmaster’s words before he’d even finished them.
 
   Then there is Llewellyn, a royal aide with more than a passing resemblance to a toad, whom I have met several times. My encounters with this man have been perhaps a little more disturbing, and not only because of the way that he looks. There is, as there is with most men who look like toads, something rather unseemly about him. This instinct, formed simply upon seeing him, is quite clearly correct. It is obvious that he has a brief to intimidate or bribe every single one of us into submission.  
 
   My first encounter with him was shortly before the first leg, the sea swim. He blindsided me on the track just outside school, emerging from behind a bush with the kind of grace that marked him as a natural lurker.
 
   “Gruff, do you mind if I have a quick word?”   
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Ha ha! I heard you were a prickly character! Well, maybe I can walk with you?” 
 
   “No.”
 
   “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Llewellyn. I work for the king. I just thought I’d come to see the boys before the race tomorrow.”
 
   “And?” 
 
   “I can see you’re not in the mood for conversation, Gruff, but I just wanted you to know that all the boys in your class stand to be involved in a very special part of history. If Prince Libran wins that cup, then he will undoubtedly bestow great honours on all his competitors. God knows, the kingdom needs something to get excited about.”
 
   “And when he doesn’t win?” 
 
   “Ha ha ha… ‘when’. Well, Gruff, I’m very sure that you, like me, wouldn’t want to have to worry about something like that.” 
 
   I do not often feel unsure but, that evening, I had felt sufficiently unsettled to feel as though I needed to consult my father. There is something about willingly surrendering to anyone that seems to strike at the very core of my being. 
 
   “A goat is worth ten sheep, Gruff. And do you know why? Sheep cannot survive alone; they wander through life scared of their own shadow, at the command of the dog, simply waiting to be butchered. Goats are fierce, independent, at the beck of no man. Everyone, even the king, respects the goat.” 
 
   My father’s tendency to reduce all conversation to laboured goat metaphors has proved over the years to be a source of frustration to me. On this occasion, however, he was telling me something that I wanted to hear and I was able to overlook his limited horizons. In fact, I was hardened further. Nothing would make me yield the competition.
 
   And so it was that I won the first three legs of the Prince Libran Cup: the sea swim, the sword-fighting and the archery.  I do not flatter myself that I did so in a fair contest. This is because the prince, who swims, fights and shoots like a dairy cow, managed to finish a creditable second in all of these legs. Seemingly, the attempts of Llewellyn and the headmaster had not been quite so lost on the other boys. 
 
   The night before the fourth leg, the falconry tournament, Llewellyn approached me again. This time, he offered my father and me a landed estate, the island of Nolton, in exchange for my acquiescence. My response was simply to grunt and wonder how my father would cope with sleeping indoors on a feather bed. Llewellyn, however, need not have worried, for my performance in the falconry tournament was poor. This was not entirely my fault - my competitiveness was severely hampered when my falcon was shot out of the sky by an unknown marksman.
 
   My bad luck with animals continued into the horse-riding round when my horse, which I already suspected to be blind in one eye, started and threw me off close to the end of the course. I had to complete the race on foot and, as a result, finished last. The smell of sabotage was beginning to linger strongly over me and, following these dubious events, the prince moved comfortably to the top of the leader board.
 
   However, fate was to hand the advantage back to me thanks to the rawness of the hand-to-hand competition - my own particular speciality. The prince, a soft boy with flesh the consistency of dough, had no stomach for this particular tournament. Even with the draw stacked in his favour, he did not get past the first round. Both he and his first opponent, his cousin Howell, were in floods of tears at the thought of having to hurt someone. As they circled, making small thrusts towards one another that even the most timid of ladies would find embarrassing, the other boys drowned them with catcalls of derision and laughter. 
 
   The fight lit up, however, when the prince took a step towards his cousin. Howell, as instinctively as a prize knuckle fighter, flashed out a fist that connected sweetly with the prince’s left temple, knocking him out cold. Perhaps the meekest boy in the entire kingdom, Howell could not have intended this action as it happened – it seemed more like a nervous twitch than a punch – but it still had the same effect. The prince, his mousy cousin draped across him and sobbing his heart out, could not be revived until several hours later. 
 
   I, meanwhile, had to navigate through the half of the tournament that was undoubtedly designed specifically for me, full of grinning bullies who couldn’t wait to get their hands on the peasant who was usurping their education from them. However, sixteen years on the hillside has made me fitter, leaner and sharper than any of them. Undoubtedly there are scores of peasant boys who could get, and indeed had got, the better of me over the years but not these boys. Fat from their fancy food, softened by their servants, slowed by their domestication, lacking any instinct whatsoever for survival, they all fell.
 
   And so it is that I leave the old history master’s class ready for a foot race at the end of which I could win the Prince Libran Cup. I simply have to finish ahead of the prince. Despite all the dubious events, the boy himself has been wonderfully gracious about the whole competition and, in contrast to almost everybody else, seems to genuinely want the best man to win. In fact, he has been at great pains throughout the year to stress that he would not be satisfied winning a tournament that he has not won fairly. It is this knowledge that makes my resolve harden; I must try my best. There will come a time when the prince sees that the truest servant is the one who did not bend.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Three
 
    
 
   The school changing rooms are cavernous, made of the same dark grey stone as the rest of the school, but are higher and emptier than anywhere else. I am the last to arrive and all the other boys are eagerly changing from their long trousers to their short ones. Their eagerness confuses me. Why they should be so excited about a race that they intend to meekly surrender is beyond me. It seems that, for some people, merely being involved on a day sixteen years in the making is enough. This is not the case for a boy like me.
 
   I set myself alone on a damp wooden seat near the entrance and open my goat-hide satchel. It is lighter than it should be. It takes me an instant to realise that my satchel is empty. My running kit is gone. Someone has stolen it from me. The understanding hits me like a punch to the gut. 
 
   At once, I see how it is. I already know that the sports master will be of no more help to me than he was when my falcon was shot from the sky or when I was given a half-blind horse to ride. I smile; my first of the day. Pure stubbornness flows through me. I will strip to my flesh if I must, I will run with my feet bare and bloody, and I shall only stop when I have finished. Some people just don’t understand.
 
   I sit in my underclothes whilst the room buzzes around me. I consider the course, my pacing, how I must adjust for the lack of protection on my feet. Everything except for the room in which I now sit. Out of the corner of my eye, I see the prince approaching: pink cheeks and blond hair, his running costume immaculate, his running shoes fitted leather.
 
   “Oh, Gruff, what’s happened? Did you forget your kit?!”
 
   “Looks like it,” I snarl.
 
   “Have you asked the sir for some?” he replies gently.
 
   “You know as well as I do there won’t be any.”
 
   “Oh, Gruff, I’m so sorry. You do know that none of this has anything to do with me, don’t you?”
 
   “I know,” I grunt. Generously, I even manage a half smile to reassure him of this.
 
   “Will you have some of my kit? I have a spare,” he squeaks hopefully.
 
   “No. I will be fine. Thank you.” 
 
   Pride forces my refusal. I shall run this race in the manner that these antagonist forces want me to and I shall still win.
 
   “But you’ll freeze to death. Have you seen the weather outside?” 
 
   He has a point. There has been nothing but grey drizzle in the air for several weeks now.
 
   “I’ll be all right.”
 
   “And your feet will be ripped to shreds!!”
 
   “I have hooves, apparently.”
 
   “Well, you’re certainly as stubborn as a goat. I can only hope you don’t run like one!” 
 
   The prince, affable and easy in his nature, is about as likeable as my fellow humans come. In a different world, he and I might be friends. His warmth towards me, rare in our present company, makes me glad that it is him and no one else who will one day be king.
 
   “Goats aren’t fast. They just get where they’re going.”
 
   “Well, let’s hope it’s not before me!” he squeaks. I know that his banter is good natured and well intended, I know that beneath it lies none of the veiled threats that one might imagine his father’s cronies to make but, nevertheless, I cannot smile. To me, winning is too important to joke about. The obstacles that have been put in my way for his sake cannot be ignored. I grunt.
 
   “I’m joking, Gruff! You know that all I want is for righteousness to prevail!” He offers his soft, feminine hand to mine as though to seal the truth of this statement. He doesn’t need to. I look him in the eye but cannot summon the energy that a boy such as I requires to smile. Not again. The tear growing in the corner of his eye betrays that this is not a boy who likes to see people unhappy. It is unfortunate for him that, for a leader, there could probably be no greater handicap.
 
   “Then let us hope it shall.” 
 
   We share a lingering look, of which I cannot determine the meaning. He can’t hold my eye for long though and is soon trotting, disconsolate, back to his cousins in the corner. My eyes linger on him as Cai, the larger and haughtier of his two cousins, straps a reassuring arm around him. 
 
   The changing rooms have the air of a dungeon. It is probably deliberate. They are cold, dim and damp, lit only by a few torches and with walls taller than most of the rest of the school. They reek of sweat and mud and teenage boys. In the dimness, I am temporarily safe from the mockery that my underclothes will surely expose me to. 
 
   In a flash of wood on stone, the door to the field bursts open. The light from outside, though dull, seems bright in contrast to the dimness. The sports master enters as a demonic shadow in the doorway.
 
   “Rahight, you gwnts. Get outside,” he spits, drooling with contempt.
 
   The sports master is a law unto himself. A fervent belief in corporal punishment, a compulsive need to swear, and a pathological hatred of anyone under the age of eighteen have all combined within this man to make him a nemesis for every single child in the entire school. If a boy is good at sport then, in this man’s eyes, he is too cocksure and deserves a beating. If a boy is not good at sport then he is weak, and deserves a beating. He sees confidence as arrogance and shyness as weakness. Every virtue a boy could have is a sin to be beaten out. 
 
   Today will be different though and we will be spared from the worst of his temper by the great race that has come upon us. The boys flurry out past the sports master into the field beyond. He stands at the door giving each boy a death stare and looking for an excuse, any excuse, to give us a whack of his fist. As I approach the door, he stares through me as though not realising that I am wearing only my underclothes. The stare lasts only an instant before he realises.
 
   “What’s this, Goat?” he spits. The sports master takes great pride in calling almost every boy in the school by some derogatory nickname or other. In fact, he is even responsible for inventing some of them. However, the fact that he is so horribly, relentlessly fair in his brutality makes him rather less offensive than he would be were he a more discerning bully. Indeed, as I’ve grown older, I no longer see him as the demon he once was, more as a vaguely unpleasant feature of the school environment. Like the cold stone walls or damp wooden doors. 
 
   “Forgotten my kit, sir,” I mumble, head down, wishing I could shout it at him. He knows as well, if not better, than I do where my kit has gone, and knowing this makes my own sheepishness stick in my throat. However, to say anything else or to say it any differently would be futile. Any claim that my kit had been stolen would fall on ears as deaf as mine were when I was told to let the prince win. This is nothing more than the price I pay for refusing to listen. I would contest that it is worth it. The honourable path is never the easy one.
 
   “Forgot your kit?! Well, that was frutting stupid of you,” he seethes. 
 
   The man is a peasant like my father. And me. Not an ounce of him is given to fat, just lean brown muscle and flint hard eyes. This common identity, even when surrounded by sons and scholars from the pale classes, has never meant anything to the man. I’ve no doubt that he resents the king, the nobility, academia, just as much as he appears to resent the children he teaches. I’ve also no doubt that the identity of the winner of The Prince Libran Cup means as little to him as it does to the wild animals that stalk the hillside. Yet I still expect no help or sympathy from him. The man is a monster. Watching a sixteen-year-old boy run barefoot through a rainstorm is probably his idea of an evening’s entertainment.
 
   “Sorry, sir,” I grunt.
 
   “Aren’t you going to ask me for some kit?” He is one of those authority figures whose idea of a good time is saying ‘no’ to people.
 
   “I don’t feel I deserve kit, sir,” I lie, denying him the opportunity.
 
   “Don’t come the frutting sob story with me, boy. Ask me for some kit.” His hard, black eyes hit me. I am no more afraid of this man than of any other but I will not argue today. I understand the fragile thread by which my future at the school hangs and will not sacrifice it to the whims of a sadist.
 
   “I will be fine, sir.”
 
   “Then you won’t be frutting running, boy. I don’t have my boys running around like that. They’ll hang me for a frutting perv.” 
 
   Now I see it even clearer: layers upon layers, traps upon traps, the system will not let me win. In anger, my eyes flash to his and, for an instant, I feel I’ll fight him. 
 
   “So be it,” I grunt, controlling the urge. They may strip me bare, use every trick under the stars to prevent me running, and I shall accept it with stoicism. However, what I shall not do is show them how I feel. Even on the rare occasions that my emotions move beyond indifference, I still am able to feign it masterfully. He will not know the pain I feel at having my competitive edge blunted. I turn my back on him.
 
   It is in this moment, as close in my life as I shall ever get to blind fury, that I am saved by a squeak.
 
   “If he is not allowed to run then I shall not be running either,” 
 
   The prince, all of a sudden, sounds a man. A man with undescended testicles, it is granted, but with the command of a monarch. The sports master does not reply immediately; his primitive peasant brain seems unable to respond to such an unexpected problem.
 
   “I’m serious. I’m sick of it. It’s not fair. This all stops. I don’t care a jig for what my father has to say or what Vesta has to say or what the head has to say or what you have to say. We will both run today.” 
 
   If what he were saying weren’t so important, so selfless, then this flurry of petulant squeaking and effeminate hand gestures might look slightly comical. As it is, however, I look the little prince in the eye and almost cry. There is nothing as emotional as competition.
 
   As the other boys are already out on the field, the audience consists only of myself, the sports master, and the prince’s two cousins, Howell and Cai. In a sense, this is fortunate. It is difficult to imagine how the sports master would have taken to being so spectacularly undermined in front of a whole class. Even now, he bears the snarl of a starving wolf caught between hunger and self-preservation. After all, however angry the man is, the prince must always have what he wants. That much is understood even by wild men such as this.
 
   “So be it,” he growls, prowling out onto the running field, no doubt imagining a more brutal end to the exchange that has just passed. The prince, his cheeks as flushed as ever, offers me a gracious smile. He no doubt expects my thanks. The indignity of it all means that my smile arrives stillborn. Why should I have to thank him for simply negotiating something for me that every other boy in the class has been given as a right? 
 
   “Thanks,” I grumble, my eye contact fleeting.
 
   “Is that all you have to say, Goat?” snaps Cai, the prince’s much larger, much haughtier cousin. “You do realise whom you’re talking to, don’t you? The prince has just done you a favour that a peasant doesn’t deserve. Have the grace to thank him properly.” 
 
   Cai steps forward as though to confront me. I am unintimidated.
 
   “Leave the boy alone, Cai. None of this is his fault any more than it’s yours. I can quite understand why he’s not too fond of me at the moment. Let’s go outside.” 
 
   The prince half chuckles as he says this; the situation certainly appears a lot lighter to him than it does to me. Cai stares at me a fraction longer than he should before following his cousins out of the door. I stand alone in the cavernous changing room. A small sigh escapes.
 
   The weather outside is as wet and wild as I have ever seen it. Grey drizzle blankets everything. The school looms behind, and green grass is all that can be seen anywhere else. On a good day, the sea would be visible on the other side of the field, as would the ragged, undulating coastline around which we are due to run. The sports master, too, appears to be lost amongst the rain, perhaps licking his wounds, perhaps engaging in some fresh conspiracy against me. Small groups of boys stand around – their sports kits already wet and clinging to them – stretching, getting ready for a race that they have no intention of winning. As ever, I prepare alone.
 
   “Right, you set of gwnts, gather in,” barks the sports master, seeming to merge from out of the shadows. We do as requested.
 
   “Right, you know the drill. It’s once around the island. It’s a filthy, shitty day so I’ve been told to ask you to be careful. I, however, couldn’t give a solitary frutt what happens to any of you. Go over there. The race starts when I whistle.”
 
   It all seems awfully understated. On a better day, the mothers and possibly even fathers would have turned out to watch. I wonder if, somewhere beneath the murk, the king is watching. I wonder if, somewhere near a slippery cliff top, a king’s agent is waiting for me to pass by. These are all risks that an honest boy must take.
 
   The thirty boys jostle over to the start line as if to give the impression that twenty-eight of them aren’t just prepared to roll over for the prince to win. I make a point of staying back, away from the herd, keeping my eyes sharp for the sneaky ankle kicks that are undoubtedly to come. For a moment, there is silence.
 
   The whistle cuts through the drizzle and everyone starts to trot. The prince is allowed to move to the front and everyone seems afraid to run any faster than him. I sprint through the crowd. By my estimation, getting ahead and staying ahead is my only hope. The ankle kicks start as I attempt to move through the crowd but, with the nickname ‘Goat’ ringing loud in my ears, I keep my footing and surge to the front. However, I am not sprinting alone. I turn my head around to realise that I am being followed, or more aptly chased, by Tomos.
 
   Tomos is more a man than any other boy in the class, standing already a clear half metre taller than any except for Cai. With the barrel chest of a brawler, the defined chin of the upper classes and endless supplies of thick black hair, he is a classic highborn boy. As is typical of his kind, he is happily ignorant of the world around him, listens to no one and hates everything outside his four well-furnished walls. Especially me. He screams what sounds like a war cry. At this point, I realise that he is here to remove me from the race.
 
   He is built for power where I am built for endurance and I know that I cannot outsprint him. This does not stop me from trying. His reasons for disliking me are many but not particularly varied. He dislikes the fact that I am of peasant birth, and that I am a better scholar than him and a better athlete. Particularly difficult for him will have been the fact that I even outfought him in the combat rounds of the Prince Libran Cup. It would appear that here, in a race for goats rather than horses, he has decided to sacrifice himself to prevent me from winning.
 
   We travel probably one hundred metres before he is upon me. His rock hard muscle slaps me down to the mud. Pain does not appear instantly – the cold, relentless rain and my hot blood see to that – but I am pinned to the floor by the sheer weight of the boy, sustaining blow after blow to my face and gut. I am vaguely aware of the race passing me by once more but this feels more like a dream.
 
   After what seems an eternity on the floor, I slip from his arm lock and spring to my feet. The only pain I can feel is from the grazes on my naked knees. The rain has soaked us to the skin and his black matted hair covers his eyes. This does not stop him jabbing his fists out, attempting to keep me away from him.
 
   We circle each other whilst the race runs further into the distance. Knowing this burns away at me. My tactics in our tournament fight had been somewhat of a war of attrition: keeping him at arms length, picking at him with fists and kicks, wearing him down whilst his eyes, full of impotent fury, watched on. 
 
   Today though, the rain obscures those eyes and he is as hard to hit as a shadow in the fog. We circle in the greyness, I, impatient to re-join the race and, he, fixed on not letting me. This fight cannot be a war of attrition: if I am slow and tactical with him then he has won. The race, and the Prince Libran Cup, is running from me even now. The realisation of this sends me firing forth towards him. The filth of the weather, I sense, gives me more of an advantage than I’d have normally. His hefty, sluggish frame and witless eyes must be more lost than mine.
 
   I avoid his fist and dive foot first into his leg, as though to focus all the power of my body in a kick to his planted knee. The effect is immediate, the scream so pained that it would horrify anyone strange enough to be out walking through this fog. He falls backwards and instinct tells me to jump on him and beat him as he was, only moments before, beating me. But I don’t. In fact, I don’t even stop to think about it, to see his ugly face twisting in pain or even to ensure that he is adequately injured. I just start running again.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Four
 
    
 
   The royal island of Ynys Gwyn must be at least forty kilometres in circumference. But it is not the distance that is the challenge. The coastal undulations, especially on the northern side where the race starts, would add at least another eight kilometres to an equivalent flat race. The school lies on the fringes of Dref Libran, a coastal town situated about half way along the north coast. Here, the sea is not only to the north but also to the east, courtesy of a huge inlet that ventures across almost half the island. 
 
   We are to race eastward, and this means that the first quarter of the race takes us through the wildest part of the island, the part known as ‘the green’. These are the trampling grounds of my father’s flock, awkward hills and hillocks covered by nothing but gorse, bare earth fed by nothing but salt spray and relentless wind. Where there is track, it is wide enough for one person only, and it is some consolation to me that I will not catch anyone up to overtake until I am through this portion. Thorns and nettles litter the path, destined to rip my exposed feet to shreds. Even in the summer, with spindly white clouds floating in wonderful blue, this place is exposed and hostile. In the winter, it will kill you. There is also another, smaller inlet to contend with here. A detour of at least a kilometre to circumvent a gap that could be jumped by a particularly athletic sixteen-year-old boy. The prince will not dare.
 
   Then there is the possibility of cutting out the entire north-eastern corner of the island altogether. The claw of Lawrenny is an exposed, scrub-covered headland connected to the island only by its scraggy neck. The temptation to run straight across this neck will be reined in only by the presence of a schoolmaster. 
 
   After this, it will be a run through the fishing villages that dot the southern coastline. These stinking, rickety villages will be lined with stinking, rickety fisherfolk all ready to hurl insults at the boys that run past. The people of these villages are renowned for their mean spirits. I, for one, don’t blame them; to spend one’s life rising at dawn, smelling of fish, frozen by the sea, catching fish, returning home to eat fish, sleeping beside a woman who looks and smells like a fish, is a life that would justifiably make any man miserable.
 
   The fishing villages increase in density as they approach Arberth, one of the two major settlements on the island. Arberth, for the inhabitants of this wild isle, is the gateway to the mainland: a stone behemoth rising from the mud and grass. We will not run inside the town but around its stone walls and the headland it encloses. A town for guards, fishermen and drunks, where people perpetually behave as though it is night time, Arberth is not a place that the young boys of the Prince Libran School should see.
 
   Leaving Arberth, we shall be about halfway around the southern coast, probably less than two kilometres south of where we started on this island, which, on a map, would look long and flat. The next sixteen kilometres will be more of the same undulating track, taking us down through gorse bushes, shale-covered beaches and back up to exposed cliff tops. There will be some fishing huts, but not so many, and, for long portions, there will be nothing but the wind and its monstrous seagulls to worry us.
 
   The finishing straight will take us into the royal city of Tallakarn. The cobbled streets of the capital will be where the parents of the boys, the teachers and most of the rest of the school will be waiting. My father, of course, will not be there. Those goats will not tend themselves.
 
   I float through the race with scarce a conscious thought. My naked feet pass through pain into numbness and, one by one, I overtake almost every other boy in the race. Although I am the subject of much scorn amongst my colleagues, there is not another one of them who would dare try to stop me winning. As with most bullies, they are physical and emotional cowards and must sate themselves with only hurting the weak. Unfortunately for them, a lifetime of living wild on the hillsides has made me anything but weak and, as such, they are restricted to simple name-calling and ostracism.
 
   I count each boy I pass and, as I move past Dafydd into third place, the identity of the top two are not exactly a surprise to me. I don’t need to see them to know. I wouldn’t even need to know every other boy that I’d passed to work it out; it was always inevitable. The race is being led by the prince and his cousin, Cai, also known as ‘The Golden Arrow”. The fact that he is already known across the entire kingdom by this epithet tells its own story; he is perhaps the greatest natural athlete in the class and already renowned as a precocious swordsman and archer. In both the fencing tournament and the archery, he came up against Prince Libran in the semi-finals and conceded both in two shameless acts of sycophancy. For this I was thankful, as he could have diced me, or anyone else in the competition, into pieces if he had wished. It must have only been after these oversights that the school masters began to stack the draw against me. 
 
   As it is though, instead of challenging me for the cup himself, as he surely could, he finds himself a mere stalking horse for his podgy little cousin. Even now, at an unidentified distance behind them, I have no doubt that the two will be running in twain, with Cai managing both the pace and the morale of the prince, all the while getting ready to gallantly step aside at the last moment. In reality then, it is him I must catch. 
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   A further twelve kilometres pass and I still have no sight of them. I try to console myself that the fog will have, at the very least, quartered my vision. But the fog is rising and the clouds have begun to tentatively part, releasing mild shafts of bright winter light onto the track ahead. This sight, which some would consider beautiful, reminds me of only one fact – that I cannot see the prince. A niggling feeling grows deep in the pit of my stomach. It is a niggle that hurts more than the cold on my ears or the blisters on my feet. It is the realisation that the prince has cheated. 
 
   Gradually, the pieces form to make perfect sense. The weather, the long, winding route that cannot possibly be monitored (or, even if it were monitored, would be monitored by people who could be bribed) seem to make this an ideal time to cheat. The prince could be being chauffeured around the island on horse and cart. He might have cut half the island out of his running route. The more that the thought crosses my mind, the more I am plagued by it. The idea has turned from a niggle into a certainty. Indeed, I struggle to think of a single reason why he wouldn’t do it. All I have is the hope that the prince is as decent a boy as I believe him to be.
 
   It is only now, ascending a small hillock, with this poisoned thought inside my head, that I realise how tired I am. The clouds may be splitting but the greyness around still seems to pervade. An overwhelming pessimism, even more acute than usual, washes over me. What is the point? I have been cheated at every turn, my legs are heavy as iron, my feet bloodied stumps, and this hill grows steeper with every step I take. Why should I torture myself if it is only to lose?
 
   In this instant, it becomes quite clear the way that the world is. Life is nothing but a meaningless procession towards death. Everybody tramples down on those below them. The king gets what the king wants. He could erase my father and me from history as easily as I can erase a midge. Fighting him, them, the institution, is like a rabbit trying to fight its way out of a trap. There is no point. 
 
   Then, just like that, I catch sight of my own weakness and spit it out on the ground. I will not submit like the rest of them. It is one thing to fail but quite another to fail through lack of effort. Until these heavy legs can lift these bloodied feet no more, I shall continue to put one in front of the other. The hill, which just moments before had seemed to be a wall, becomes just another obstacle to crush.
 
   I reach the crest of the hill, teeth gritted, furious with the world. But the rain has broken and life seems a little less grey. The first thing I see is the city of Tallakarn and, majestic in the distance, the white towers of the palace. The second thing I see is two tiny grey dots approximately halfway between me and the great city. The race is on.
 
   The competitive spirit rages so strong in a boy like me that, all of a sudden, it is as though my body has reset. Everything becomes easier now, my stride lengthens and my pace quickens. I will catch them.
 
   The prince and his athletic cousin have not cheated. Or if they have, then they have returned to the track for the final few kilometres. Even from way off in the distance, I can picture the scene: Cai, at an effortless canter, looking on as the prince, puffing and red-faced, stumbles forward. I can imagine the protestations of the prince, his lack of self belief, theatrically moaning that he cannot possibly go on. 
 
   The beauty of this scenario is that, as a pair, they are only as strong as their weakest link. I know with certainty that Cai will not allow himself to beat the prince. For him, chivalry and honour are impulses that are far too strong. And, even if he did decide to win the race for himself, I’d still only have to beat the prince and finish second in order to win the trophy.
 
   Another consideration that flashes through my mind is that Cai will attempt to physically thwart me in the manner that Tomos did at the start of the race. This eventuality does not concern me greatly; I am reasonably convinced that Cai is not of that nature. He is a strong, athletic boy but never a bully. In fact he is the kind of boy who fights bullies - a true, chivalric knight if ever there was one. Furthermore, I am not scared of him without his sword and bow.
 
   With every moment that passes, they become larger. Neither has turned their head as of yet and I wonder if this is through exhaustion or complacency. Do they know what Tomos was supposed to do to me? Do they know what, in fact, I have done to Tomos? A flush of hot blood pumps through me as I recall the boy incapacitated on the ground, leg presumably shattered. God only knows what has happened to him now. He has learned a difficult lesson.
 
   I must be moving two or three times faster than them at this point and, whilst this speed is partly aided by my descent of the hill, it is still fast enough that I shall be well ahead of them by the time they reach Tallakarn and the sweet embrace of the finish line. 
 
   It is hard to accurately describe my feelings as I hurtle towards them, my body possessed by an almost supernatural numbness. Almost every pain in my body – my battle bruises, my heaving chest, my shredded feet – register to me as nothing but points of interest. I know they are there but I do not feel them. My reaction to them is that of a neutral observer.
 
   Cai looks round twice before he seems to realise. The distance and the dismal sky mean that I cannot yet make out his expression, but I should imagine that it is one of panic, the sensation of realising only too late that you are standing in the firing line of a charging billy goat. He knows as well as I do that the prince will not have the energy to increase his pace and, what is worse, he will not have the stomach to even try. I hear Cai shout to him.
 
   The prince looks round and, whilst I cannot see his face, I can see his head drop. He stumbles. The boy is too nice, too concerned, to be a competitor. I would imagine that, upon seeing me, his response would be only to doubt himself and slow down further. It seems clear to me in this instant that this is the difference between the two of us. If I had seen someone rapidly catching me, my only response would have been to grit my teeth and run faster. When someone like me is chasing someone like him, there will only ever be one winner.
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   I have only stood on the red rug of this royal reception room twice. And both times have been as a winner. The atmosphere this time, though, is markedly different to the first. I can’t imagine why.
 
   The first time I was invited for an audience with the king, it was as a winner of The Prince Libran Scholarship. This scholarship is, as the name suggests, the right to study at the Prince Libran School. This establishment is where the sons of all the most important people in the land are educated, indoctrinated and prepared, at the very least, for the life of a landholder. The scholarship, meanwhile, provides this same opportunity to twelve children who are not the sons of the most important people in the kingdom. The desire to educate children from all walks of life is also demonstrated in the school’s motto: “Serving the best so that the best shall serve.”  
 
   Initially, the scholarships and the social conscience that they imply won the king much support from the peasants. However, this same support is not to be found inside the iron gates of the school. There, elitism pervades and the lucky scholars soon find themselves surrounded by people - masters and students - who have been raised to fear the poor, who treat them with a mixture of disgust and disdain, at best to be avoided and at worst to be exterminated. Few within the school actually live by the school’s motto, bullying is rife and, as a result, the scholarship winners’ numbers slowly dwindle. Only the most stubborn remain, alienated from old friends and ostracised by the new.
 
   Five years ago when we twelve lucky peasants were invited to see the king, this same room seemed smaller than it is now, bustling with proud parents, busy attendants and schoolmasters. The long, dark oak table that now stands barren was, that day, so full of beige food as to be almost grotesque. It seemed a sickening waste. Some amongst us, especially the ones who’d been raised solely on goat produce, had not even contemplated food of this ilk before: breads and cakes and pies stacked higher and decorated more elaborately than could ever be necessary.  
 
   Accompanying the food was more music and mirth than a boy such as I could ever be completely comfortable with. Jugglers, jesters, troubadours all lined up one after another to display rare skills that seemed to be of even rarer usefulness. Singers and poets were there to sing praise to the king, and I was even introduced to the strange custom of throat singing. Throat singing hadn’t been the only odd, highborn custom that I’d come across that day; the air was stained with the smoky perfume of burning flowers whilst the legendary knight, Ser Torryan, The Bull, demonstrated quite a skill for weightlifting. It was, all in all, an afternoon of colour and noise and excitement. Very different to today.
 
   On that day, even the fat king did not appear entirely uninterested, managing to say something that was vaguely encouraging and to produce a few smiles that were not obviously fake. Meanwhile, our new headmaster squirted some congratulatory words out of the side of his face and the high priest, somewhat predictably, suggested that we should thank God for something. However, amongst this general insipidness, there was one much more telling speech – the cold, hard one barked out by the king’s advisor, Vesta. It would be the one that would turn out to most accurately describe the experience that awaited us naïve young peasants.
 
   “You are here because you have the potential to one day be of use to our kingdom. You would not be here otherwise. The road ahead of you will be hard. Very hard. But there is nothing easy about public service. Many of your predecessors have left the school before their graduation. Be in no doubt that these people are failures. If you feel that the learning is too hard, or that the prejudices of others are too upsetting, then I ask you to consider only one thing – the alternative. For the majority of you, that alternative is a lifetime of drudgery. If you take but one thing from today then let it be this – that school is not there so that you can be happy, it is there so that you can be ready.” 
 
   It is doubtful that any of us actually believed the seemingly hostile words of this most severe, most unusual woman. I, personally, had felt that she was simply trying to intimidate us, to make us uncomfortable. It took me several years to understand that everything she had said was actually true. It was, nevertheless, only in the awe-shocked aftermath of that speech that the room felt anything like as empty and cavernous as it does today.  
 
   The white walls, made from the distinctive white stone of Tallakarn, only add to this impression of size and emptiness. Dark, iron weapons hang on the walls to the back and sides of me. They appear tiny and pointless against the vastness of the room. In fact, there are only a few items that are large enough not to seem out of place here: the plush red rug on which I stand, the long table in front of me, and the king’s coat of arms on the wall behind him – a golden pair of imbalanced scales on a turquoise background. 
 
   This time the atmosphere in the room is not quite so jovial. My headmaster, gnarled and gaunt, sits near the door looking somewhat broken. His unkempt hair and general lanky inelegance seem magnified in this context. Here, despite his black cap and gown, he’s no one’s master. In fact, he cuts rather a pathetic figure, a sorrowful sergeant hauled in to explain the behaviour of his soldier. The fleeting moment of eye contact I receive from him contains more pity than anger.
 
   The king oozes on a throne behind the long table directly ahead of me. He is so fat and shapeless that one could be excused for thinking he was in the process of melting. The royal attire is an ill-fitting, ill-conceived concoction of purple and silver that would have been a little too tight ten years ago and certainly is now. For this reason alone, I will endeavour to keep my eyes averted. There is something about him, perhaps his hairlessness, perhaps his piggy little eyes, that makes me think of him as an overgrown baby. An exceptionally ugly one. He wears an expression that would be called a smile were it genuine. 
 
   To his right sits his advisor, orator of that most memorable speech, Vesta. Vesta is a slender, neatly presented woman of indeterminate age dressed in slender, neatly presented clothes of negligible value. She is so still and expressionless that she could be made of stone. Where the king stinks of excess, this woman looks like she has never known, or sought, pleasure.
 
   “Well, well! Here he is! The man himself! The boy who beat the prince!” The king’s voice booms off the walls in a manner that would be expected for a man of his frame. I remain silent.
 
   “You are quite the athlete, boy.” He inflects his statement as though it is a question.
 
   “It’s what a life on hillsides teaches you, Your Majesty,” I mumble, avoiding his eyes in the way that the youth of the kingdom are taught to do.
 
   “Ah yes, you’re a sheep boy, aren’t you?”
 
   “Goats, Your Majesty. My father is a goatherd.” 
 
   “I always used to want to be a sheep when I was younger. I used to crawl around with my father’s woollen carpet upon my back! I used to eat grass! Would you believe it?” 
 
   His laugh is unnaturally loud and enthusiastic. His belly, vibrating with good humour, threatens to erupt from his shirt. Curiously, neither the headmaster nor Vesta join the laughter. I just about force a smile but it no doubt looks awkward. He continues laughing.
 
   “Oh, it’s a sign of the times when a prince gets beaten by a sheep boy, isn’t it, Vesta?!” 
 
   “Your Majesty.” Vesta’s clipped reply is scarcely an acknowledgement.
 
   “I’d have never been beaten by a sheep boy. You know, Gruff… It is Gruff, isn’t it? If I had my way, then we’d never have had sheep boys in the class with real boys at all, you know.”
 
   Silence.
 
   “No, no, not at all. It wouldn’t be right, I said. Fish people are there to fish, farm people are there to farm, sheep people are there to…”
 
   “Tend goats,” intercepts Vesta helpfully.
 
   “But this woman,” – he gestures to Vesta – “told me different. ‘Give the people a chance,’ she said. ‘You’ll find remarkable people in all walks of life,’ she said. And do you know what?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “I said, do you know what?” he prompts.
 
   “What, Your Majesty?”
 
   “She was right. She’s always farking right, this girl. She’s so right about things that I think there’s something wrong with her. I’ve given up thinking or having opinions. Don’t need them any more. Useless.” 
 
   The king ruffles Vesta’s short grey hair rather aggressively. Vesta’s pale face remains inscrutable. 
 
   “Thank you, Your Majesty,” she replies, showing only a formal interest in the king’s compliment.
 
   “Did you ever hear how she got the job as my advisor?”
 
   “No, Your Majesty.”
 
   “She kidnapped my son when he was a baby. You remember my son, don’t you? That fat useless bastard that you just beat to the trophy.”
 
   “Yes, I know your son, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Well, this bloody virgin kidnapped him when he was a baby!” 
 
   The king rolls out another one of his deep belly laughs. I don’t know how to respond. Despite his obvious amusement, I am reluctant to laugh at child abduction.
 
   “Should have held on to the useless bastard, I say. Swapped him for a sheep boy or something! Ha ha ha!” Once more, no one laughs or responds.
 
   “So, aren’t you going to ask?”
 
   “Ask what, Your Majesty?” I attempt to remain as indifferent as possible. I find his tone to be excessively jovial, almost as though he is toying with me.
 
   “What?! They told me you were sharp, boy. How she got the job as my advisor, of course, instead of getting hung at dawn! I just told you she kidnapped my son when he was a baby!”  
 
   He produces an expression that is somewhere between a smile and a threat. My upbringing has been very much one of not questioning one’s elders and, despite my natural curiosity, silence lingers. I refuse to play the game.
 
   “If you wish to tell it me, Your Majesty.”
 
   “He’s not very talkative, this sheep boy, is he, Vesta?” For the first time in the conversation, the king appears angry. He smacks a cup of beer to his face and knocks it back in great thirst.
 
   “No, Your Majesty.” 
 
   “I’d hoped for more from you, Gruff. I heard you were a tyrant. I heard you’d crippled a boy!” As he says this, he begins laughing again, deriving humour from a vicious attack in the way that only a powerful man could. My eyes move uneasily to his stomach, parts of which are beginning to surface from beneath his outfit.
 
   “I didn’t intend to cripple him,” I snap, looking the king in the eye. It’s true and it is important to me that people know it. Importantly though, I omit the apology. It is true that Tomos has paid perhaps too high a price for his meddling on the misty hillside that day but, nevertheless, I shan’t be apologising for it.
 
   “He was the son of my treasurer, that boy you crippled. What’s my treasurer’s name, Vesta?”
 
   “Rhys Ap-Rhys, Your Majesty.” 
 
   “Yes. The son of my treasurer, Rhys Ap-Rhys, that boy you crippled. They want you hanged!” Another laugh rumbles out across the room. I don’t answer.
 
   “But that won’t happen. Not least because the man’s a gwnt. The prince informs me that his son’s a gwnt too. Maybe losing a leg will help him know his place a little better.” 
 
   Although I have trouble imagining the ever-diplomatic Prince Libran describing Tomos to the king in quite that way, I am nonetheless thankful.
 
   “Thank you, your Majesty. That’s very just.” 
 
   “Just what?!” He growls. 
 
   “He means ‘just’. As in you have been fair, Your Majesty,” Vesta explains. She seems very attuned to the king’s various failings.
 
   “I am not here to be fair, boy. Look at my sign. Does that look fair?” I glance upward at the large turquoise flag behind him. Upon it are the golden, imbalanced scales of his line.
 
   “They represent your family’s bloodline, Your Majesty. They are there to show that your family were traders. So, no, they do not represent fairness. They represent profit and industry.” The words roll off my tongue as though they have been learnt by rote. This is, of course, because they have.
 
   “Bloody right. I’m here to do what’s right. Not what’s fair.” He pauses for effect, giving my knowledge no praise. “And what is right, boy?”
 
   “Whatever you say is right, Your Majesty.”
 
   “My, my. Maybe he is sharp after all. They told me you were sharp, boy.”
 
   “Thank you, Your Majesty.” Although my confidence is growing, I still try to keep my eyes down in the way that I’ve been taught.
 
   “That’s why we’ve got a quest for you,” he adds. His eyes harden. Finally he’s got to the point of the matter. He means to punish me in some more cunning way than pain.
 
   “It’s a dangerous quest, boy. But I’m sure someone of your calibre can handle it.” Delivered by someone who was less of a buffoon, this may have sounded disingenuous. The headmaster, who I had almost forgotten was in the room, squirms uncomfortably in his small chair near the door. Vesta sits impassive beside the throne.
 
   “Anyway, the crown has many crucial matters to attend to so I must insist you all leave. You,” gesturing to the headmaster, “I shall talk with you again tomorrow. Meanwhile, Vesta, if you would be so good as to continue the briefing in your own chambers. You know how I have no ear for detail.” 
 
   I cast one last unrequited glance to the headmaster as he scurries out of the door. Vesta rises from her seat like a puff of steam.
 
   “Your Majesty.” She bows her acquiescence as she speaks but the gesture is so perfunctory as to be almost damning. She beckons me to a large door across the room to my right, opposite the smaller door through which the headmaster has left. I reach it first but step aside in order to allow her to open it. She returns the favour by allowing me to walk through before her.
 
   My mind immediately moves to Vesta and her intent. She could have been tasked to kill me. She certainly has the cold eyes for it. And the distant manner. If that were the case, I imagine I’d have little chance to escape. 
 
   But there is more to Vesta than the simple scent of a killer. Something that I cannot put my finger on. It is a certain arrogance, almost bordering on contempt. Even in that large room, with the weight of royal favour upon her, sitting alongside the king, I did not sense that she was with him. She was almost indifferent to him. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Seven
 
    
 
   I follow Vesta through the white stone labyrinth. The corridors are so bare and minimal that they are disorientating and it is not difficult to imagine becoming completely lost. The lack of decadence and ornament helps me to deduce that we must be in the servant’s quarters. 
 
   The walk, meanwhile, is accompanied by a strangely comfortable silence. I sense that neither of us places too much value upon conversation. This, in addition to the repetitiveness of the scenery, seems to only add to the distance we cover.
 
   Indeed, I feel as though we have walked twice the circumference of the palace before we arrive at her chambers. She steps inside and opens the door, holding it so that I can follow through. The austere whiteness is the first thing to strike me, and instinct temporarily stops me from going further. I sense some sort of trap. It could be a gaol cell, albeit without a bed, hidden away in the belly of the palace.
 
    It is at once immaculate and severe. The white walls, made of the same Tallakarn stone, seem cleaner here than anywhere else in the palace. Meanwhile, there is not an awful lot else to take in. There is a dark oak desk in the middle of the floor with two very basic matching chairs on either side. That is all. I doubt that there is even a speck of dust. The only man in the kingdom that would consider this room to be decadent would be my father. “Four walls? Only a sheep needs a pen.” 
 
   “Take a seat,” she commands. Vesta’s tone is no friendlier outside of the king’s presence. As is custom, I select the chair facing away from the door. It screeches over the white stone as I pull it away from the table. It is desperately uncomfortable; a chair designed to look like a chair rather than to serve as one. Vesta glides past and into her own seat. There is an efficient grace to her movement. Her eyes meet mine, possibly for the first time since our introduction. It is only now that I notice an almost androgynous quality to her face.
 
   “Welcome to my chambers. This is my reception room. I have been told it is somewhat barren, but for this I do not apologise.” The tone of her voice, flat and emotionless, makes this lack of apology quite clear. 
 
   I shrug. I cannot say that my or my father’s room would be much different were we to inhabit a palace and, even if it would, it is not my place to judge. I am simply relieved that it is not a gaol cell. To my further relief, she skips any further conversational courtesies.
 
   “Have you ever heard of Brightstone?” she asks. Her voice is unusually precise, possessing no trace of any local accent. Meanwhile, the question itself concerns me deeply.
 
   “Yes,” I reply.
 
   “What do you know of it?” she asks. There is not a hint of curiosity in her voice.
 
   If a person is going to be sent to a place, the bare minimum that they might hope for is that it actually exists. Unfortunately, this is not the case for Brightstone. It is somewhere beyond the snow, the stuff of folklore, the kind of place that one might hear about from the friend of an uncle whose wife’s grandfather’s cousin had been there and survived. It is somewhere that people merely hope might exist, some other vestige of humanity clinging on to this otherwise dead, frozen mass.
 
   “I know nothing of it. Only what I have heard.”
 
   “And what have you heard?”
 
   “Well… To begin with, most people say that it doesn’t exist.”
 
   “And what do you think?”
 
   “I think that you probably know one way or another.”
 
   “Very good. What if I were to tell you that it does exist?”
 
   “I’d probably be more likely to believe you than anyone else I know.” It is only as I say these words that I realise they are true. Even though I have only just met her, I realise that this grey, slender woman with all the charisma of cold stone has made quite an impression on me. She is clearly a superior being.
 
   “Then you are a good judge of character. It does indeed exist.”
 
   “How do you know?” 
 
   “I have been there. Some time ago.” 
 
   “I see.” A boy given to enthusiasm would have perhaps reacted differently.
 
   “It is the only other civilisation on The Mother Island. That is not to say we share much in common. Brightstone is more advanced; they have technologies and wealth beyond what people here can imagine. It is also much older – perhaps a thousand years old. As it is more northerly and less exposed to the Eastern Sea, it is also possesses a more pleasant climate.” 
 
   “It sounds like you should have stayed there,” I reply.
 
   “Things are not always so simple, Gruffydd.” She takes a map from a drawer in the table and lays it out before me.
 
   Although I have seen maps less brown and faded, I have never seen one so accurate before. The only accurate maps that I have ever seen depict the known world. This map, meanwhile, makes the world appear much bigger than I had previously understood. Maps of the Mother Island simply don’t exist any more and, although I was aware of its existence, I had never had an inkling of its shape, size or extent. There was probably one time when a drawing of an old man’s faint memory of how the Mother Island used to look would not have been too far from reality. But when the drawing of that faint memory has been copied and copied for hundreds of years without verification, it becomes useless. So useless in fact that the practice of copying them has long since ceased.
 
   She points to me our position in relation to Brightstone. For a brief moment, I feel that rarest of emotions: excitement. For an even briefer moment, this excitement even surpasses that nagging doubt that I am only being provided with this knowledge for one terrible reason.
 
   “As the crow flies, it is four hundred and thirty seven kilometres away from here on a north-westerly bearing. You should also note that it is not provided with the same natural barriers as our royal kingdom of Tallakarn. This makes it exposed to the snow savages in a way that we are not. The consequences of this are that the people of Brightstone have not been able to colonise any of the mainland in the way that we have and that, out of necessity, they are much, much greater fighters,” she says. She talks with such focus and precision that I cannot help but be impressed.
 
   “Why are you telling me this?” I ask. 
 
   “You’re a sharp boy. Why don’t you tell me?” Vesta smiles the first smile that I have seen from her. It is a thin one, not altogether friendly.
 
   “You want me to go there.”
 
   “Prince Libran told us that you were sharp. Sharp and prickly, he said. Like a gorse bush.” Her eye contact, beginning from nothing, has become disconcertingly constant.
 
   “People may think of me as they like. Why do you want me to go there? Is there not a less imaginative way that you could have me killed?” 
 
   “Why would we want to have you killed?” she questions flatly. Even this emotive comment doesn’t bring so much as a flush of blood to her pale face.
 
   “Because I beat the prince to a trophy that the king wanted him to win so much that he named it after him?”
 
   “The prince’s own pet pig, Snuffles, could have beaten him in that trophy.” 
 
   “Yes, but it didn’t. I did,” I snap, ignoring the fact that I don’t disagree.
 
   “There is something you must understand about the art of governance,” she says, suddenly changing the subject. Her tone softens to become slightly more conciliatory.
 
   “Why? When will I need to rule? I’ll be dead within a month,” I scoff, catching the petulance only as it leaves my mouth.
 
   “In order to rule effectively, a ruler must be able to manipulate the masses. This is done through a balance of fear and excitement. An effective ruler creates an external fear and an internal excitement. This glues him to the masses. What do you think the external fear is in our case?”
 
   “The snow savages.”
 
   “Correct. And what are the internal excitements?”
 
   “Festivals, tournaments, royal weddings, great heroes.”
 
   “So would the realm prefer its prince to be a great hero? Or a soft, pudgy boy?”
 
   “A great hero.”
 
   “And what does it have?”
 
   “A soft, pudgy boy.”
 
   “Ergo, by winning that tournament, you have denied the realm its excitement. No one is excited about the son of a goatherd.”
 
   “I am sure people will find something else soon,” I sneer.
 
   “That is the hope. You must have noticed that the realm is unhappy. The Kernow are sinking our boats. The mainlanders feel unsafe. Some have started raiding the homes of the others, some are fleeing back to the island. Even on the island, feuds between families grow. The peasants resent their lords, the lords resent the king, the king resents his son. Plots are thickening.”
 
   “That is how it has always been.”
 
   “Not always. For a while, yes, but not always.”
 
   I do not reply.
 
   “Without something to distract the masses, the kingdom will fall apart. Things happen in the king’s shadow that even I do not know.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter to me who rules. As the king said, fish men fish, farm men farm…”
 
   “There are some who might say that the king is an idiot. What if no one rules? What about the snow savages? Who pays the soldiers that defend us from them?”
 
   “But where do I come in? Are you saying these problems would stop if the prince had won?” I almost spit these words out in derision.
 
   “Not in so many words. The prince is as he is. If he had won the tournament, it would only serve to delay the inevitable disappointment. And even so, the prince has many virtues. Men like him become heroes a little later in life. His only concern is whether he’ll ever get the chance.”
 
   “So why am I here?”
 
   “You have a quest.” 
 
   Once again, I do not reply.
 
   “I visited Brightstone fourteen years ago and I confess that I do not know whether it still stands. It was, much the way that we are, an empire in great difficulty.” 
 
   “An empire?” 
 
   “That’s correct. It’s full title is ‘The Sunlit Empire of Brightstone’. It would be possible to translate their word for ‘empire’ as meaning ‘kingdom’ but this would be a simplification. The difference between our kingdom and theirs is that Brightstone is a collection of several island kingdoms all ruled by one leader.” She talks with the same knowledge and authority that one might expect of a talking book.
 
   “So why are you unsure if it still stands?” I reply, finding myself more and more drawn in by this conversation. I feel a certain satisfaction in knowing that not many other people will ever hear such things.
 
   “As I’ve said, it is a very old civilisation.”
 
   “But surely those advancements will help it?” As I ask this question, I am greeted by Lady Vesta’s second smile. It is a contemptuous one.
 
   “Advancements will benefit humans for centuries. Not for milennia. All civilisations end. Thousands of years ago, humans had technology that is unthinkable to us now. It didn’t help them. Across millennia, the only thing that keeps humans alive is their resilience, their ability to start again from nothing.”
 
   “How do you know all this?”
 
   “I have studied.”
 
   “You must have had better teachers than I have.”
 
   “You might say that. But we digress. When I left Brightstone, it was shrinking. The snow savages were preparing for invasion. To save themselves, the entire empire seemed to have turned to God.”
 
    “Which god?” I reply, inserting a deliberate insolence into my tone.
 
   “Another interesting question. The religions of our two kingdoms are similar and, in fact, probably derive from the same source. It is a fascinating topic. Similar to our own Christianity, they believe in one God. The morality of the two religions is similar also. They even revere the Cross in the way that we do.”
 
   “So they are Christians as well?”
 
   “No, not as such. When I travelled there, I gifted them with a Bible. I even translated it for them. They rejected it as heresy. The emperor would not hear their religion referred to as Christianity or accept my claims of similarity.”
 
   “Why?”
 
    “I don’t know. Stranger still… when I was there…” She pauses and looks deep into my eyes, “they were preparing for the Son of God to arrive.” 
 
   Before I have even breathed one incredulous breath, she continues, seeming to have read my face.
 
   “You do not believe me. Do you not believe in God?” 
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t believe that though. It seems a coincidence that they began to prepare for His arrival shortly after you arrived with a Bible.”
 
   “Precisely. Now tell me, Gruff, do you think I believe in God?”
 
   “I would have said not.”
 
   “But what you or I believe is not important. It is what the masses believe that is important. A son of god who is worshipped by the masses needn’t be the Son of God at all.” 
 
   She pauses, as though understanding that the words need time to sink in. A dim understanding flutters somewhere deep inside my brain.
 
   “The primitive mind is superstitious. It doesn’t just believe in God; it needs to believe in God. And if it needs to believe a man is the Son of God, then it will, whether He is real or not. Whether He is an exotic conjuror or the real thing, the effect will be the same: delirium amongst the masses.”
 
   “Amongst the ignorant masses,” I correct, proud of my cynicism.
 
   “What other masses are there?” she replies, straight-faced. “Whether or not this boy is genuine, they can sell him as a saviour. Their civilisation needed a saviour.”
 
   “But who are they to decide?”
 
   “There are two inalienable truths when it comes to the masses. The first is that they consider their neighbours to be monsters. The second is that they must sanctify their own culture. As a leader, the king’s job is to aid them in that delusion. I wouldn’t be sharing this with you if I didn’t think you’d understand.”
 
   To a boy like me, the pragmatism of this woman is as refreshing as the morning air. As cold as it all sounds, it makes sense. She seems to have insight beyond the guff that we are taught in school, and, indeed, the guff we are taught anywhere. The frozen mask that forms her face makes it almost impossible to detect any hint of age; she looks no older than twenty but her wisdom makes her seem at least triple that.
 
   “How does this affect me?”
 
   “I think you already know the answer to that.”
 
   “I think I do. You are asking me, a boy with no experience, to travel to a place that may no longer exist? To fetch a false saviour? In order to help a king who is losing his grasp?”
 
   “That is correct. The only thing better than a false saviour is a false saviour from another land.”
 
   “What if I refuse?”
 
   “Then I must find a less imaginative way to have you killed,” she replies sharply. There is not even a whisper of levity in her voice.
 
   I have not known fear for a long time. When a boy sleeps on a hillside for five nights of seven, he learns to accept the darkness and what it hides. Yes, it hides danger but not as much as the boy first thinks. In fact, what that boy thinks hides in the darkness will cause him more trouble than anything that actually does. To begin with, he will cry and shiver and jump at every sound but, given time, he will accept that awareness is not the same as fear. He will relax. He will sleep. The hardness of this life, the uselessness of being afraid, has driven fear from me. This is just one of the many favours that my father has done me. 
 
   In this moment though, even with all my knowledge, I am still terrified of what lies beyond the snow. A fear of that place, with its coldness, its animals, its savages, is only logical. I shall not go there.
 
   There is nowhere to move but forward. I leap over the desk to attack her without so much as a thought. It is the desperate move of a boy caught between long death and slow death, a boy whose only hope is to escape. I can take her; she is nothing but an advisor. 
 
   Before I am even out of my seat, she restrains me with a strength of which I have never felt the like. It is how I imagine it would feel to be bound in tight chains. She is too strong to even consider struggling against. I submit limply, almost ashamed at how quickly it has ended.
 
   “I will release you now. Return to your seat. We are not quite finished,” she says mildly, not even slightly perturbed by the incident. I slide sheepishly from her arms, humbled by her strength.
 
   “I will forgive you that indiscretion. If you had even the slightest chance of overcoming or escaping me, it would have been the wisest thing that you could have done. And I value your ingenuity.” I at once understand that my only real choice is between a fast, certain death here or a slow, lingering one out in the snow.
 
   “For what it is worth, your death would be a loss to the kingdom. I have developed enough respect for you to be straight with you. As I am sure you know, the king wants you dead. Your inclusion on this quest is my suggestion to him. It is a compromise and, for you, it is the only path you may now take on which you are not guaranteed to die.” 
 
   Silence.
 
   “I would make the best of it, if I were you. You will leave this island as a hero. The people will cheer you off. You are one of the twelve chosen, you are in esteemed company.”
 
   “Twelve?”
 
   “Yes. We are sending eleven of the best, twelve if we include you.”
 
   “Does the king want them all dead?” 
 
   “We are dispatching six pairs in different directions. Your primary quest is to make contact with Brightstone. Your secondary quest is to bring back the Son of God,” she replies, evading the original question.
 
   “How will I know him?”
 
   “His name is Leo.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Eight
 
    
 
   “Wake up, sleepyhead. The day’s half done,” my father whispers with no trace of irony. It is dawn.
 
   I stir softly in the early morning air. The sky, for once, is without rain, rendering the goat’s hide tent under which I’ve slept a wasteful luxury. The ocean below sounds gentle, the seabirds haven’t started yet, and even the goats, foraging in the nearby gorse, do so mutedly. These mellow sounds, the sounds of home, relax me. 
 
   I stand up and shake the sleep off, sliding trance-like from my nightclothes into my jerkin. The air outside the tent is moist and close. It might not be raining yet but it will be soon. My father sits on our long, flat rock overlooking the cliff top. This rock is the closest thing we have to a chair. The sea over which he looks is still hiding half of a red sun.
 
   “It’s another shit ‘un. No good for these here goats,” he muses, sucking on a tough strip of cured goat. He does not turn to face me as I approach but simply continues to gaze out to sea. There is a cup of yoghurt waiting for me on the rock. 
 
   “Oh the poor goats,” I snap. The man is obsessed.
 
   “Don’t you be feeling sorry for them goats, boy. They dun’t feel sorry for you. Or themselves for ‘at matter.” His leather brown face wrinkles up in fond amusement at this.
 
   “Their life isn’t over though is it, father? They aren’t being sent off to die.” The cruelty of it all is as sour as my yoghurt.
 
   “A course they get sent off t’die. What am I eating?” he chuckles, waving around his puckered piece of goat meat.
 
   “That isn’t the point, Father, and you know it. I’m a human being, not a stupid, stinking goat.”
 
   “Oh, don’t you be getting at the goats just cus you got your horns in a knot. You’re being sent on a great quest. The greatest quest. You’ll ne’er know how proud I am. I mean ‘The Son of God’…” He trails off, unable to complete the sentence. 
 
   When I’d first heard the phrase ‘Son of God’ uttered, I was speechless too but, whereas for me it was incredulity, for him it is excitement. My father fears God like most men.
 
   “Father…” I sigh “There is no God. There is no Son of God. And even if there is, I will not live to reach him. They have given me an impossible quest in order that I might be punished without being seen to be.” 
 
   My father turns toward me, his sun-beaten face covered in part by his greyish white stubble, and smiles fondly.
 
   “I always thought that reading wer’ impossible. But then you come along and taught yeself. Half the stuff you do, to me, is impossible. It’s you that taught me ‘bout impossible.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, impossible isn’t something that’s true to a thing. It’s something that’s true to the person doing it. Climbing half down the Claw a Lawrenny is impossible to me but a goat will do it as easy as he’ll take a shit. Someone like you will find a way. You’re as stubborn as the stubbornest goat I ever met!”
 
   “Father, you’re a fool. You don’t understand because you don’t understand anything beyond this isle. Our life is hard enough here. Beyond the mountains is nothing but snow and savages and death. I will die out there.”
 
   “Do you remember when you were a nip? You used to say you could push the sky away. Not even that wer’ impossible for you back then!”
 
   “With respect, you’re being irrelevant again, Father.”
 
   “But you were e’en clever in that, weren’t you? How you meant it, it made sense. You meant that if yer working hard, moving fast, ne’er stopping, always trying… that the sun moves faster across the sky. You meant that that the sky moves like you. Ha ha!” he grins toothlessly.
 
   “I’ve heard that story so many times, Father. It’s not even clever. You work harder, time passes quicker.” 
 
   That story, for my father, is the story that he bores people with every time he wants to talk of my precocity. I scrape up the last of my yoghurt with my finger and sigh. For a moment, there is silence as we stare out to sea and the emergent red sun. 
 
   “You’ll be reet. I promise.” His hard, black eyes seem, for a moment, soft. I don’t answer; I can’t spend my last morning with the man in conflict. 
 
   My father, always my hero, his rugged impenetrable exterior, his fierce pride and determination, is becoming frailer and more human by the day. And despite our differences, I understand that it is what he has taught me that has made me who I am. The discipline, the determination, that he has infused into my life has led me to the school and maybe even to the cusp of knighthood. It has also now brought me to the brink of death.
 
   “You’re making it difficult. You can’t make those promises. You don’t know what will happen.”
 
   “I’ve seen it,” he replies knowingly. When my father is not relying on laboured goat metaphors, he is attempting to pass himself off as Ynys Gwyn’s resident mystic. He is aided in this delusion by the fact that there is a general consensus amongst the islanders that if anyone is going to be a mystic, it will be the slightly senile, semi-feral, near naked goatherd who inhabits the wild east of the island. I, however, am not so easily drawn in.
 
   “And that is supposed to make me feel better?”
 
   “Nope. I think you’ve already decided nothing’s gunna make you feel better.” 
 
   He chuckles and rises from his resting place on the stone. He moves to offer me a rare hug. His tanned, sinewy body is covered in hair and his sour, salty smell is not the most pleasant but, nevertheless, this hug is the most useful thing he’s done all morning.
 
   “I need to go.”
 
   “So you do.” He releases me from the hug, slapping me on the back as he does so. 
 
   “Goodbye, Father.”
 
   “Goodbye, Son. And remember – push the sky away.” We do not say any more; there are no tears, no declarations of love. Men like us do not need to say such things.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Nine
 
    
 
   I set off towards Arberth, the location of the bridge to the mainland, lost in thought. Upon receiving the orders from Vesta, my reaction had been a pragmatic one. I could not change the course of events that I had been faced with and so resolved myself to prepare in the best way I could. There is nothing quite so wretched as to fail through lack of preparation.
 
   In some ways, I am lucky. The harshness of a goatherd’s life has prepared me for the wilderness in a way that nothing else could have: the butchery of animals, the preparation of forage, the building of shelters and tolerance to the cold were all things that I didn’t need to learn. And, whilst I understand that the coldness of the island could never compare to the snow and mountains beyond, I have still been taught to respect the cold. As boys go, I feel equipped to fight the elements better than most.
 
   Furthermore, long days with my father have taught me everything I need to know about the sun. It is perhaps the only other subject besides goat husbandry in which he truly excels and, despite what he might claim, the sun is his first god. In exchange for his worship, it has turned his skin into wrinkled leather. Nevertheless, just a casual glance at the sun will tell him the time, the season and his bearing. As with all men who limit their horizons, he is an expert in everything he needs to be. 
 
   In accordance with what I already knew, I memorised the map provided by Vesta and studied the sun in the sky. It would be imperative to know which way to walk whatever the time and whatever the weather. I could only hope that my travelling companion, whoever they might be, would be shrewd enough to listen. Even walking south-west towards Arberth, my mind remains fixed on my ultimate destination: Brightstone and the north west. 
 
   But I could never be prepared for the snow savages living beyond the border. Sheltered from the worst of them by the great mountains of the Mother Island, the people of Tallakarn know them only as a vague terror. There are those, my father included, who consider them to be shadow demons borne of the darkness beyond the mountains. Others say that they are part-human, part-animal; that they sport claws and fangs and eat raw flesh. Fewer still claim that they are no different to us; that they are just from the wrong side of the mountains. 
 
   Regardless of who or what they are, several things are known. On the rare occasions that they have attacked the kingdom, it has always been at night and as sudden as a thunderstorm. When they have done so, they have shown no mercy; every person that crosses their path is killed, eaten or burned. Some may even suffer all three fates in no particular order. They are thought to be formidable in combat, and very few warriors who have fought them remain to tell the tale. 
 
   Despite all these ominous signs, they have never been more than a nuisance to the borders of the kingdom. As with their origins, the reasons for this are a matter of great contention across the land. Those that say they are demons say that they dare not face the sun and warmth of the kingdom. Such superstitious folk are quite happy to ignore the fact that the kingdom can go for months under perpetual dark clouds. Meanwhile, those that say they are animals contest that their numbers are too small and their natures too fractious to ever pose a real threat. The king, and those who are especially loyal to him, declare that we are safe because of the royal army and the protection it offers. 
 
   About a hundred years ago, members of a tribe that were considered snow savages did navigate their way to the southern reaches of the kingdom but, instead of fighting, they simply settled and made peace with their new neighbours. These people became known as the Bwlch, the ‘people of the mountain pass’. Since that time, they have stood right on the bulwark of the battle against the snow and its savages. Some of the great knights of history are descended from the Bwlch; “The Spear”, “The White Falcon”, “The man of Iron”, “The Bull” are all names of knights revered throughout the land. Fighting is in their blood; they have needed it to survive. 
 
   Needless to say then, that it is with the school’s master of arms, a proud member of the Bwlch, that I have spent most of my time since that fated conversation with Vesta. Practice has seemed to be my only hope.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Ten
 
    
 
   Arberth, looming large over the tidal region that connects the island to the mainland, seems to be a nation apart from the rest of the island. The people there aren’t quite islanders or mainlanders. It is a melting pot in the middle, a beacon for all the lowest sorts of life, designed by cunning architecture to be easily isolated should the island be attacked. This threat of isolation, in addition to the importance of its role as gateway to the island, gives the townsfolk a somewhat unique identity. They seem an insolent, arrogant sort, forever on the verge of rebellion.
 
   What makes its architecture so cunning is the city walls. It is obvious that a town must be walled off on the side that faces the enemy and so it is: anyone hoping to raid the island by land must first breach the mighty stone walls that face the mainland. This difficult task is made more difficult by the greedy tide that covers the area twice each day, sweeping in to swallow anyone imprudent enough to have got his or her timing wrong.
 
   However, Arberth is also walled off from the rest of the island. Why this is so, given that it has no independence and has always remained loyal to the island, is not so obvious. The key is in the design of gate and wall. It is designed to be sealed off; the gate must be operated from both sides and the island-facing walls can only be manned by soldiers arriving from outside the city gates. This ensures that, should Arberth ever fall, any potential raiders would find themselves stuck on the wrong side of yet another wall.
 
   Of course, in these times of peace, there seems little chance of raiders ever making it as far as Arberth. The walled city is, in fact, a relic from a bygone era when the island was at war with the tribes from the mainland. Now it stands as nothing more than an impressive reminder of that time; dark, dank walls rising slowly from the murk. These walls, a testament to the ingenuity of humankind, can be seen from miles away. I have always felt it is a shame that it is these walls, so ugly and functional, that dominate the landscape rather than the beautiful ornate towers of Tallakarn, tucked away in the distance.
 
   The black gate itself is a living throng, with fishermen, farmers, traders, guardsmen and beggars heading both into and out of the city. There are guards but no official checkpoint, and people are in and out as they please. There is nothing to fear. I am just another peasant boy in a miserable crowd on a miserable day. Vesta has asked me to report to the bridge tower, a huge structure on the other side of the city that looks out across to the mainland. Even when the sea fog is as low as it is this morning, it is unmissable.
 
   In this unfamiliar city, the sea fog feels welcome. The stench of fish and faeces, never a favourite of mine, only hangs faintly on the air, suppressed by the fog’s cold mask. Meanwhile, fog also spares me from the real ugliness of the city that I imagine is around me. The emaciated dogs, the rubicund drunkards, the ramshackle hovels, the beggar children of my mind are hidden away from me by the murk. And whilst the narrow twisting streets are busy, they are busy only with the serious-faced people of the morning. Nobody who has woken at this time has woken to cause trouble.
 
   The misery etched on the faces of these people doesn’t evade my attention. These are dour, hard-bitten folk with little on their mind except earning enough money to eat and keep warm. What little extra they have will be spent on alcohol. It could be that their fate is worse than mine. I could end up amongst these people, amongst their drudgery, not only amongst it but a part of it, adding to it. There is surely a mercy to be found in every fate.
 
   I wind up and down, left and right, through the claustrophobic streets of the port. The streets are busy, certainly busier than in the royal city and more unpredictable. In places I am caught in bottlenecks, stuck behind ambling tramps and old ladies who are moving so slow that they seem scarcely to be alive, whilst, in other areas, the crowd is so fast moving that there is a danger of being crushed; traders, sailors and guards are in such a rush to get wherever they’re going that, to them, trampling an old lady to death must seem little more than an occupational hazard. Every so often the filthy stench is broken by the smell of baking bread or roasting meat, but these aromas are localised and are gone almost as soon as I notice them. At all times I keep my eyes on the bridge tower ahead, my mind intent on my next meeting with Vesta.
 
   No one speaks a word to me. This, in itself, feels damning. If I had looked too rough, I might have been picked out by the guards. If had looked too well dressed, I might have become a target for someone or other but, as it is, no one even notices me. I pass through the crowd as if I am someone who is meant to be here. Having seen this particular crowd, I cannot help but feel insulted
 
   It is only as I start to near the bridge tower that the crowds begin to thin. It becomes clear that the tower I am looking for is built into the same wall that provided me an initial welcome. The wall – dark, foreboding, impenetrable – encircles the whole city and the bridge tower is built into it. Unimaginatively named for the bridge that extends outward from it, this tower is the only route by which a boy destined for the mainland can pass without getting wet. It is something I have not done before today.
 
   The tower stands above a gateway in the wall. This gateway is the bridge to the mainland and there is a steady stream of traffic coming in both directions. A variety of animals, none of which look particularly happy, pull a variety of carts in either direction. A few men, the poorest, have dogs pulling their carts, whilst others have goats, cattle or horses. Everything about this place seems to overwhelm: the stench, the shouting, the rattling, the constant flux of movement. It is all rather too much for a boy like me.
 
   A single knight makes his way through the crowd on horseback, his gleaming steel armour standing out in stark contrast to the drabness of those around him. I recognise him by his heraldry, a green flag with a white feather, as ‘The White Falcon’. His very presence causes upheaval amongst the crowd. His footmen have a full time job trying to redirect the various beggars and street vendors making their way towards him whilst urchins also follow behind, part star struck, part hoping for some small piece of fortune. 
 
   But no one is heading to the actual entrance of the tower, tucked off to the right hand side of the gateway. It would seem that the approach to the tower is kept clear for official visitors only. It stands guarded by two men in the dark iron armour of the Arberth guard. As I approach, I can tell by their poor posture alone that these guards are little more than low-level thugs, certainly nothing to aspire to. 
 
   It only takes me one look at the guard on the left to realise that, even before I have approached, he already hates me. Etched onto his face is the scornful look worn by all guards when they see a peasant approaching.
 
   “What do you want, you piece of shit?”
 
   “I’m here to meet with Lady Vesta.”
 
   “What would the virgin want with a piece of shit like you?”
 
   “I’ve heard the virgin likes ‘em young,” his colleague interjects. They both snort seedily. I remain silent.
 
   “I said ‘What would the virgin want with a piece of shit like you?’”
 
   “I don’t see that that’s any of your business.”
 
   “Oi oi… He’s a bit of a feisty one,” the first one chuckles.  “Didn’t your father teach you how to speak to your betters?”
 
   “Yes he did. Not that I think that’s pertinent to this conversation.”
 
   “Ooh! Pert-ti-nent..” he replies, stretching the unfamiliar word out across his primitive vocal chords. “Looks like this peasant thinks he’s better than what he is. You ain’t coming in,” he snaps. His control over this one solitary doorframe has obviously sent him mad with power. 
 
   This refusal puts me in a strange situation. I am attending the bridge tower at the behest of Lady Vesta, the king’s advisor. I am most certainly not attending because I want to and, in fact, the last thing I actually want is to be admitted entry. But nonetheless, it is not the place of this gormless simpleton, with his red drinker’s face, to decide my fate.   
 
   “I’ll not ask you again,” I say, remaining in the doorway. “I’ve attended as required but I shan’t be begging some drunken thug to allow me any further.”  
 
   At this insult, the guard on the left unfurls his club and moves toward me as if to beat me. I nonchalantly sidestep two or three clumsy swings before his friend from the other side of the door comes to join in. I do not attempt to fight them but simply duck and weave through their wallops, each of which is so slow and cumbersome that I would sincerely worry for them if anyone with any actual malicious intent was trying to gain entry. 
 
   The more that they swing and miss, the angrier they get and the louder they shout for assistance. As ‘assistance’ arrives, it mostly takes the form of other gormless, red-faced guards who are quite happy to stand and laugh raucously at their colleagues’ ineffectiveness. But then I notice a fourth combatant has entered the fight. As soon as I do, one of the guards, the initial aggressor, is cleanly decapitated by him. At this stage, both the fracas and the laughter stops. Lady Vesta, the mystery combatant, turns to the guard who still has a head. 
 
   “The crown no longer has a use for your services. I suggest you leave Arberth immediately. Everybody else, back to your positions. Howell, please ensure the body is disposed of in an appropriate manner and that his widow is sent a ham. For the record, he died a traitor’s death and his pension, therefore, is withheld.” 
 
   She passes her bloodied sword to her squire and turns on her heel; the crowd dissipates almost as quickly as it assembled. Howell, the prince’s cousin and, seemingly, Vesta’s squire, dutifully scurries off to collect the head, which has rolled away from the tower back towards the town. 
 
   “Hi, Gruff,” he whispers as he scuttles past. I forget to answer, my heart racing, astounded by the unbelievable swiftness and brutality of what I have just seen.
 
   “If you could come with me,” Vesta shouts over her shoulder as she walks away. Her voice is clipped and without emotion. I follow, awestruck.
 
   Unlike upon our first meeting at the palace, I do not have to walk far; we are only just inside the tower before we are in the armaments room. The walk is, once again, punctuated by the comfortable silence of two people who don’t feel the need to talk. The walls of this room are covered in a vast array of weaponry that dwarves the meagre, poorly maintained armoury of the Prince Libran School. I had genuinely never realised that there were so many ways to kill a man. My preoccupation with the weapons means that it takes me a fraction of a second to notice a man slouched on a chair in the far corner of the room, legs apart, swigging from a tankard of breakfast ale. I know from my studies that the man is Ser Morrigan, ‘The Crow’. 
 
   “Farking hell, Vesty. This isn’t him, is it?” he snorts, sitting up, choking a little. 
 
   “Ser Morrigan, I would like you to meet Ser Gruffydd.” Vesta, to her credit, does not acknowledge Morrigan’s initial disdain.
 
   Morrigan rises, smirking, to his feet, and the size difference between us is immediately apparent. He must be two metres tall. His height is such that it seems to belie his breadth and so, whilst he is undeniably a well-built man, he appears to look more like a normal man scaled up than a giant. Swarthy with scruffy black hair and an insouciant smirk, he is not the type of knight that one learns about in chivalric scripture. He offers me a limp, casual handshake.
 
   “Farking hell,” he repeats incredulously. “Ser Gruff?”
 
   “Gruffydd is to be knighted for his achievements in the Prince Libran Trophy and for offering his services to the kingdom in this most trying of times.”
 
   “Yes. On my return,” I add pointedly.
 
   “Well, here’s to that!” laughs Morrigan with more than a hint of sarcasm, drinking deeply from his tankard. “But, seriously, Vesty. What am I supposed to do with him? Use him for a toothpick?!” 
 
   He snorts slightly, amused at his own observation. As unfunny as it might be, the physical contrast he draws is a fair one; there is nothing on me but skin and bone.
 
   “As you both know, it would be unsafe and unsustainable to send all twelve of you out together. The land, in any one place, will not feed twelve people and it will be harder for you to evade detection. And make no mistake, evading detection is your only hope of survival out there.”
 
   “Even so, give me a farking chance,” Morrigan pleads. “Look at this chap. My five-year-old daughter has more meat on her.”
 
   “Your five–year-old daughter hasn’t been raised on the hillside,” I interject aggressively. I will not be spoken down to. In response, Morrigan smiles mischievously. Something about his attitude suggests that he’s not taking the whole thing entirely seriously.
 
   “The six pairs have been picked to give you all the optimum chance of succeeding in your quest.”
 
   “Well, the king only knows what I’ve done to deserve this,” Morrigan smirks ruefully. He has hardly stopped smirking throughout.
 
   “I’m sure he does.” 
 
   My reply is straight faced. The Crow enjoys a less than savoury reputation across the whole of the kingdom, and I am under no illusion that I am not the only one being sent on the quest for the purpose of punishment.
 
   “Well, I’m sure that you two will have more than enough time to iron out your differences over the coming months. For now, however, I would suggest you get yourself armed and off. You have a long ride ahead.”
 
   “Do we not get some sort of a briefing? You could at least pretend you’re not just sending us off to our deaths?” I snap, the fearlessness of a dead man upon me. Morrigan laughs again, a scoff, suggesting he finds my feistiness amusing. Vesta, of course, does not laugh. 
 
   “You already know all there is to know. You both have a map and a written introduction to hand to their king. You are to head to Brightstone, build what links you can and, ideally, escort ‘The Son of God’ back to us. The only advice I can give you is eat whenever you can, fight only when you have to, and keep moving. If you return empty handed… Well, I think you both understand your current predicament.” 
 
   “Thanks. For. That.” Morrigan sighs. “I expected more from you, Vesty. We’ve been through a lot together. I thought we were…”
 
   “We are most certainly not friends,” Vesta interjects, without even a hint of chivalric banter. “You are to ride today to the Gors. You will spend the night at the castle there. From then on, you will be on foot; the horses will not make it through the marsh or the snow. Ser Gruff, your armour and the best short-sword are on the wall over there.” 
 
   She gestures over to the far wall. Across the room, and in comparison to the formidable black plate-mail donned by Ser Morrigan, the brown leather armour seems skimpy. The dull copper shield must be no bigger than a large dinner plate and, I fear, about as much use defensively. On both the shield and the breastplate is a green goat motif. I sigh. I imagine the great knights before me: The Bull, The White Falcon, The Crow, The Silver Wolf, The Hammer of God, The Crocodile. There has never been one called ‘The Goat’. 
 
   “Farking hell. What’s that? If I’d known it was fancy dress, I’d have dressed differently,” chuckles Morrigan, still finding amusement amongst the increasing humourlessness of the situation.
 
   “It will serve. A warrior such as Ser Gruff values mobility more than protection,” replies Vesta, as inscrutable as ever.
 
   “And a good job too,” Morrigan winks. “Come on then, sprat. We’d better be getting off. Wouldn’t want to keep the reaper waiting.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Eleven
 
    
 
   I’ve never felt comfortable on horseback.  It is not just that I find it unnatural, but also that it doesn’t feel like somewhere I’m supposed to be. Horses, and the people who ride them, belong to the upper echelons of society. Meanwhile, men such as my father are  associated with nothing so glamorous. Pigs, dogs and goats are our animals. And, when we want to get somewhere, we walk. 
 
   In my school, this difference is immediately apparent. Most of the highborn boys were taught to ride not long after they learned to walk. My first lesson, meanwhile, was only after I started there and was a demeaning and horrible experience: the other boys gliding around on their privately owned ponies whilst I struggled to even mount the ugly school mule.
 
   I even suspect that horses themselves have an awareness of their owner’s breeding. I say this because they all treat me with the same contempt as my classmates do. Both groups make it quite clear, with their snorts and jolts, that they don’t want me anywhere near them. As such, riding a horse is, for me, more akin to being bullied than it is any sort of pleasure.
 
   This is clearly not the case for my new companion, Morrigan. If I needed any more evidence of his highborn heritage, it is evident in the smooth and controlled manner with which he rides. Every person we pass as we move through the countryside seems to know him and he stops several times to bid people farewell and soak up their adulation. I, meanwhile, trot awkwardly behind him, unknown, and never quite able to catch up. 
 
   His horse is a massive black stallion and suits him perfectly. There is nothing especially impatient about the way he rides ahead, instead it just seems that his natural pace is quicker than mine. I’ve got no problem with this, it certainly reduces the need for conversation. Instead, I move forward in forlorn silence. With every reluctant step my horse makes, I am further away from my father. It takes us almost a full day’s riding to reach our overnight resting place, Gors castle. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Twelve
 
    
 
    “So you’ve never been to the Gors before?” asks Morrigan, slouched in his chair. Around him, there is only dull firelight and dampness, all that you might expect from the castle at the edge of the kingdom.
 
   “I’ve never left the island before. Doesn’t look like I’ve been missing much,” I spit. The Gors, a low-lying salt marsh, stretching from the northern coast to the mountains, has proved to be about as interesting as it sounds – a vast wasteland of brown grass and puddles.
 
   “You might think that this would be the most vulnerable point of the kingdom,” he begins, as though he is about to tell me something I don’t know.
 
   “But it’s not. The treachery of the swamp and clear line of sight for defensive archers make it impossible for a force of any size to cross.” I complete his lecture myself. It is yet another fact I have been forced to learn by rote.
 
   “I’m beginning to see why you got sent out here,” Morrigan chuckles. He appears to accept my temper, along with everything else, in frustratingly good humour. 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because you always have to be right. It makes you seem a bit of a cock,” he grins, slapping me on the back as he does so. The drink is clearly getting to him. 
 
   “Thanks?”
 
   “Ah, it’s fine. I’m probably out here for the same reason,” he snorts, sinking the last of his beer. As he does so, he thuds it down three times on the table as a signal to the serving girl. As someone of status, this is a gesture so natural that it doesn’t even seem to register to him that he’s done it. Meanwhile I, unused to being served by anyone, instinctively look round to watch her emerge obediently from the shadows. 
 
   “It’s not the most exciting of places but the lord, Ser Geraint, is a good friend of mine. It’s a shame he’s not here actually. I do like good company,” he smirks, seemingly proud at the subtlety of his insult.
 
   The dull flames from the hearth behind and the wall torches fill the room with shadows. Three long oak tables dominate the room and I wonder how long it has been since they were full. A stuffed crocodile’s head is mounted above the fireplace, adding the only bit of character to an otherwise uninspiring room. Morrigan only turns to look at the serving girl as she walks away, a cheeky glint in his eye. 
 
   “So, what did you do?” I continue.
 
   “I think a more accurate question would be ‘Who did I do?’… And, of course, I’m not going to answer that question.” His smirk drops off his face, becoming something more rueful. 
 
   Ser Morrigan, The Crow, is probably subject to more rumour than any other individual in the kingdom – a renowned drinker, brawler and womaniser known to cause as many problems as he solves and a constant source of embarrassment for the chivalric order to which he belongs. There are some who might use this opportunity to probe him, to sort out the truths, the half truths and the lies. But this is not in my nature; to pursue such questioning might lead him to feel that I consider such feats an accomplishment. I don’t.
 
   “What does it matter, anyway?” I sigh. “We’re dead men.”
 
   “To us, we who are about to die,” he slurs, drunkenly raising his cup, smirking anew. I clink my tankard to his.
 
   “You know… We could just quite simply not go, you know…” he murmurs, dropping his voice out of the serving girl’s range.
 
   “What’s the alternative? There’s nowhere else to go. Lady Vesta made it quite clear we’ll be hanged as traitors should we return empty handed.” I whisper too, joining him in the collusion.
 
   “Then we rough it for… let’s say… two years. It’ll be easier to find a spot of territory to defend than it will be to wander the wilderness,” he whispers. There is more than an air of drunkenness about the idea, something at least a little half-baked.
 
   “Surely if there was anywhere worth defending, there will already be someone defending it?”
 
   “Then we can take it over… I don’t know if you’ve seen me fight… And you… And you…” His voice trails off as he remembers that he thinks he’s been saddled with a lame goat. His eyes look open and honest as he talks, betraying an almost boyish naivety. 
 
   “Lady Vesta told us… if you stand still in the wilderness, you are dead.”
 
   “Well then… we could defect to the Kernow,” he suggests. 
 
   “Lady Vesta told me that the Kernow now kill all strangers on sight.”
 
   “Ha ha ha… What is this thing you’ve got with farking Vesta? ‘Lady Vesta says this, Lady Vesta says that.’ Fark. The woman’s a maniac!” 
 
   “She knows what she’s talking about.”
 
   “Everyone’s got this thing about Vesta. Like she’s some sort of farking paragon, but let me tell you something, she’s a monster… Have you ever fought her?” 
 
   He drunkenly brings his face so close to mine that I can smell the beer on his breath. The question brings back memories of how I was restrained in the palace at Tallakarn. I wince slightly.
 
   “Briefly.”
 
   “Then you’ll know what I mean… You know… Only one man has ever put her down.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The Bull.” 
 
   This answer does not altogether surprise me. The Bull is probably the only living knight who looks set to join his mythic forebears in legend. One doesn’t become leader of the Bwlch easily. 
 
   “So she’s a great fighter. How does that make her a monster?”
 
   “If you ever become trained in knightly combat, you’ll see what I mean. A true knight wouldn’t decapitate an underpowered opponent. Your mate from the other day, for instance.”
 
   “But he wasn’t doing his job properly. He was obstructing royal business.” 
 
   “So he deserved to be decapitated? Fark… There’s more to life than the rules, Ser Goat.” As he says this, he burps and wipes his mouth. I use the opportunity to withdraw to a safer, less odiferous distance. 
 
   “Well, for me, rules are rules,” I sniff. 
 
   “This coming from a boy who ignored royal orders to let the prince win that farking little trophy or whatever it was.”
 
   “Those were orders that expected me to break the rules of the competition. They were immoral.”
 
   “So rules are rules when they suit you? When they don’t, they’re immoral?” he smiles smugly, thinking he’s got a point.
 
   “No, it’s not like that.”
 
   “And how about that little gwnt you crippled? Where were the rules then?”
 
   “Tomos was twice my size. He attacked me…”
 
   “Ha ha, you don’t have to justify yourself to me, boy. You’re the one with the rule book.”
 
   He reclines further back in his chair, flashing me yet another of his increasingly self-satisfied smiles. Getting the sense that he is merely provoking me for his entertainment, I remain silent and draw a long sip of my ale.
 
   “So, seeing as how you know it all, I’m guessing you know how Vesta got her gig?”
 
   “Her gig?”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry I forgot I was talking to Ser Gruffydd of the Green, the noblest man to ever herd a goat. Please excuse my language. I’m talking about her job. Have you ever heard how she got her job?”
 
   “The king told me that she abducted the prince when he was a baby.”
 
   “Yeah, and…”
 
   “And that’s all I know.”
 
   “Well, well, well. Something you don’t know, hey? Well, you know Vesta is from the snow, don’t you? A diethrin?”
 
   “No. I didn’t know that either.” 
 
   The number of diethrin in the kingdom is absolutely tiny. Whilst the people of the Bwlch are the only recent example of an entire tribe joining civilisation, the incidence of individuals turning up and being accepted is even more unusual.
 
   “She and the women she turned up with gave us more grief than anyone in my lifetime. There were only about five of them. God only knows how they got on the island. They were in and out of the palace like ghosts.”
 
   “How did you stop them?”
 
   “We didn’t. They rode us over the land like it was their own. At some point, Vesta sold her own people out. Don’t ask me how or why or even how she came to be where she is now. Don’t ask me to trust her either. She’s turned tail at least once in her life… And that’s all I need to know.”
 
   Hearing Vesta described to me thus disappoints me more than I thought it might. Almost without noticing, I’ve come to see her as some sort of hero – something to aspire to, a person of honour, a no-nonsense administrator. Hearing her described as a snow savage and, worse, a traitor leaves me feeling slightly chilled. I also shouldn’t forget that, however she sold it to me, she was ultimately the person who sent me on this quest.
 
   “Time for bed. Early start tomorrow,” I grumble, suddenly more miserable than ever.
 
   “Boring, boring goat,” grins Morrigan, tapping his tankard on the table.
 
   


  
 

Thirteen
 
    
 
   We trudge through the snow for twelve terrible days. The savages are not as numerous as I had feared but, even without combat, time spent in this tundra is a constant struggle. Every day that passes is a battle to fulfil primal needs – warmth, hunger, thirst – against a ravenous nature that, I am quickly learning, doesn’t want us to live. 
 
   Everything that we islanders take for granted has become something we have to actively fight for; food must be hunted from what sparse fauna is available, shelters must be carved from the frozen ground, and everything looks so similar that is possible to walk for a day without feeling like we’ve moved. The weather, spring-like in its capriciousness, varies between delicate sunlight and heavy snowfall. It is, however, never even slightly warm; the sun, our compass and calendar, stays out for longer each day without ever daring to produce a stroke of heat. 
 
   Despite the fresh and frigid weather, the relationship between Morrigan and myself is, to my great surprise, a good one. For some reason, I have found myself beginning to warm to him. Perhaps it is because that rebellious streak, that mischief for which he is renowned, has very little opportunity to show itself out here in the wilderness. Instead, his casual and easy-going nature has come to the fore, making him an escape from, rather than an addition to, the burden of the journey.
 
   Vesta was also right in identifying us as a solid potential team. Both my small frame and hillside upbringing have aided me in becoming a passable survivalist and scout. Meanwhile, his strength and skill with the bow have provided sources of food and shelter that I could not have achieved alone. A grim determination has set over us and, as the week has passed, perhaps even a sense that we have a chance to achieve our task. It seems cruel then that it is only hours after this thought has crossed my mind that we are ambushed.
 
   It is towards the end of the day, our eyes hungrily surveying the land for suitable shelter. As the first arrow hits, the wound it creates feels hotter than I have felt for days, like a shard of molten iron in my left knee. Given the sheer force of its arrival, it is almost all I can do to simply remain on my feet.
 
   Morrigan whirls one hundred and eighty degrees, shield out, faster than I have ever seen him move. The arrow destined for him bounces off his moving shield.
 
   “Over there!” he screams. Despite the searing pain, something in me tells me that falling will not be a good idea; we are too exposed. I would be a sitting duck. We need shelter. I ignore the instinct to fall and, instead, draw my shield. My stricken leg immediately feels useless, a piece of burdensome equipment that must be dragged. Nevertheless, I try my best to limp alongside Morrigan. We move slowly, back to back, peering through the failing light.
 
   “Four! From my direction! Head for those trees to your left!” he screams. Everything about him suddenly appears sharper, more focused; his casual demeanour has disappeared in the blink of an eye. I can only obey, the pain in my knee is too much for any more active consideration. We tread slowly back to back. What is left of my energy is used to survey the land in front of me. It remains, I think, clear. 
 
   Morrigan, meanwhile, masterfully covers me from behind, keeping the three onrushing attackers in his field of vision, all the while deflecting the arrows of the fourth. We tread purposefully towards the meagre copse of trees that must be at least several hundred metres away. In my pain, each footstep feels like an eternity.
 
   And, of course, the attackers are upon us before we can reach anywhere near it. Now, more than ever, it is apparent that The Crow deserves his formidable reputation. When ‘off duty’, he carries his solid frame with a casual languor, almost as though it is too heavy for him. Now though, it is clear that he is carrying out the purpose for which he was designed. All that size and bulk finally appear to make sense.
 
   The first attacker, sprinting at full stretch, is met by a right boot to the face that sends him skittling to his knees. In one movement, Morrigan drops his shield, switches sword arms, and uses the momentum of his high kick to bring in a sweeping wide sword-cut across the torso of the second attacker. The snow flashes crimson for a second and the sky fills with the savage’s death song.
 
   The sweeping cut naturally brings Morrigan’s bodyweight to the right but he does not seek to adjust it. Instead, he uses the power of the swing to perform almost a one hundred and eighty degree pirouette. It is not accidental that this pirouette brings the back of his right elbow into contact with the gut of the onrushing third man. The first savage, meanwhile, climbs to his feet.
 
   “Take him!” screams Morrigan, focusing on the third attacker, who is backing away, almost doubled over, in a defensive stance. 
 
   Hot blood courses through me, numbing the wound only just sufficiently for me to maintain my balance. The savage approaches, keeping his stance low, switching his crude blade between his hands, poking at my sword arm, testing my defences. I bat his prods away, hesitating. Every time I attempt to move my feet or shift my weight, a fresh jolt of pain flashes through me. Worse still, the realisation that this is my first real fight jumps into my mind and fear almost takes over. But then a deeper instinct arrives and washes everything away: it is kill or die. 
 
   I meet his eyes in the way I have done in one hundred sparring battles. To my surprise, something in them tells me I’ve already won. They look frenzied and desperate. His face, too well acquainted with Morrigan’s boot, is a bloodied mess and blood trickles down from the inside of his helmet. In this instant, it seems only to be a battle of wills; we are both badly injured and, at some point, one or both of us will die.
 
   He is slashing at me with speed but no precision, with the impatience of a dying man. More tellingly, the dull blade he wields doesn’t even appear to pose a threat to my armour. It only takes a few more wild lashes for him to make a mistake. His hand stays out a little too long and I smash it with my shield before thrusting my sword through his stomach. He falls to his knees, shortly followed by me. I watch his eyes freeze as life fades from him. I’ve killed someone and it saddens me.
 
   My eyes flash up, seeking out Morrigan. He is nowhere to be seen. The corpses of the three assailants lie around me, their blood a vivid contrast to the virgin snow. The sickening feeling of Morrigan’s absence reactivates the agony coursing through my knee. I cough. My lungs are filled with cold and pain. Realising I cannot give in so easily, I raise my head once more and scour the darkening skyline for some sort of indication. My only hope is that he has gone after, and hunted down, the archer. There is no sign. Instinctively, I limp towards the copse.
 
   It seems to take an agonisingly long time to reach the small gathering of trees. My wound is screaming. The pain is so great that, perversely, I find myself sweating despite the cold around me. This is my first experience of the casual ease of death. My vulnerability is what frightens me, that all it would take to kill me is one well-placed arrow. Equally devastating is the knowledge that, to have any chance of survival, I will have to dig a shelter, build a fire and treat the wound before I can even begin to think about getting any rest. This thought, not to mention the pain, nauseates me. The realisation that there is no alternative forces my hand.
 
   The fire is my main priority. Every fire I have built so far on this journey, and I have built the majority, has been small and designed for subtlety. This one is neither small nor subtle. It doesn’t need to be. I cover it with whatever plant matter I can find to build smoke and heat. The rationale for this is simple: the agony in my knee tells me I will die if Morrigan does not return. Whether this is at the hands of savages attracted by the flames, or a slow death from starvation and injury, is irrelevant to me. A visual fire increases the chances of him finding me and that outweighs everything. It will also soften up the snow to help me dig my shelter.
 
   By the time my shelter is dug, it is beginning to feel more like a grave. I can barely walk. There is still light in the sky but it is approaching its final flicker. The weight of exhaustion causes me to feel as though it has been hours since the battle, although I know from the sun that hardly any time has passed. 
 
   Grimly, I reach for the base of the arrow lodged in the back of my knee. I have been taught in combat lessons that all the most effective weapons hurt more on the way out than on the way in. I now begin to realise that words alone have never done this fact justice; I feel every jagged edge of this evil weapon as it rips through my body in reverse, carving an entirely fresh wound. As I grit my teeth and pull, nothing exists except for agony, the pain of one thousand screaming suns moving through a small orifice just below the back of my knee. The wound throbs, sweat pours down my face, consciousness fades from me.
 
   “Looks painful,” quips Morrigan, crunching tactlessly through the melting snow. I’m unable to reply, too exhausted even for relief.
 
   “Could have at least dug me a shelter. Selfish bastard,” he smirks, trying, as ever, to soften me with good humour. I manage to murmur a curse in response but even I am not sure what it is supposed to mean.
 
   “Never mind. Looks like I’m up for the night anyway, seeing that you’ve given away our position and all. Come here, let’s check that scratch.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Fourteen
 
    
 
   Almost a month later, the few savages we have encountered have been surprisingly underpowered. Our superior weapons and training have counted for more than we expected. For this, I can only take a small credit. Morrigan, still fit and healthy, is a truly formidable opponent whilst, I, with only one good leg, am scarcely of any use. Morrigan’s superiority, however, is about the only positive to be drawn from our ordeal.
 
   My knee does not seem to be healing and hurts just as much with every agonising footstep. Morrigan does his best, daily, to keep the wound treated but, to all intents and purposes, my leg is nothing more than a dead weight. The weather conditions are also worsening. Although we’ve been following the coast, the sea itself has now become ice.  
 
   On the one hand, this is a positive, an indication that the map we are following is accurate. It suggests we are approaching the frozen sea at the heart of the Mother Island. However, it is also a negative; the colder weather finds us using more energy but with less to eat. Meanwhile, the coastline curves southward, taking us into ever colder climes and, crucially, further still from Brightstone to the north. 
 
   People living through such an ordeal can scarcely consider themselves to be alive. Instead, I feel that I am doing nothing but hobbling on towards death. The wound in my knee, deprived of rest or nourishment, never ceases to ache. I find myself needing to stop more and more frequently, trying not to be sick, not to leak warmth and fuel. 
 
   It is to Morrigan’s credit that he stops each time, seemingly without complaint. It doesn’t take long before dark questions begin to cross my mind. Is he considering abandoning me? Would I abandon him in the reverse situation? Could either of us survive without the other? What could I do about it anyway?
 
   One night, he declares that we need to risk crossing the sea ice. The detour around the coastline will kill us, he feels. I, too weak to disagree, concur. Something about this situation provides a taste of how life must feel for my history master, with very little spare capacity to do anything but not die. 
 
   The walk down to the sea ice is probably, in itself, the most treacherous task we have undertaken yet, a jagged and slippery obstacle course down an almost vertical cliff face. It would be just my luck to spend a life being derided as ‘the goat’ before falling to my death from a steep slope. But I am lucky; almost my entire life has been spent near cliffs and hills. I have almost lost count of the number of times that my father has sent me, scowling, to rescue silly kid goats stuck amongst the rocks. As such, the climb feels much more instinctive and familiar than anything else I’ve done for weeks. In fact, my leg hurts less during this descent than it has at any point over the month that has passed. So it is that, even with my burdensome injury, it is the clumsy and casual Morrigan who seems to struggle more. It does not take him long to fall.
 
   The incline of the slope is not so steep that a person is thrown immediately to the bottom of the cliff. Instead, he tumbles down with all the grace of an ugly rag doll. As he bundles past me, a cumbersome black mass of curses and thuds, I grimly realise that it is the most entertaining thing I’ve seen in months. A small smile escapes. He is making far too much noise to be badly injured. By the time I reach the bottom, he is up and dusting himself off.
 
   “Well, at least I beat you. I know how you hate to lose,” he laughs warmly. The humility of the man strikes me suddenly. I’m almost jealous of his ability to laugh at himself. It is a powerfully endearing trait.
 
   “And so elegant with it. Are you injured?”
 
   “I’m too cold to feel pain.”
 
    “I know the feeling,” I sigh, fully aware of how the weather has numbed my own injuries. 
 
   “Right then. Onward,” he smirks.
 
   “Let’s just hope the savages aren’t stupid enough to enter the sea ice. There’s certainly nowhere to hide,” I groan, fully aware of the irony.  
 
   Morrigan pulls his face into a rare grimace as we survey the immaculate whiteness in front of us. It is as white as eternity, scarcely different from the sky. There is nothing in the entire scope of our vision to determine one place from another. Walking through such blankness hardly seems possible.
 
   We have barely taken two steps on the ice before my fears are confirmed. There is, all of a sudden, a great deal of commotion from the rocks above us. My heart sinks as we turn our heads. Four people stand atop the cliff but, to my relief, they seem to be shouting at us rather than preparing to attack. From this distance, and it is hard to be sure, it would appear that two of the people are children. We draw our weapons nonetheless.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Fifteen
 
    
 
   There is something frantic about what the savages are shouting. Only a few words reach us through the chill wind but I am certain that they are not words of any language that we understand. Nevertheless, the intensity and manner of their gesticulations seem to be suggesting that we shouldn’t be down on the sea ice. In fact, they look like they are showing us a route back up towards them.
 
   “You’re going to think I’m crazy but… I think these chaps might just be friendly,” shouts Morrigan through the wind.
 
   “Why would anyone be friendly out here?” I snap back, hoping against hope that I’m wrong.
 
   “Ha ha. Talk about having faith in the human condition! What do you want to do, Ser Goat? Ignore them?” 
 
   As he shouts this, he gestures quite deliberately towards the Big White that awaits us. Having been with him for almost two months now, I can only assume his laughter is lost on the wind.
 
   My eyes follow his arm out in to the wilderness before moving back to the cliff top above. One of the smaller figures is scuttling down the slope with an ease that a goat would be proud of. He is moving at quite a pace but with the confident assurance of someone who knows each rock inside out. It was the way that, before my knee injury, I would move over the eastern reaches of Ynys Gwyn.
 
   Meanwhile, the people on the top of the cliff continue to gesture us back up. I am now convinced that they intend us to interpret their hand signals as a friendly warning. This, crucially, is not the same as them actually being friendly. Nevertheless, desperation forces my hand once more; I am too weak to either fight or run. I have to hope I can trust them. Morrigan, meanwhile, has already decided, trudging over to meet the small descending savage at the bottom of the cliff face.
 
   As the savage reaches the bottom, he beckons me towards him before extending his hand to Morrigan in a hurried manner. With his help, we ascend the ice cliff back to the top. With the guidance of this boy, now clearly a child of ten or so, the climb almost feels easier than the original descent. 
 
   Our greeting at the top of the slope seems to be a friendly one. They are quite clearly a mother, father, son and daughter. All look similar with a squat, healthy appearance and skin that is sun-kissed by so much exposure to the ice. There is quite clearly very little in common between our languages and, because of this, communication is done almost completely through body language. There are lots of smiles and their traditional greeting is some sort of unusually invasive hug. Very quickly, we are offered what appears to be an invitation to their home. Something in the back of my mind doesn’t sit completely right with me. I can’t stop myself from wondering what such a family would have to gain from kindness to strangers. Nevertheless, desperate times call for desperate measures. I try my best to swallow my pessimism and follow on.
 
   Their home turns out to be a small underground complex. The opening is a cave near enough to the top of a nearby hill. As we approach, there is no particular sign of any other families or any community to which they belong. Morrigan, seemingly oblivious to the fact that they do not speak the same language, continues to ask questions, using overblown hand gestures and an increase in volume to make himself understood. Each time, their responses are the same: slightly sheepish and tinged by embarrassed laughter.
 
   Moving deeper into the cavern, the first thing I notice is the warmth. This sensation, lost to me for two months, immediately brings back memories of home. Perversely, it is only from stepping into the warm that I realise how very, very cold I actually am. Being able to remove my gloves for the first time in weeks is, surprisingly, almost an emotional experience. 
 
   The smell also reminds me of home. It is that healthy, earthy, salty smell that is, perhaps, of nothing in particular other than a person’s home. It is not an especially nice odour but, nevertheless, my sense of smell, somewhat of a luxury sense when compared to the others, has been neglected for a very long time during this frozen journey. 
 
   As I begin to adapt to the warmth and smell, I notice to my amazement that the burrow walls actually appear to be constructed rather than dug. The walls are made from brick in the same way that they would be in Tallakarn. The only difference is that instead of the rough stones we use, these stones are perfectly rectangular red stones. I have never seen anything like it.
 
   It also quickly becomes clear just how these savages, surviving in the middle of a frozen waste, appear to be so healthy. Many of the small caves we walk past contain dried or salted meat that they are quite clearly storing for hard times. Although it is not a large complex, every chamber is taken up with evidence of almost boundless industry and resourcefulness; fur coats, skin tents and weapons made from bone seem to almost litter the place.
 
   We are invited to sit when we reach the biggest room, deep underground, lit by fat candles. We are quite taken aback to realise that there are more people tucked away in this cosy and safe room. There is another woman who looks, perhaps, a little younger than the mother of the family that escorted us down. She is nursing a baby. Meanwhile another baby, of toddling age, scurries about on the floor. These three bear a very striking resemblance to the rest of their family. My mind races, trying to work out what the relationships must be.
 
   There is one last individual in the room who, tucked away in the corner, is quite clearly not related. He is, perhaps, a teenager, and it is by him that I am probably most intrigued. He does not resemble anyone that I’ve ever seen previously; his eyes and hair both seem to glow in an unsettlingly bright chestnut tone. On his shoulder is a branded mark that I can scarcely make out through the firelight; it is the face of a ram.
 
   “Hi,” says Morrigan, raising a friendly hand, once more forgetting how unlikely it is that anyone will understand.
 
   “Hi?” replies the unusual teenager, seeming surprised to understand us. At this realisation, he suddenly springs up, filled with almost as much excitement as we are.
 
   “You speak our language?” I ask, suspiciously. Now that he is standing, moving towards us, I can see that instead of looking plump like ‘his family’, he is instead compact and muscular. His copper features are striking, frightening even. Despite our common language, he does not look like someone from our kingdom.
 
   “Yes…” The answer seems to surprise even him. “But I don’t know how… Where are you from?” The language falls from his mouth in an unnatural and stilted way, in the manner of someone who is speaking a language that they do not fully understand – in the manner that one of our people may speak Bwlch or Kernowek, for instance. 
 
   The host, seemingly insulted at the strange little sideshow, gestures brusquely for the boy to sit. He then shouts something at his wife, gesticulating enthusiastically. The boy sits once more, but not where he had been. Instead, he seats himself across from us in the loose circle that the room naturally forms.
 
   “Do you understand this chap?” asks Morrigan, more quietly, gesturing to our host. 
 
   “Yes…” The boy’s reply, once again, sounds confused and unsure.
 
   “Then tell him we’re sorry. And thank him.” 
 
   “I will.” The boy nods sagely as he agrees.
 
   “And ask him if we could please have some food.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “And tell him my friend is injured.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “And thank him.” 
 
   “It is fine,” the boy repeats. “There is plenty of time. They are generous hosts.” After assuring us of this, he turns to speak to the host in his own language. Even in this language, he does not appear to be entirely comfortable or fluent. There is a brief conversation between the two before he returns to talk to us.
 
   “The Burt,” he gestures to our host, “would like to welcome you to his home and invites you to share in his food. But first, he would like to know who you are.”
 
   “My name is Crow. This man is Goat. We are pleased to meet you, Burt,” interjects Morrigan before I can answer. His tone of voice is, again, loud and deliberate. Respectfully, he addresses the host rather than the boy. Burt once again talks to the boy in his own language.
 
   “We do not have names in the way that you do. A ‘Burt’ is the leader of the household. Unless the others speak to you, you speak only to him. You can speak with me, to interpret. He is unhappy that we understand each other and warns it is an insult to exclude him from conversation.” 
 
   It is now I realise that the boy’s intonation reminds me of a less sophisticated version of Vesta; an accent that is, at once, neutral yet foreign. My eyes are, once again, drawn to the black ram branded on to his left shoulder.
 
   “Then I suggest that if we have questions for you, or vice versa, we add them into conversations we are having with him. This way, he will not realise he’s being excluded.”
 
   “That makes sense. I’ll tell him you accept and thank him.”
 
   And so begins an intriguing double conversation with both our host and his other guest. The evening is fuelled by an incredibly generous variety of smoked and dried meats as well as an almost hostile distilled liquor called ‘spebru’, which, we are told, translates as ‘fire and water’. 
 
   We learn that the savages are loosely allied with about ten or so other families in the area. Their livelihood largely consists of hunting seal or fish from the frozen sea, although they have also been known to capture other land animals. The tribe that they are allied to is, by and large, one of the more peaceable peoples, although their attitudes towards strangers vary. We are assured that we have been very lucky to have been met by our particular family.
 
   We are warned that ‘the real savages’ live further west. Beyond the frozen sea, we are told, most of the people we are likely to meet will be cannibals: those that eat the flesh of the slain. The man talks gravely, terrified, as he describes the so-called ‘pale tribe’, led by a ‘pale man’, who visit periodically, demanding hefty tribute. 
 
   Whilst I have no doubt of the authenticity of his feelings – his concerns, his grief, his fears – everything he says seems to further emphasise what Lady Vesta has already told me. A tribe will always refer to their neighbours as savages; they will always mythologise and fear the great unknown in just the same way they will seek to sanctify their own culture. I can imagine an islander, myself even, less than a month ago, talking in the exact same way about the world beyond the mountains.
 
   Our own tale is, of course, also a source of great interest. Despite my reservations, Morrigan spills the truth of our kingdom and our purpose without so much as a second thought. To these people, clinging onto their lives on a block of ice, such a kingdom must sound unfathomable, fantastical even. The Burt demands to know where such a kingdom could be located and, Morrigan, perhaps having been warmed too thoroughly by the liquor provided, happily obliges. The Burt laughs as he sees it located on our map.
 
    “The end of the world!” he smiles.
 
   Meanwhile, they have never heard of Brightstone and know even less about any Son of God. For these people, religion as we know it must have been forgotten centuries ago. In fact, they seem particularly unexcited by it all. 
 
   “The wrong god!” Burt assures us gleefully. 
 
   The other guest, it turns out, has a life story that trumps every other person in the room: it is a blank page. It slowly becomes apparent that he has literally no knowledge of anything. Before we entered, he wasn’t even aware of the language we greeted him in and, yet, somehow he finds himself to be fluent in it. Neither our language nor the language of our hosts, he points out, is the language that he uses to think. The language in which he thinks is another language, one that he has never heard spoken. As far as he is concerned, his life began when he was hauled, half dead, from the sea by the Burt and his family. He has since developed a basic knowledge of their tongue, which he describes as a simple and functional one, out of necessity.  
 
   He describes his hosts as generous people who have fed him up to at least twice the size he was upon arrival. Furthermore, they’ve insisted that he do no work until his health and memory return fully. The latter, he is beginning to fear, will never return. He has no concepts by which to describe the passing of time since his arrival, simply saying that he has been here for all his life.
 
   Of course, Morrigan, with his easy habit of handing out nicknames, begins to address the boy as ‘Ram’ and, naturally, it is him, rather than our host, that we become more and more interested in. Similarly, it is clear that the boy is fascinated by us. To him, the world outside this cave scarcely existed before today. Now, it is clear he is beginning to realise that Morrigan and I are the key to providing answers. He and Morrigan grow increasingly convinced that we must all share a heritage. I, as ever, am doubtful.
 
   As the night moves on, the children drift off to sleep at their mothers’ sides. The women remain but are prohibited from joining in the conversation by the Burt. As alcohol begins to flow more deeply, the idea of the boy coming with us is clearly beginning to germinate in the minds of all three of us. To me, it seems an inconvenience and a distraction. Even discounting the fact that he is a completely unknown quantity, he becomes another mouth to feed, another obstacle taking me further away from my objectives. As he and Morrigan grow closer, I sense that I may be heading for conflict.
 
   Conversation flows. I, drinking as little as I can without seeming rude, begin to drift from it. Ram continues to interpret conversation between Morrigan and the Burt. Both are fascinated by the boastful stories that Morrigan weaves, of himself and the kingdom he comes from. The kingdom he describes does not sound like the kingdom I grew up in. For the first time, I begin to realise that my ‘friendship’ with Morrigan is closely linked to the extreme hardship that we are both enduring. I cannot imagine, somehow, that he and I would be friends back in the safety of the inn at Tallakarn. His stories reveal the gulf in our lives. How much sweeter the world must seem when you are able to dip in and out of it like a crow.
 
   Before too long, wife number one approaches me, gesturing to her knee. 
 
   “Vunt?” She repeats the word several times, tapping on my back. Morrigan turns around, glint in his eye.
 
   “I think your luck’s in, ser. Sounds like she has something she wants to show you.” His face is ugly with drunkenness and his crudeness brings angry blood flushing to my face.
 
   “Vunt?” She continues, tapping her knee once again. For me, it seems more likely she is asking to see my injury. I point to my own left knee and smile in polite recognition. 
 
   Upon this signal, she approaches me, rolls up my trouser leg and, after having placed a warm hand on the back of my calf, removes the bandage. Pain races through the wound as though she has put another arrow in me. Her reaction, a disgruntled assortment of tsks and sighs, suggest to me that she is not too impressed with Morrigan’s first aid skills. She talks loudly to her husband, drowning out Morrigan’s shaggy dog tales.
 
   Her husband barks back equally as loudly, then commands something of Ram. Finally, Ram passes the message on.
 
   “She wants to fix your knee. Follow her.” 
 
   Something about the way Ram delivers this message makes it sound more like a command than a request. I don’t like the way the ‘fire and water’ has affected the boy’s demeanour. Nevertheless, I follow the small lady out of the room.  
 
   Moments later, I am on face down on the floor of a smaller room. There is something cold on the wound, freshly cleaned, numbing it. Compared to the heat of the burrow, this cold sensation actually feels quite welcome. It is incredible how short a memory the human body can have.
 
    Meanwhile, wife number one stands away from me, concocting some sort of poultice. Smells of various herbs, unknown to me, fill the air and, suddenly, I begin to relax. It is not a sensation I am used to. In fact, I almost feel slightly panicky at the loss of control. This panic brings me back to my senses. Only for me to drift again, edging closer to relaxation. This cycle continues several times until I can trust the lack of control enough to let go.
 
   My eyes move around the room. Normally, my mind is a hive of activity, examining everything, worrying about it, interrogating my own thoughts, developing opinions, designing plans. In this moment though, I find myself simply being, allowing my eyes to move over objects with no concern about them or how they relate to me. 
 
   Meat hangs from the ceiling, curing. Fat candles blaze in each corner of the room. Clay pots rest upon the table, almost hiding the manacles. The fur of the wolf-skin rug beneath me feels soft to the touch. On the opposite wall hangs some sort of painting daubed upon the dried skin of an animal. The smell of the herbs moves up my nostrils further. It sounds as though she is ready.
 
   She places a lotion upon my knee that tingles slightly. It is not altogether unpleasant, like the tingle on one’s skin after a long day in the sun. Whatever she has placed there she then proceeds to fix into place using some sort of skin bandage. It feels secure and clean. 
 
   “Sick,” she smiles, ‘sick’ presumably meaning something entirely different in her language. She helps me to my feet and beckons me back towards the main chamber. Even from a distance, I can hear that the room is now filled with laughter. Morrigan is quite clearly rotten with drunkenness.
 
   Upon re-entry, I see that the three have bonded even more in my absence. The Burt has his arm strapped around Ram, virtually groping his stomach. Morrigan is singing tunelessly, much to the mirth of the other two. All three have faces painted with the kind of happiness, that lust for life, that has always eluded me.
 
   The image in front of me almost seems to freeze. At once, I am filled with some deep regret; an understanding that I will never be able to enjoy myself like these other people. There is something within me – a restraint, a sadness, an inability – that keeps me apart from them. The saddest thing is that it is not only me that realises it. They realise it too. That is surely why they don’t even acknowledge my return. It is, I feel, time for bed.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Sixteen
 
    
 
   I am now so accustomed to shivering myself to sleep, huddled in some snow-sodden pit, starving to death like a godforsaken animal, that the relative comfort of this burrow seems almost a luxury. It is warm and filled with furs. I wasn’t even this comfortable back on the island 
 
   Upon touching my face, the mound of furs sends me to sleep with the same intensity as might a blacksmith’s hammer. My exhausted body has hungered for this sort of rest for so long that I seem to pass out rather than fall asleep. It happens instantly. I do not have time to consider or care about anything. I cannot remember such a warm sensation. The danger, of course, with this depth of sleep is that you can awake much later, feeling no better, with no sense of time having actually passed. So it is in this case. 
 
   I wake up what seems like only seconds later, with the energy of a corpse. The sound of steel and shouting is gradually fading into my consciousness. My languor is such that I only begin to realise what is happening by stages, as reality filters in. 
 
   Firstly, as with every morning for the past three months, my heart sinks as I remember who I am. Secondly, it occurs to me that the noise that has awoken me sounds much like that of a swordfight. Third, it occurs to me that it actually is. Fourth, I remember Morrigan. Fifth, I realise that it’s probably him fighting. As all these pieces gradually come together inside my awakening mind, I can think of nothing other than curses for the so-called Crow, this travesty of a knight seemingly bent on having me killed. I jump to my feet and dress as hastily as possible. Drawing my sword, I hobble out into the cave complex with some trepidation. My knee feels much better but, with the sickness of panic washing over me, this feels like scant consolation. Slowly, I follow the noise.
 
   It takes me some time to find them. They are closer to the exit than I am, having clearly moved from the main cavern some time ago. As I stagger towards them, I hope against hope that they’re just engaged in a drunken swordfight as some kind of jape. Morrigan does have a reputation of becoming embroiled in this kind of idiocy. 
 
   However, as I draw nearer to the ever-increasing noise, I quickly realise that I couldn’t be more wrong. Ram and Morrigan are at each other, toe to furious toe. The strikes of iron upon steel reverberate throughout the tunnels.
 
   If it wasn’t so grave, there would be something slightly comical about the fight, taking place as it is within the narrow confines of a tunnelled cave system. Both Ram and Morrigan are big, broad men and their respective fighting styles are almost entirely inhibited by their inability to move their arms properly. Instead, Morrigan is retreating carefully towards the entrance, parrying the blows of Ram, who is pursuing with an equal amount of care. The Burt, meanwhile, is nowhere to be seen. Several of the smaller children, and one of the wives, are buzzing around their feet with great excitement. 
 
   “What’s happening?!” I shout, bewildered. I don’t want to enter the fight and make anything worse than it already is.
 
   “We have to leave!” shouts Morrigan, still somehow managing to effect his usual jocular style over the sound of his steel.
 
   “You have to die!” screams Ram, with nothing jocular about him. Each thwack of his axe upon Morrigan’s sword seems thunderous. I know enough to know that I would not be able to keep a hold of my sword under such a barrage.
 
   “Where’s the Burt?”
 
   “He’s asleep. These chaps can’t handle their drink!” 
 
   Ram roars, disconcertingly loudly, in fury at this further provocation. I sheathe my sword; this seems to be nothing more than a drunken ruck. I shall let them clash it out on the snow. Perhaps one or maybe both of them will learn their lesson about the dangers of excess. I can always intervene if it looks to get any more serious.  
 
   Ram, with this furious aspect upon him, and the obvious might behind each swing of his axe, all of a sudden seems much more intimidating than he did in the night previously. But having seen Morrigan swat aside savage after savage on our journey so far, I am confident in his ability to diffuse the situation. He doesn’t seem particularly angry himself.
 
   And so it is, in a restrained and cautious manner, so unusual for a fight, that this chain of people meander towards the surface, Morrigan walking backwards, Ram striking forwards, two of the children buzzing in between, one of the wives tugging on Ram to stop and, finally, me following, trying my best to adopt an air of neutrality and reserve. Gradually, as the tunnel becomes lighter and lighter, it is clear that morning is already upon us. With the increase in light, the intensity of the fight increases also. 
 
   As they reach the surface, the fight erupts from the cavern like hot water from a geyser. Abandoning the caution of the climb, they are all of a sudden alive with a quite breath-taking intensity. Each clash of weapons is loud enough to shatter the sky. Ram is most certainly the aggressor and, quite unexpectedly, a much stronger fighter. Morrigan, with a far superior sword and the advantage of his armour, seems comfortable enough in repelling the blows but they are coming in so quickly and powerfully that he doesn’t appear to have a chance of countering. He probably absorbs about twenty or so of these strikes before he asks for my help.
 
   “Some help, please,” he curses, his previously endless supply of good nature seemingly approaching empty. There is the faintest air about his request that reveals an emotion hitherto unseen – panic. 
 
   Without hesitation, I unsheathe my sword and, quicker than Ram can react, slash him across the back of his exposed hamstring, intending to stop him without fatal injury. I know at once from the resistance of the flesh that the wound is deep and accurate. However, as I withdraw, Ram merely reacts as though he’s been bitten by a fly. He turns to me and punishes me with a severe blow that I am only just able to block. To my great surprise, he is still fast enough to parry Morrigan’s returning swing and, somehow, keep the initiative in the fight. Blood leaks from the back of his leg, painting the snow red. He roars.
 
   Somehow, the fight continues for quite a bit longer than would be expected for two against one. Especially when the one has a serious slash wound to the back of his hamstring. Ultimately, it requires the intervention of the Burt, furious at everyone, to bring the fight to an end. If it were a tournament bout then Ram would have won it. This would not only be due to his being outnumbered but also in terms of his front-footedness, his number of blows and, most importantly, the fact that he would probably have killed us were it not for our host’s timely intervention.
 
   The squat little man rampages out of his burrow like a particularly angry vole. Seeing him brandish his pole, it is quite clear that we have greatly underestimated him also. He wields it so proficiently and fluidly that it almost seems to be part of his arm. With imperious dexterity, he disarms Ram with two simple pokes. As he does, we both instinctively drop our weapons, Morrigan with his chivalric code and I with a simple desire to not make things any worse. 
 
   Then the lecture begins, incomprehensible and furious, aimed mainly at Ram, who is forced back down into the belly of the cavern. It is strange to see the submissiveness that washes over the boy as the little man shouts and prods at him. We, meanwhile, are given the impression, particularly by wife number two scuttling up with Morrigan’s possessions, that we are no longer welcome. As he screams a torrent of angry gibberish in our direction, he brings his finger ominously and slowly across his throat.
 
   “He bids us a pleasant journey,” smirks Morrigan, tongue firmly back in his cheek. “They’re going to eat that boy. He should have listened to me.” 
 
   As he says this, I remember the manacles on the table. A chill moves through me as I consider the implications. The cold morning wind doesn’t help.
 
   “What makes you say that?” 
 
   “Everything. They’re grooming him down there like a domesticated pig,” he replies, his voice tinged with regret. A red flush, surely a combination of drunkenness and exhaustion, covers his cheeks.
 
   “Then we should rescue him?” I suggest, my knightly instincts rising to the surface.
 
   “What do you think I was trying to do,” he snorts, a hint of exasperation in the reply.
 
   “It looked like you were trying to let him kill you.”
 
   “He wouldn’t hear a word of it. They’ve completely broken him. That… That was a reaction to me suggesting he needed to come with us,” he sighs. His eyes are wet with cold.
 
   “Then maybe we should try again… Maybe I should talk to him?”
 
   “With all due respect, charm is not exactly your strong point,” he smirks. “No, I don’t think there’s anything we can do. Not after seeing Burt in action. This is one of these situations where we just have to let it go. Shit happens. It’s not easy but we have no choice.”
 
   Sadly, and against every instinct in my body, I realise that he is right. Even the boy himself had outfought us both and that was before Burt got involved. The only mystery really is why he chose to stop it rather than help the boy. Given his effortless superiority over him, it wouldn’t have taken much for him to simply dispatch us and scrape us into his next dinner pot. Confusion, relief and panic bury the knightly instinct to rescue. I look towards the sea ice ahead and can’t decide whether being left alive is much of a blessing after all.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Seventeen
 
    
 
   My concerns turn out to be valid. Our decision to cross the sea ice has proved to be idiocy of the highest order. Not a day passes where I don’t wake up surprised to be alive. It is an incredible place. Nothing exists here except for coldness. And even coldness is nothing but the absence of warmth. It is the forsaken world of some unhappy god, a creator who has stricken everything – all colour, all energy, all life – from the canvas and forgotten to start again.
 
   The sea ice takes all the hostility of the tundra and distils it into an even purer form of brutality. Where the tundra had changeable weather, the sea ice has unflinching icy winds. Where the tundra was difficult to navigate, the sea ice is impossible. Where the tundra had scarce resources, the sea ice has none.
 
   There is no food. This deficit is not down to any lack of skill on our part; there is not even a hint of food. There are no elusive birds overhead, no well-concealed rabbits, no sprightly deer. There is nothing. Instead, we are forced to make do with the dwindling meat supplies that Morrigan knew to steal from the Burt’s larders. As I eat the stolen food, I become complicit in his dishonesty. Becoming complicit in this dishonesty, a state forced on me by the ordeals of my journey, shows me just how far I have sunk.
 
   Yet it is only that dishonesty that has kept me alive. For the first time in my life, I am confronted with an uncomfortable fact: the world does not conform to my moral code. A man who had thought stealing beneath him would, in my situation, already be dead. This perversion, this reverse karma, this all-or-nothing situation, would wipe out all moral men in the blink of an eye. The key at the bottom of it all, the code by which life should be lived, feels further away from me than ever. 
 
   Even this doesn’t trouble me like it once would have done. It is hard to care about such abstract things while the air pummels away at you like white water. Our geography master once told us how the wind can, over time, carve rocks but this claim has scarcely seemed credible until now. Now, I can actually feel it happening. Not across years, but across moments. Not across rocks, but across my nose. I no longer know how a normal nose should feel. It is, with the exception of my knee, the most painful part of my anatomy.
 
   My feelings for Morrigan swing from bitter resentment to disgruntled tolerance. He is, on the one hand, the reason we are walking through this whitest of hells and yet, on the other, the only reason I am not yet dead. With each hobbling step I take, I am not sure how thankful I am for this latter blessing. I have begun to find every aspect of his character infuriating: his unceasing smirk, his desire to look on the bright side, the awkward way in which he heaves his clumsy frame across the ice.
 
   But the superficiality of my resentment of him is exposed every time that I’m offered a glimpse of his mortality. For instance, the several times that he has sent his heavy foot plunging through the ice, I have gasped and spun to help him as though it is my own foot that is gone. Indeed, the effect of losing him to the ice would be so devastating that it might as well be my own foot. The same is surely true in reverse; our fates are linked. We will live and die together. The reality is that our two bodies might just as well be one. An injury to one of us is an injury to both.
 
   This does not prevent me from brooding upon him. In this most desolate of places, he stands as the only other object that exists and, as is natural when nothing else exists, he bears the full weight of my analysis. I do not know if he feels the same. We barely have the energy to communicate.
 
   Today, as with every day, he lumbers on in front. Every so often, he stops to check I am still there and to ensure that the gap hasn’t widened too much. I can do nothing but hobble on behind him, staring at his stupid black armour, wondering if he could do anything to make himself any more conspicuous. The absence of snow savages from the ice is the only thing we have to be thankful for.
 
   He then reaches a new low. Without warning, he is suddenly set upon by a creature that I would like to describe as a bear. However, it is about twice the size of any bear I have ever seen and, instead of brown, is a dirty cream colour. The beast is so large, so loud, so completely lacking in subtlety, that it quite simply defies belief that it could have ambushed him. If he were not about to die, I would berate him for it. I hobble towards him as fast as I can. A curse, the word ‘fark’, just about reaches me through the chill wind.
 
   The footspeed of the creature across the ice is almost as incredible as the size of it and it only takes an instant before it is upon him. The form it takes as it pounces is akin to a white boulder that has just been hurled from a siege weapon. 
 
   I cannot believe the speed with which the man moves. He feints past the beast with such skill that it seems almost magical. He turns more quickly, too. All of a sudden, the beast, a juggernaut that must surely have no concept of defeat, finds itself moving far too fast in the wrong direction, with its opponent behind it. 
 
   Its momentum is such that Morrigan has an opportunity to draw his bow and score with two arrows before it has scrambled itself around. I, sprinting, forcing my damaged knee through unbelievable pain, am still too far away to help. The wind, roaring towards me from their direction, means that I will need to be much closer before I can fire an arrow. 
 
   The scream of the beast would curdle my blood if it were not already frozen. It takes another two arrows, one to the face, before it is back upon Morrigan. By this time, it has already conceded any advantage it may have had and their second melee proves to be its last. Morrigan, two metres tall and wielding a tremendous greatsword, actually has the range advantage and seems to take half its snout off before it is even close enough to try and hit him again. 
 
   Although Morrigan’s first slice is not enough to kill the bear, it is certainly enough to take the wind out of its sails. As it strikes out a lazy, half dead claw, Morrigan steps aside and executes it with such ruthlessness that, in any other context, I might feel sorry for it. It slumps down on the ice like a large sack of meat which, I immediately realise, is exactly what it is. My heart is in my mouth. I will never again doubt the man.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Eighteen
 
    
 
   A month has passed since we left the sea ice, although it could just as easily be a lifetime. With each day that hobbles by, there is no doubt that we are dying. My mind contains very little other than the all-consuming battle for survival. What little fat I had has faded away to nothing. I am fortunate that whatever the savage woman did to my leg appears to have helped and, although it is no longer as flexible, the pain only comes when it is under great pressure. Morrigan, meanwhile, seems to have changed even more than I. His wasting has become so obvious that I fear that I will wake up one day to find nothing left but his smirk.
 
   Back on land, skirmishes are beginning to take their toll too. Our advantages – weapons, training, health – are slowly diminishing, crushed by the relentlessness of the snow. Each battle that passes (there have been six to date) seems to become more and more equal. This realisation makes us even more cautious, slowing progress further still. Small injuries mount up, the conditions providing no real chance for recovery, and the only positive is that the savages appear only to exist in small families. However, even this limited fortune is nothing more than a reflection of the meagreness of the land.
 
   And the land is meagre. A typical meal might vary from nothing at all to a quarter of rabbit. The desperation is such that we have taken to eating virtually anything, be it the bark of a tree or the frozen corpse of an unidentified animal. Cannibalism, although not on the menu yet, does not feel quite as abhorrent as it once did. The pure excitement that surrounds us if we somehow manage to kill three animals in one day shows just how much our concept of joy has altered.
 
   Our concept of temperature has also changed. There are now only two temperatures: that which will kill us and that which won’t. Ideas of comfort, of warmth, of dryness, now just seem to be abstractions, sensations so far from our memories that we are no longer able to remember them. Sometimes, when the snow rises and the wind howls, we can do nothing other than bury ourselves and hope. Reading the weather has become absolutely critical to our survival; it has become necessary to know before we set out for the day, whether it is even worth it. We are picking up this art quickly through sheer necessity. This caution serves only to slow us down more and more. The only shred of consolation is the lengthening of the days, increasing as we advance into both the summer and the north.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Nineteen
 
    
 
   Several times over the past millennia, the human race has been faced with complete extinction. Each time it has come back from the brink, bouncing back more resilient than ever. This resilience is, according to the greatest scholars, our defining attribute as a species. In a rare moment of lucidity, my history master once croaked, “There is no natural phenomenon greater than the human spirit in times of adversity.”
 
   Whilst I was obviously able to appreciate the sentiment of this, it is only now when faced with my own death that I truly begin to understand. As the comforts of civilisation ebb from my mind, a new tide washes in and my mindset begins to alter, becoming narrower, sharper. There was once, for instance, a time when my mind was full – full of ambitions, dislikes, hopes, mundane grumblings, things to learn, structures, systems, moral considerations. Now, no less full, it only considers one thing: how to remain alive.
 
   Without conscious effort, the full faculties of my mind have now moved to this one basic function. The sharpness that they bring is remarkable; my eyes notice three-day-old tracks in the snow, my ears can pick out birdsong by species, my nose discerns inadvisable berries or meat, the wind on my face sends news of the weather it brings. It is how I imagine it must feel to be an animal: wary, savage and desperate, honed by necessity to seize any opportunity that nature throws me.
 
   This is exactly how I feel the first time that we take initiative against the savages. Before now, we have never caught them resting; it has always been us responding to them, fighting our way desperately out from ambush. Last night was different. This time, the goat saw the fox coming.
 
   We have taken to walking as much during dusk as possible, aiming to give ourselves an hour to set up camp before darkness falls entirely. We do this because we have learned that not only do we make more progress but that the dusk seems safer to walk in. It also reduces the need for a fire and the exhausting fuel gathering that comes with it. 
 
   Last night, the strategy paid off even further. We spotted, tucked away in the nape of two hills, the evening fire and smoke of a savage settlement. The natural cover and shelter of this nape looked to make it a perfect and discrete choice to set up camp. So much so that we almost stumbled into it before we noticed it was already occupied. The shock of encountering any such luck immediately put us on our guard; the idea of hunting them down whilst remaining undetected was entirely foreign to us.
 
   Starving, freezing and desperate, we knew that we had no choice; it would be us or them. We could not repel another ambush and, furthermore, we would probably die without whatever food they had in their camp. The only choice we had was in our method.
 
   And so it was, against my better instincts, that we gambled. We spent the night awake, huddled on the hill above their camp, waiting until just before dawn, to strike at them. As the hour approaches, I am so full with hot-blooded anticipation that the cold feels less than it has for weeks. Finally, we creep down the slope under cover of total blackness.
 
   As we arrive, we realise that the camp is probably bigger than we expected. The last footstep from the hill into the valley brings us out directly behind a large skin tent. I have no idea how many of these there are, or even its full size. Morrigan, not known for his stealth, and without even signalling, begins to creep around the perimeter. I, as planned, begin to quietly lay a fire as close to the tent as I can. Whilst I don’t anticipate it will stay lit for long, it is probably the best we can hope for in terms of a distraction. 
 
   I have laid so many fires over the last month that I could probably now get one going in the middle of a lake. As such, this act of arson comes quite naturally to me. It catches quicker than even I could have anticipated. From nothing, the skin tent leaps aflame with almost greedy enthusiasm, crackling away, blowing our cover.
 
   There is clearly a sentry on duty who makes a sound that is best described as a yelp. I would imagine it would have been a more comprehensive alarm call if it had not been cut short by Morrigan’s sword cleaving through his face. I hobble around the tent, in the opposite direction to Morrigan, as quickly as I can. With the small aid of the fire and my night eyes, I can establish that there are three tents facing into a central fire pit. Morrigan stands in the pit ambushing the bewildered savages as they rush out. I join him, enjoying the rare advantage of surprise.
 
   The savages that are in the tent currently ablaze are those that find themselves in most of a rush to exit. They do so panicked and unprepared. Morrigan kills all of them whilst I strike down the confused people emerging from the other tents. Approximately ten of them, including all the occupants of the torched tent, are dead before they begin to gather some semblance of an idea as to what is happening. 
 
   By this time, a tree next to the tent has also, somehow, caught fire. As the last man out of the burning tent is slain, Morrigan turns to face the other two tents. Now, it becomes more difficult. What men and women are left emerge together, armed and ready, understanding that they have been ambushed. Some of these do not seem especially proficient fighters, rushing in and falling quickly. Their folly is probably our only saving grace, whittling the numbers down to a survivable six against two.
 
   Morrigan, as ever, springs into his almost demonic battle mode. The real darkness about him is that he only ever appears to be truly alive during a battle. Despite his affectation to chivalry, there is something about the act of killing that he seems to actively enjoy. As much as I can carry contempt for this attitude, I am also fully aware that it is probably one of the only reasons that I remain alive. His size and presence during a swordfight, head to toe in black, is something that must truly terrify his opponents.
 
   And he is not our only advantage here today. We have the advantage of planning, of knowledge, of our weaponry, of not being thrown from our beds by fire and sword fighting. This, alongside our desperation and certainty of death, keeps us driving forward and on the front foot. Morrigan, in particular, seems possessed. As we fight on, incapacitating two or maybe three of them, the tree continues to burn aggressively, perhaps welcoming the change from the cold.
 
   The fight, as others before, begins to develop into a pattern: Morrigan engaged with more able and more numerous combatants than myself whilst I fight around the edges, often outnumbered but fighting the younger boys, the skirmishers or the women. Usually, whilst doing this, I am able to keep a tactical overview of the fight, understanding if there is a need to retreat or to assist Morrigan. Necessity, meanwhile, has taught me to incorporate my weaker knee into my fighting style.
 
   On this occasion, however, I find myself isolated and unsure what Morrigan is doing. Somehow, I have ended up facing a much fiercer opponent than I can handle and, as is natural, my attention tunnels only into the act of surviving combat against her. Death burns brightly in this girl’s eyes. Even with two good knees, I wouldn’t stand a chance.
 
   In an instant, we seem to be apart from the main melee and facing off one against one. Morrigan’s screams and grunts sound distant. She is, without doubt, the most adept fighter I have faced since Ram, not anywhere near as powerful as that brute but much quicker, much more precise, screaming with fury as she wields her curved blade towards me. Even the weapon is unusual, clearly of a better quality than most of these savages’.
 
   I find myself forced back, parrying for my life, unable to even remove my eyes to see where Morrigan is. The inferno continues behind me, the flickering light reflected in the girl’s eyes. She is driving me towards it. As the blows pour down upon me, I realise that the only capacity for choice I have is my footwork. I must avoid the flames. Hopefully, then, I can hold out long enough for Morrigan to save me. With each parry, and at the extreme edge of my fighting ability, I try to circle her round to the opposite direction. 
 
   By doing this, I place her between the tree and myself. This is about the best I can hope for. I continue to keep my stance low and defensive, trying my best to absorb her blows whilst remaining on the same spot. I can hear faint signs of a struggle coming from behind me. My heart sinks with the knowledge that I must only have seconds remaining; an underpowered combatant can only defend for so long. Without warning, a loud crash sears through the sky. We both hesitate.
 
   My position facing the tree gives me the tiniest of advantages; I know it is a falling  branch before she does. Therefore, my hesitation is almost imperceptibly shorter than hers. Thankfully, with the sharpness of death on my back, this is all the opportunity I need. I instinctively unleash a right boot into her undefended and, crucially, unset midriff. This sends her flying backwards, just a little too early to avoid the burning log. The weight of it smashes her against the snow, expelling a powder puff into the air and extinguishing the flame. She cries out in anguish, trapped.
 
   I look around to Morrigan only in time to see the last man fall. Almost immediately, he drops to his knees in exhaustion. I survey what is left of the scene. Dawn is rising. Nothing moves except the girl, struggling beneath the branch. Conflicted, I move towards her.
 
   It is clear now, in the emerging light of the morning, that she is an adolescent girl, perhaps my own age. Her skin is exceptionally pale, even cast against the snow beneath her. Her hair and eyes, meanwhile, are both as black as blood in the moonlight. As I approach, defiance runs wild in her eyes. She even stops struggling, not wanting me to sense that the branch is an obstacle to her. She hisses and spits something at me in her own language. It sounds nothing like a request for mercy. As a pragmatist, I know that I should kill her.
 
   But it is not so easy. Some semblance of civilisation calls to me from afar. This is not what we do. It is not what knights do. And, if I somehow survive this ordeal, I will be a knight. Therefore, I will have to look myself in the eye as one. For me, rules and oaths are not something I can adjust as it suits. The fact remains that I do not have to kill this girl in order to survive.
 
   It is not a matter of emotion. I could do it easily, if I wanted. I have no more attachment to her than I have an aversion to murder. I am not even concerned about the fact she is a woman. Instead, it is her defencelessness that stills my hand. I have no doubt that I would try and kill her in battle should the need arise – not that I would be able to – and also that she would not be having this same debate if it were her curved blade at my throat. But isn’t it honour that makes a knight different? The ability to do what is right rather than what is easy? Lost in thought, I hear Morrigan crunching towards me.
 
   “Are they all dead?” he grimaces. The morning light reveals that he is nursing a significant-looking wound to his shoulder. The girl, maintaining her puffed-up pride, spits out yet another venomous-sounding curse to answer him.
 
   “Why haven’t you finished her?” he growls. His usual nonchalance appears to have drained from him. Instead, he seems short tempered and bitter.
 
   “She’s trapped and injured. I’m not going to execute her.”
 
   “Why not?” He snaps back, clearly in pain.
 
   “Chivalry?” I say, not politely. It doesn’t take much to anger me these days.
 
   “Fark chivalry, Goat. We’re on the highway to hell here. We’re already dead. Who gives a shit?”
 
   “I do,” I snap, matching him for temper. It is he who is the good-natured one after all.
 
   “These gwnts would kill us in our sleep if we let them.” He sighs, arm fixed firmly across his shoulder, trying to hold the blood in.
 
   “These people are savages. Mercy is one of the many virtues that sets us apart from them.” 
 
   “Us?! Who is the fark is ‘us’?! There is no ‘us’. There is me and you and that’s it. We aren’t farking knights anymore. I don’t know if you’ve noticed but we’re farking dying here. No one gives a gnat’s bollock what we do.” 
 
   At this declaration, he draws his dagger and surges forward towards the girl and her wooden prison. Instinctively, I step in his way.
 
   “I care. If we survive, we have to be able to look ourselves in the eye.”
 
   “Look… Goat…” A menacing smile creeps back across his face as he pushes me aside “She can count herself lucky…”
 
   His sentence is interrupted as I push him back. He seems to have forgotten that I will not cow to anyone; his resistance has now inflamed the argument in my eyes. I will ensure that this develops into a problem. 
 
   “All this cold’s made me forget what a stubborn prick you were. Always got to win, haven’t you?!” he smirks. Seemingly, something about my feistiness has sparked him back into amusement. However, he continues moving towards the girl, breezing me aside, fully aware that he is too powerful for me to subdue alone. 
 
   “Just let me do it. You know it’s for the best as well as I do. Her blood’s on my hands, not yours,” he says, with an air of reconciliation in his voice. I, looming over his shoulder, reach my hand into his gaping shoulder wound and pull hard upon it. He whimpers like a small child.
 
   “Ahaa! Fark! You farking… ahaa!” He rolls around, clearly in a lot of pain. I kick his dagger away. In a flash, I roll the branch off the girl. I am not sure what it is that makes me do this. Perhaps I’ve lost my head. The need to prove a point, for a moment, becomes more important than my life. 
 
   The girl jumps up and backs away hesitantly. If she is injured, she hides it well. Impressively, she has full awareness of where her curved blade landed and retrieves it almost immediately. She stands in a ready position, nervously assessing the situation. I join her in this assessment. I am quite prepared to fight her again if she attacks but, by the same coin, I am quite happy to let her run if she feels the need. We have, after all, eliminated her tribe already and the spoils of that victory will keep us alive. Morrigan backs himself up against a tree, clutching his wound. He looks faint and pale in the weak morning light.
 
   Realising that I am not going to attack and that Morrigan is incapacitated, she drops her blade and looks at me questioningly.
 
   “Go,” I shout, making the gesture. “Run!”
 
   Her eyes follow my hand as I gesticulate, as though I might be pointing to something. Instead of running away, she instead does the opposite, edging towards me slowly with her hands out, palms facing the floor. 
 
   As she walks towards me in this slow and cautious manner, she keeps her black eyes fixed firmly upon me. It is clear that she is keeping her hands in a position where it will make me think she doesn’t intend to draw a weapon.
 
   “Farking kill her! Don’t get us killed to prove a farking point!” Morrigan wails, his voice imbued with pain.
 
   I stand stock still, with baited breath, trying my best not to draw my sword. Our eyes are locked, both brimming with distrust. For a moment, the world seems to stop. Nothing stirs except the slowly arriving sun.
 
   As she approaches, she drops to her knees, bends forward and offers me her white neck – the chance to decapitate her. There is, though, no temptation. I would probably rather kill Morrigan than bend to his will.
 
   “She’s asking you to kill her!” he begs, consciousness fading from his voice.
 
   “Stand up,” I say to her, once again performing the gesture. She lifts her head, returning her eyes to mine and stands up, performing a sort of bow. Her eye contact is intense. Without warning, she thrusts a bloody finger into a wound on my face. I bash it away hurriedly.
 
   “Oos,” she says, almost serenely. “Tooahvee.”
 
   “What?” I reply, shaking my head, trying my best to make it clear that I don’t understand.
 
   “Tooahvee,” she replies slowly, as though I’m stupid. She gestures from her own body to mine as though this might make sense. 
 
   I shrug. She sighs and looks around, back to her weapon, before holding a hand up to my face.
 
   “Stay-ee,” she commands.
 
   “What? Do you speak my language?” I reply. 
 
   Her face blanks with incomprehension. Is it possible that the word just happens to mean the same thing? Evidence of a shared heritage perhaps?
 
   “Stay?” I mouth quietly.
 
   “Stay-ee,” She replies, a slight enthusiasm in her voice, gesturing to the spot on which I stand.
 
   “Fine. Stay-ee,” I nod.
 
   At this, she pauses before heading over to her weapon. She picks it up and places it atop her open hands. Though still nervous, I have the very strong impression that we are no longer in battle. Returning, she holds her weapon out toward me. Her face is grave and solemn. I take a look towards Morrigan, slumped unconscious against the tree, before I take the blade. 
 
   It is a wonderful, ornate weapon that is nothing like the normal dull iron that these savages usually hold. In fact, I would venture to say that it is even better made than anything I have seen in my own kingdom. Both the strength of the steel and the sharpness of the blade are remarkable. However, the most eye-catching aspect must be the small creatures engraved all over it, covering the open blade and the bone handle. They are small creatures that, given the frail examples I know of, seem to be an unusual choice. They are scorpions.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Twenty
 
    
 
   “I don’t trust her,” I whisper, swaddled in fur, from my admittedly comfortable sick bed. The girl, Shara, shocked at how ill we were, has taken it upon herself to nurse us back to health. As I speak, she hands me a big, hearty bowl of broth. Much to my mind’s disdain, my mouth fills with saliva.
 
   “Why?” Morrigan answers, greedily wolfing down his own broth. He is wrapped up in his own furs next to me.
 
   “Well, what’s all this about?” I grunt, gesturing out into the icy prison where I seem to be trapped. A log fire crackles gently in the middle, filling the room with the smell of roast rabbit.
 
   “If she wanted to kill us, she could have killed us both that day, thanks to you,” comes the reply, slurped from the bottom of a bowl. 
 
   “Speak for yourself. Maybe she wants to kill us slowly,” I reply.
 
   “You’ve spent the last week, warm and secure, in a snow den that she’s dug for us from the frozen ground. She’s nursed us both back from the brink of death. You’ve eaten so many rabbits that you should probably change your sign into one…”
 
   “I just don’t trust her. She doesn’t like me,” I repeat, using my spoon to peck tentatively at the steaming hot broth.
 
   “Enjoying her cooking though?”
 
   “It could be poisoned for all I know.” 
 
   “Well, it’s some poison that a man can eat five or six bowls of it a day and still survive.”
 
   “Pah.”
 
   “Poor old Ser Goat. Always has to be right,” Morrigan sneers. His old warmth seems gradually to be returning. 
 
   “We’d be dead without her,” he continues.
 
   “So you keep saying… but it doesn’t make any sense. We killed her tribe. Something’s not right here. You know that boy, that Ram?”
 
   “Oh yeah. That lunatic.”
 
   “Well, he was their prisoner, wasn’t he? You said they were going to eat him.”
 
   “Well, that was the impression I got. Yeah, but look what happened when I suggested it to him. I could be completely wrong, I suppose.”
 
   “No. You were right. He didn’t know it but they were fattening him up. They were going to eat him,” I reply. Thoughts of that boy, so strange with his burning chestnut features, have crossed my mind on occasion since. The clues were there in the burrow that day: their invasive hugs, their lecherous eyes, the almost luxurious surplus of food, the manacles. With hindsight, our being allowed to leave seems stranger and stranger. Part of me regrets not having been able to save him.
 
   “Where are you going with this? You think she’s fattening us up?! If that’s the case, she’s got a wait on her hands with you,” he answers cheerfully, snuggling back down into his fur.
 
   “Well maybe that’s what these people do… Maybe fat is a delicacy,” I whisper.
 
   “You’re crazy. Have you heard yourself?! Most people who get given a bowl of broth are grateful for it. You, meanwhile, are so suspicious that you farking think they’re using it to fatten you up. You’ve slid a long way, sprat.”
 
   “What’s your explanation then?” I spit.
 
   “Well… For some reason, and despite your being an awkward, miserable misanthrope, you saved her life, didn’t you? I’m guessing she feels bound to you now. Not like you left her a hell of a lot of choice there, was it?”
 
   “Oh. So you still think I should have killed her, do you?” I snap.
 
   “Well, she’d probably be a lot happier. Haven’t seen her smile yet.”
 
   “We’d be dead though,” I comment.
 
   “Yes, Goat, we would be dead. Congratulations. You win.”
 
   At this concession, I sigh and roll over to face the wall of the snow hut. There is a deep conflict within me. I want, perhaps need, this girl, this Shara, to be on our side. Her skills in the wilderness have already been proved beyond immeasurable doubt; we are eating better than ever and, most importantly, she has saved our lives with this ingenious den made from bricks of snow. There is even some semblance of truth in the explanation provided by Morrigan. Perhaps she has become bound to us by some sense of honour. Maybe this is how the tribes operate. 
 
    But the counter argument still sticks in my gut. We may have killed her family. When she fought me, she fought with such emotion and fury that I had, for an instant, felt my death was certain. Even now, her treatment of us is almost entirely cold. Everything she has given us; every meal, every healing touch, even this shelter; is delivered with nothing other than sullen resentment. The language barrier only serves to make things more difficult. The disparity between her kind actions and frosty demeanour have made her a complete enigma to me, and if there is one thing I don’t like, it is unpredictability. 
 
   “Shara,” Morrigan calls out, as casually as he might call over a serving maid at his local tavern. Hearing this, I roll back over to see what new game he is going to attempt to play. She, meanwhile, looks up from her own resting spot, located as far away as possible from us. 
 
   “Shara, our beautiful scorpion, come over here, would you?” he croons. Morrigan’s attempts to seduce Shara are proving to be as obvious as they are fruitless. The most glaring error that he is making is his blind insistence on talking to her as though she understands what he is saying. This hides the second error he would otherwise be making: talking to her in a manner that is, at once, patronising, flippant, sarcastic and seemingly geared to be as much for his own amusement as any credible attempt at seduction. When she fails to respond, he beckons her over with his hands. At this, she rises and moves towards us. Morrigan rises from his furs and sits cross legged.
 
   “Thanks for the broth, Shara. Fantastic. The best broth I’ve had since lunchtime.”  
 
   She looks at him blankly, not even bothering to feign understanding. Instead, there is an impatient air about her, as though she is just waiting for him to finish mumbling whatever meaningless sounds he is making in order that she can return to her own half of the den.
 
   “Come on, sit down! I bet you’ve got some stories for us!” he continues, gesturing to the floor. 
 
   She looks at me for an instant before sitting. She does so with the same silent, defiant obedience that has characterised everything else she has done up to now. 
 
   “I think it might have been your father that gave me this wound, you know. Hell of a fighter, he was. Almost had me, you know. Bet he’s killed some people in his time, hey?” 
 
   Her response is probably not a lot different from how it would have been even if she had understood: silence. 
 
   “What on earth makes you think that that’s a reasonable thing to talk about?” I snap.
 
   “I’m just trying to test your theory, Gruffydd. Calm down.”
 
   “She doesn’t understand anyway,” I growl, my temper rapidly approaching boiling point. I roll away once more.
 
   “Let’s talk about something different. Shara, have you ever heard of Brightstone?” he continues.
 
   “Bry-ee-ston?” she replies. For a moment, the tiniest sliver of emotion enters her voice. This is enough to bring me back round to face the conversation. I interrupt before Morrigan can fumble this tiny chink of hope.
 
   “Yes, Brightstone,” I reply, more slowly and deliberately than I fear Morrigan would have done. Accompanying these words, I spread my hands as though to suggest a large place. 
 
   “Bry-ee-ston?” she replies, matching my hand gestures. She does so cautiously. Her pale face, so taken to scowling, begins to soften somewhat, and her eyes and mouth widen. 
 
   Thus ensues the first meaningful interaction that either of us have had with Shara since we met. It develops slowly, through hand gestures and careful utterances, but it is soon becoming clear that this so-called ‘savage’ is perhaps quicker witted than both of us combined. She is certainly beginning to understand us much more quickly than we are able to understand her. Unfortunately, the word ‘Brightstone’ is, to her, a word laden with fear and misgiving. I can tell that it perturbs her. As understanding dawns, a grim solemnity seems to grow across her face.
 
   Finally, and more quickly than we could have anticipated, she is able to utter her first-ever words in our language.
 
   “We.” She points to us.
 
   “Go.” She points out the door.
 
   “Bry-ee-ston?”
 
   “Yes! Yes! We go Brightstone!!” Morrigan and I are both so shocked, so excited, at this development that we both seem to splutter these words out at the same time. Happiness and hope, those two most foreign of feelings, surge through me.
 
   “No,” she continues, her face black with fear, “no no no no no no no we go Bry-ee-ston.” 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Twenty-one
 
    
 
   As we journey onward, Shara’s attitude towards Brightstone is proving as peculiar as it is disconcerting. She is determined to accompany us there yet is equally determined to dissuade us from going. This situation is especially vexing to me because she is entirely unwelcome. There appears to be nothing that can be said or done to rid myself of her assistance. Whenever I attempt to banish her, she returns with morsels of our language - ‘blood’, ‘sword’, ‘life’ – garbled out as though I am supposed to understand what she is trying to say. These words, along with ‘no’, ‘go’ and ‘Bry-ee-ston’, have quickly become favourites of hers.
 
   And, as if it were not bad enough that she is harder to shake than the cold from my bones, she appears at all times to be thoroughly depressed. Her expression, day to day, is so sullen and morose than I must actually appear quite carefree in comparison. This fact has, ironically enough, proven to be a source of no small amusement to Morrigan. 
 
   Despite my misgivings, her company has changed the entire complexion of our trek. This is because there was, before we met her, a sense of both desperation and pride about our situation. We were desperate because we were dying. Every decision we made was, quite literally, vital. Yet, at the same time, we were proud. Proud of the fact that we hadn’t yet died. Proud of the fact that we seemed to have what it took to survive. Proud of the fact that we seemed to actually know what we were doing. The presence of Shara has put an end to both of these delusions.
 
   A lifetime in the wilderness has made her so adept at the basics that she seems almost nonchalant in carrying them out. We soon learn that almost everything we’ve been doing is wrong; we’d been making our shelters bigger than we needed, in the wrong kind of snow; our fires burned too quickly; and even the way in which we’d been preparing our food had proved wasteful. With each inadequacy that she notices, she shows no joy. Instead, her expressions and manner scarcely conceal the contempt that she holds for us. Not an hour goes by where I don’t wish she would leave.
 
   Her fighting prowess, an asset that I know personally to be extremely dangerous, has not come to the fore either; it is clearly a skill that she does not unleash until it is absolutely necessary. Instead, we find ourselves travelling with an almost savage stealth, tracking through the increasingly forested terrain like shadows. 
 
   As the tree cover increases and the days lengthen, so the snowfall begins to lighten. Slowly, piece by piece, it feels that life is returning to us. To someone like Morrigan, returning to both his natural bulk and good humour, there appears to be no caveat to this reversal in fortune. I, however, cannot relax. In order to trust someone, I need to understand them. This girl provides nothing but an enigma to me. The only thing that I do know for certain is that she is taking us in the right direction. She is also absorbing our language at a reasonable enough rate to make herself understood. We are about three weeks into her acquaintance when she stops sharply in the deepest forest.
 
   “Many man here,” she grunts, pointing to a variety of tracks in the surrounding mud. “Snow man here. They hunt Brightstone.”
 
   Silently, I survey the scene. She is, as always, right. There is more evidence of human activity in this part of the forest than I have seen since I left Ynys Gwyn – tracks in the mud, broken branches, trampled vegetation.
 
   “An army?” asks Morrigan, echoing my worst thoughts.
 
   “What is anarmy?” she replies.
 
   “Many men that hunt,” Morrigan answers. It is these interchanges, and his trust in her to understand, that seem to be developing her language quicker than could be imagined.
 
   “Then, yes, anarmy. Snow man anarmy. Brightstone dangerous. We die there.”   
 
   “Shara, if I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times. You go. You no come Brightstone. You are free,” I snap.
 
   “No no, we go Brightstone. Goat man wants die,” she snaps back. Her tone continues the passive aggression that she seems to be developing almost as quickly as her control of the language.
 
   “How far then?” 
 
   “Two days. But dangerous. Many man here. Anarmy.”
 
   “Then we must be careful.”
 
   “Goat man wise,” she replies mockingly. Morrigan’s chuckles complete the insult.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Twenty-two
 
    
 
   It is only several days later that we awake to the most unusual sensation: a warm sun. The gentle warmth coaxes me from my sleep with a tingle that immediately reminds me of home. For a fraction of a second, I half expect to hear my father, to smell the scent of cured goat against the fragrant summer air. 
 
   Instead, I open my eyes to see our camp dotted with golden shafts of light piercing through the trees above. I have seen some beautiful sights passing through the frozen wastes but no amount of winter beauty, so frigid and aloof, can compare to this almost forgotten sight. The sun, so seemingly impotent for the vast majority of this journey, has finally found its voice.
 
   “Beautiful or what?” croaks Morrigan, sleep still not entirely gone from his voice.
 
   “Well, there’s hardly any snow around at all is there? What did you expect?” I reply, climbing to my feet. Morrigan, still on his back, doesn’t respond.  
 
   I take a second to enjoy the fact that the cold hasn’t compelled me to immediately ‘fur up’ and, instead, use the opportunity to stretch and look around. Birds chatter in the trees above. Shara is nowhere to be seen. It must be one of the best starts to a day that I’ve had since last summer.
 
   I can’t get too excited about Shara’s absence though. She always rises at dawn in order to hunt and I’ve no doubt that she will soon be returning, face like thunder, laden with fresh game, ready to prepare breakfast. I begin to lay a fire.
 
   It is some time later before she returns. She has nothing in her hands and her face is fierce and alert. This face, combined with her brisk yet careful movement, immediately suggests there’s something wrong. 
 
   “End fire,” she whispers sharply. Despite it being a whisper, it carries quite comfortably across the clearing. To accompany this command, she strikes her left hand sharply across her body.
 
   “Crow man get up. Man come. Brightstone man come. We hide.”
 
   I hastily extinguish the fire using the earth dug from the pit where I laid it. We both follow her, almost without question. Before we even understand what is happening, we are concealed within dense undergrowth.
 
   “Crow man stay. Crow man loud. Goat man follow. You see Brightstone man,” she whispers. I look into her wild eyes and note the dilation of her pupils. This is her in the midst of battle – so careful, so aware. Almost frightened of my own footsteps, I follow her back to the front of the foliage.
 
   “Down!” she snaps. “Look.”
 
   Through the bushes, I can just make out three men entering the clearing where, only moments before, we had been asleep. The first thing that stands out is their armour. They are wearing full plate. If I didn’t know better, I would say that it was gold plate. There is something almost divine about the way the morning light bounces from them. 
 
   Two of them are big, powerful men at least the same size as Morrigan, if not bigger. The third is much slighter in comparison and is the only one not wearing a helmet. His eyes flicker around the bushes, scanning for signs of life. One of the bigger ones inspects the fire, which is still hot, while the other one investigates the hastily vacated sleeping pits. I am in no doubt that they know they very nearly caught someone.
 
   For the first time I realise that, to them, we will appear as nothing but savages. The only difference between us and the savages is Vesta’s cipher that we both have hidden in our underclothes. But would we even have time to reveal this to them before they tried to kill us? Something within me doubts this very much. I suddenly realise why Shara has been so concerned: even if we succeed in reaching the gates of Brightstone, we will be killed on the spot. 
 
   The men grumble between themselves in hushed voices. They are quite clearly on edge. I reason that they must surely be aware that there is a good chance they’re being watched and, as such, are at risk of ambush. The eyes of the smaller man do not leave the bushes but the only consolation is that he is not watching our area any closer than the rest of the clearing. He cannot have seen us.
 
   “We kill?” whispers Shara.
 
   “We follow,” I reply. Her response, an exasperated breath, tells me all that I need to know.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Twenty-three
 
    
 
   We track the men through the forest for most of the day. The sun in the sky warns us that they do not seem to be heading towards the location of Brightstone as written on our map. Instead, they appear to be carrying out some sort of circular tour, perhaps a patrol.
 
   More than ever, I am beginning to realise that things would be very different without Shara. Her expertise in stalking is almost frightening. She seems to instinctively consider everything: the bearing of the sun, the shadows that it creates and the direction of the prevailing wind. She is even synchronised with the fluctuating alertness levels of each individual man: “Small man never stops.” We would not have been able to do this without her.
 
   She has even learned to compensate for our unhelpful presence. Whilst I am fairly light and quick on my toes, Morrigan has all the stealth of his own big black battle steed. Even this disadvantage seems to be manageable for Shara who, like a wolfmother moving her cubs, shows him a place to hide each time and only moves him on when it is safe to do so.  
 
   Even more impressive is the way that she has managed to maintain the hunt whilst still finding time to criticise the decision to follow them. Every opportunity she gets, she manages to find time to grumble about how ‘the goat man wants to die’. 
 
   Morrigan and I, however, both agree that we need to follow these men. We need to find an opportunity to introduce ourselves to them when they are off guard. We are hoping that this opportunity will occur when they set up camp for a meal. We are not to know, however, that the opportunity is about to occur much sooner.
 
   Eventually, they are ambushed. As it occurs, I  suddenly realise that it was inevitable; golden armour is not exactly conducive to stealth. A large group of savages, perhaps twenty or so, rise from the woods as seamlessly as if the trees themselves had come to life. Morrigan, a man incapable of standing by, trundles into the battle without so much as a second thought. Shara casts me a glance as though to request permission and I simply nod. It all happens incredibly quickly. Had I had more choice, I might have waited to see how the fight developed before entering. Now, however, within an instant of the ambush, I find myself lost in the confusion of battle.
 
   It turns out that we needn’t have joined so hastily. For the men of Brightstone are clearly not a soft target. Their golden plate armour seems almost impenetrable to the unsophisticated savage weaponry and yet, at the same time, scarcely hinders their movement. The chosen spot of ambush, designed to be tight and restrictive for these golden juggernauts, doesn’t seem to have given the savages one centimetre of advantage. Instead, they almost appear to be broken from the time that they see Morrigan lurching towards them from the fringes of the battle. Several of their number are dead before I even arrive. I, meanwhile, having never fought in a battle of such size before, am not entirely sure what I should be doing. 
 
   As I approach, I quickly scan the action unfolding around me. Shara is gone, no doubt hunting down the archers and skirmishers that are hiding on the fringes. Morrigan is carving his way through the right flank of the ambush. The small Brightstone soldier is on the ground with an arrow protruding from his neck. One of the bigger ones is on the far side of the battle, moving through it with the same professional ease as Morrigan. The other one is closer to me and holding his own against four savages, including two who are comfortably larger than Morrigan. It is he who looks like he is in the most trouble.
 
   My arrival immediately makes an impact, if only for the confusion it causes. I manage a damaging swipe to the leg of one of the savages that sends him to his knees. This brings me the attention of one of the hammer men, virtually a giant, who fires at me a clumsy and easily avoidable swipe of his hammer. This distraction affords the gold man the opportunity he needs to dispatch him. 
 
   Unfortunately though, it is here that the gold man makes the wrong decision. He takes me into his sights, clearly having failed to realise that I have already felled one of his ambushers. I am scarcely able to parry a couple of his blows away before he is sent, quite literally, flying by a fierce hammer blow to the chest from the other hammer man. With this simple devastating act, I find myself fighting two men, one of whom is twice my size and carrying a tremendous warhammer. It takes virtually all my effort to keep out of its range. The man’s face, coloured brown with some sort of paint, is a mask of rage and I at once understand I have no chance. 
 
   Fortunately though, the rest of the battle has been swift and brutal and, as a result, he is probably the only savage worth his salt left on the battlefield. I am able to defend myself just about long enough to be rescued by Morrigan who plunges his sword deep into the giant’s back. After having done this, he takes down the other savage quite easily in an almost nonchalant exchange of two or three sword blows. 
 
   About fifty metres away, the last gold man standing fells the last savage standing and turns his weapon tentatively in our direction. It is only now I realise that his sword is sheathed. The weapon he holds in his hand looks like an iron tube attached to a piece of wood; not especially threatening.  Morrigan raises his sword in a defensive stance, holds up a single hand, and steps towards the man. Without warning, something explodes from the weapon. Morrigan and I both jump from our skins, terrified. Birds scatter out of the trees above us. My first instinct is that it is some kind of magic. Shara is nowhere to be seen.
 
   “Ho!” shouts Morrigan, just about managing to hide the panic in his voice, “Ho!” 
 
   I, meanwhile, rush hurriedly to remove the cipher handed to us by Vesta from my undergarments. As soon as I find it, I throw it on the floor and gesture to it. As I do this, the other gold man, the one sent flying by the hammer blow, manages to get back to his feet. He raises his weapon to us in a similar manner to his companion. Bit by bit, they edge their way towards the note on the ground. One of them, the one without the dent in his chest, drops down to the floor very briefly to collect it. His friend, meanwhile, keeps his exploding weapon trained on Morrigan. The only thing I can hear is the racing of my pulse as he slowly inspects the note.
 
   Whatever wording it is that the note contains seems to be enough for them to lower their weapons. They talk to each other in a language that sounds entirely different from any of the other tongues we have heard on our journey so far. This language is a much bouncier sounding one, one that sounds like they actually enjoy talking, and quite different to the guttural grunts of the various savages we have met so far. It is only now that I notice that their plate armour has a large sun shape embossed on the front. In our kingdom, it would cost a fortune. In fact, it might not even be possible to make.
 
   “So then, chaps, can you take us to Brightstone or not?” asks Morrigan, as oblivious as ever to the barriers of language. Visors up, they turn towards him at mention of the word ‘Brightstone’ and their eyes alight with a flicker of recognition.
 
   “Brightstone,” the dentless one replies, nodding. The manner in which he says it sounds to me quite a factual one, as though Brightstone was the answer to the question that Morrigan asked.
 
   There is a very definite stillness in the air. Nobody is quite sure what the next move is or how it is going to proceed. The birds above us continue to chatter peacefully, the sun continues to cast its gentle light and, somewhere around us, Shara must be watching. 
 
   The men continue their discussion. They do so loudly and with quite a degree of gesticulation. So much so in fact that it is hard to tell whether they are arguing or whether it is just the general enthusiasm of their language. From their gestures, I am able to surmise that they are discussing not only us but also their fallen colleague and the number of dead savages that surround us. An uncomfortable amount of time passes before anything is decided.
 
   They gesture for us to drop our weapons, which I do, but only in the knowledge that Morrigan always has a short sword concealed and that Shara is sure to be watching over us. They then gesture for us to sit. From the way they shout whenever one of us so much as turns to look at the other, it is quite clear that they don’t want us to move. 
 
   Whilst we remain still, they take the time to strip all the corpses, including that of their fallen friend, of anything of value. They then place these items, a few weapons and some armour, in a pile next to us. After this is done, they go about burying their friend. They do so solemnly, and, as soon as his body is covered, make a few words and  gestures that I interpret as a form of prayer. During this whole process, one of them always has half an eye on Morrigan and me. With Shara’s likely presence forming a comfort to both of us, we meekly comply with their orders.
 
   When this is done, they offer me the armour of their fallen friend. The idea of wearing something that a man has just died in seems rather grim to me and I politely refuse. However, their response to my refusal, a raised sword, makes it quite clear that the initial ‘offer’ wasn’t, in fact, an offer at all. I change my mind and decide that this is not an issue that I will let them kill me over. As I strap up, I quickly become aware of why it is they are asking me to wear it; it is far to cumbersome to carry and yet, at the same time, surely too valuable to leave. I can barely walk and, at the same time, find myself uncomfortably hot. I don’t have the patience to find this rapid swing in temperature even vaguely amusing.
 
   As soon as I am ready, we leave in convoy. I had been half expecting them to tie us up but they seem happy enough at our docility and with the fact that they are carrying our weapons. One of them leads us whilst the other one follows behind. They make it quite clear that they do not expect us to say a word. 
 
   As what is quite clearly our captivity continues, I begin to find myself wondering when and if Shara is going to attempt to rescue us. In doing so, I am faced with my feelings about the girl. Perhaps they are not such hard feelings as I first thought. Even the fact that I expect her to rescue us is telling me something. Why on earth should I be expecting her to rescue me? 
 
   In fact, I don’t even understand the nature of her allegiance to us. I’ve been wanting to rid myself of her for weeks – surely she has used this as her opportunity to leave? But if she wanted to leave then she could have left weeks ago, of her own volition. This contradiction seems to cast light on the complicated nature of my feelings towards her. A large part of me is disappointed that she appears to have abandoned us, but yet an even larger part of me is almost sure that she wouldn’t. Perhaps the greatest surprise of all to me is the realisation that I would be disappointed not to see her again. Not a single part of me wants that.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Twenty-four
 
    
 
   The sun is on the verge of setting when we catch our first glimpse of Brightstone. Cast in the glorious gold of the sun setting behind it, it appears to us as some sort of utopia as we rise over the crest of this huge fortified hill. From our vantage point, we can see a peninsula attached by a bridge to a series of islands spread out in front of us, all stacked with evidence of civilisation, each reaching further and further out into the boat-speckled sea. The smallest of these islands contains only one building – a building with glittering golden domes that is so large and resplendent that it can only be a palace. If it is a palace then it makes the one at Tallakarn seem like my father’s tool shed. 
 
   The hill we are standing upon clearly now lies at the bulwark of some ongoing battle between this civilisation and whoever it is that lies out there in the snow. The distinction between the huge forested islands behind, pockmarked with scorched villages, and the small, heavily populated islands ahead could not be any clearer. The huge wrought iron gate, encased in stone, that we have passed through to reach this panorama, could provide no greater testament to that fact.
 
   It is only the peninsula and the largest of the islands that appear to have any space at all on them. The other three all appear at this distance to be nothing more than clusters of houses. They are nothing like the houses of home either. There is no dark slate or Kernowek granite here. Although the sun flooding in from behind them makes them appear gold, they are in fact more of a mixture of tan and white. 
 
   Silently, I attempt to memorise this image in the vain hope that it will last forever. As the light dies, my eyes do their best to scan every piece of it. What lies before me is more incredible than anything I could ever have dreamed of. Nothing from home, not the palace at Tallakarn, not the great gate at Arberth, can compare to what I am seeing here. The scale of achievement, of advancement, hidden away on the other side of this frozen waste, is incredible. The island palace, with its gargantuan golden domes, looks like something that could only exist in the future. But it is not the architecture alone that creates this awestruck emotion, it is the disbelief.
 
   It is the disbelief that this could be an entirely separate civilisation. Before me stands a kingdom that, months ago, I would have said didn’t exist. Even weeks ago, it only existed as a forlorn hope in my desperate mind. The idea that two civilisations could have not only survived but evolved on this frozen island, so isolated, so far apart, seems fantastical to me. I have no idea what awaits – the similarities, the differences – no preconceptions about what to expect. All I possess is the knowledge that, somehow, I have made it. That, somehow, I have reached this place, this utopia, hidden away on the other side of the world. I cast a glance at Morrigan who is wearing as big a smirk as I have ever seen. For once, I am able to return his smile.
 
   Not long after passing through the gate, we are led into the hilltop keep that sits behind it. The entrance hall, made from red stone, is a cavernous room with not many differences to the few squalid guards’ quarters I have seen back home. There is not much here other than doors into other rooms. Piles of armour languish in the far corners whilst the two rows of long wooden tables are probably where the soldiers sit to eat when the castle is fully occupied. We are quickly moved on though, and escorted into a much smaller room.
 
   This room could quite easily be a cell. It also contains nothing but a table and four chairs. Once inside, we are invited to sit and then provided with some much-needed food and drink. The drink is a dark, bitter alcohol with a rich red colour and the meal is strange and rather unpleasant: a stodgy, grainy stew with an almost perfumed taste to it. We wolf it down nevertheless. Our two escorts leave us at this point.
 
   “Who’d have thought it, hey sprat?” slurps Morrigan, face down in his meal. “We actually made it.”
 
   “We’re not there yet,” I grimace, not forgetting the fact that we are effectively being held captive.
 
   “Ha ha. That’s the best thing about you. You always know how to look on the bright side,” he smirks. “I don’t know how I’d have got through without your cheery optimism to keep me warm.”
 
   I don’t reply.
 
   “Looks like some place, though, this. I could picture myself staying here. As exotic as it may seem, sprat, it’s actually us who are the exotic ones here. Being exotic opens up a lot of doors, I’d imagine. Look at the way the Bwlch are treated back home…”
 
   “We’re here to do a job, remember. That’s if we even get there.”
 
   “Job? You know as well as I do we were sent on a fool’s errand. No one expected us to get here and no one will expect us to go back. It’s an opportunity. We’ll be famous here. Think about the money, the ladies...”
 
   “When someone asks me to do a job, I get it done.”
 
   “It’s amazing really. You’re one of the few people alive who has seen both Tallakarn and Brightstone –  not only that but you’ve seen everything in between –and yet, somehow, you are still one of the most boring people alive. It’s actually rather impressive when you think about it.” Morrigan chuckles to himself as he says this. I turn and look him in the eye without even a touch of humour.
 
   “You do what you want and what you think is right, but let me tell you, I am going to find this so-called ‘Son of God’ and take him home. Ever since the day I left, I’ve been dreaming of the look on the face of the king when I walk back in. Sometimes that feeling is the only thing that’s kept me going at night. You’re a fool if you think a bit of fame and fortune is going to compensate for that satisfaction.”
 
   “Oh, next you’ll be telling me that humble old Ser Gruff is going to return to the goat field when he gets back.”
 
   “You couldn’t be more wrong. When I get back, I’ll have every single bit of the fame and fortune that’s coming to me. That would actually be deserved… We deserve better than to be fawned over as exotic novelties.”
 
   “That, my friend, is where we differ. I think that sounds fan-farking-tastic myself.”
 
   “Well then, I suppose we’ll be parting ways when we get there.”
 
   “Ha ha. You farking would as well, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “I would what?”
 
   “Just leave me here, after all we’ve been through! You wouldn’t even say goodbye, would you? I’d just wake up one morning and you’d be gone.”
 
   “I didn’t realise that I was important to you,” I sigh, surprised.
 
   “Do you not think we’re friends now? After all we’ve been through? Who in the world knows more about you than I do? We’re partners. We’ve come through it together, haven’t we?”
 
   “I suppose. I’d not really thought about it like that before. But you’re right… I would most definitely leave without you. It would be your choice to disobey orders, not mine.”
 
   “Ha ha! You wouldn’t even think twice, would you?”
 
   “No. But I would probably say farewell if that makes you feel any better?” I reply, “it wouldn’t be personal. I’ve got a job to do.”
 
   Our conversation continues in this manner for a little while. I find myself more than a little touched by Morrigan’s feeling that an actual genuine bond has grown between us. I realise that this is not something particularly unusual for a man like him – such ordeals probably do bind people together – but it is, however, unusual for me. I am not used to such camaraderie. Indeed, the idea of growing so close to another person that I am faced with actually having to consider their feelings still seems an awfully long way off. Nevertheless, I could have had worse companions.
 
   We have some time to ourselves before we are interrupted. The gold-plated men who enter the room are different men to the ones who escorted us here. There are seven of them this time and they enter through both doors, ensuring that we have no avenue for escape. One of them, clearly possessing rank, seems particularly angry with us and whatever it is that he says to us is said with such contempt that it’s quite clear to me that we’re going to have a problem. 
 
   There is no point in resisting; there are too many of them and they are too well armed. I let them do as they wish, submitting my hands to their bindings and closing my eyes as the blindfold is attached. The last thing I hear as I am carted roughly away is Morrigan.
 
   “Some farking welcome party this is!” 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Twenty-five
 
    
 
   I have been in this gaol for twenty-seven days. I know this because I’ve kept count. I have not seen or spoken to anyone in during this time. Despite this, my confinement, in itself, has not been that bad. My bed is reasonably comfortable, I am provided with new blankets on a weekly basis, the toilet is connected to a sewer system and, most importantly, the food is regular and plentiful. Furthermore, the dark red alcohol that accompanies every meal has a curious numbing quality to it and this helps to pass the time well enough. 
 
   For some reason, I have also been provided with several Brightstone books. The remarkable thing about these books is that they do not look handwritten but instead have a quality where it looks as though a template has been dipped in ink and pressed on to the page. Despite the fact that I don’t understand a word, they have provided me with an endless fascination. Indeed, I have learned that if one has a lot of time to kill, it is probably even more enlightening to have a book written in a language that one does not know than it is to have one written in one’s native tongue. 
 
   This is because the stimulation that comes from trying to unravel the hidden rules of the language, the syntax and the structure of it, is much more enduring than simply reading a book. Indeed, as time has passed, I have become more and more certain of the meaning of a handful of the words. Despite not recognising the symbols, less still understanding the sounds that they represent, I still manage to find a degree of enjoyment in working out which symbol combinations occur so much that they must be the common words.
 
   Until today, the guards have come and gone without saying a single word. I am unable to see their approach and they simply deposit whatever they are delivering through the metal flap at the door and walk away. They have not spoken a single word to me and have ignored my every shout. 
 
   Using only the pattern of their footsteps, I have learned to identify that there are four different guards who visit me, working twelve hour duties. The fact that a person can be identified by their footsteps alone is another revelation to me, another testament to the way in which a bored mind will seek out stimulation even in the most bleak of situations. 
 
   Today, I am expecting to hear the footsteps of a man with a slight limp and this is why, upon hearing what would best be described as a shuffling approach, my ears immediately prick up. A potential change in duties is perhaps the most exciting thing that has happened to me for weeks. I have barely began to think of a possible reason before the clank of metal in the lock increases my excitement. Slowly, the door opens and a hooded man, dressed from head to toe in white, enters. Ominously, he pulls down his hood.
 
   The first thing I notice about him is that he is what I assume must be called an albino. I have never seen an albino person before, although I’m aware that they exist. My father has several albino goats in his flock and that’s why the pinkness of his quick and lively eyes do not shock me particularly. His face is a sharp and angular one, dominated by a strong jawline and beaming smile.
 
   “Welcome to Brightstone. I am sorry you are being kept waiting for so long,” he beams enthusiastically, speaking in a manner that suggests he does not have full control of my language.
 
   “Err… Do you think this is a good welcome?” I reply, gesturing to the cell that surrounds me, slightly taken aback by his friendliness.
 
   “Ha ha. I think it is probably not the best for you in here. But we are in a time of difficulty and there are much problems upon us. We have much need to be highly careful,” is his rather awkward yet nevertheless cheerful response. He speaks to me as though, rather than his prisoner, I am a long lost friend. His eyes have an intense quality to them, peering deep into my own.
 
   “Who are you? How is it that you understand my language?” I ask through narrowed eyes. Around his neck is a white crucifix. This symbol sends a shudder of excitement through me. It is a Christian symbol, exactly the same as it is at home in Tallakarn..
 
   “Ha ha ha… much apologies, my friend. My name is Brother Gemin and I am the right hand of Our Saviour. I speak your language gladly because I had learned it from another of your countrymen.”
 
   “Morrigan?”
 
   “I do not understand ‘Morrigan’. What does this mean?” he asks, squinting at me through pink eyes.
 
   “My countryman. The man I arrived here with. His name is Morrigan. Did he teach you the language?”
 
   “Much apologies. No, it was another.”
 
   “Vesta?”
 
   “Vesta? This is another name, I think? No, the man was not called Vesta.”
 
   “Then who was it?” I snap, confused. 
 
   “Another. He was called Owain. He had arrived by boat, much days before yourself.”
 
   “Recently?” I ask. I immediately consider how this could be. Have another pair been successful in reaching the empire?
 
   “Within three turns of the moon certainly?” he replies.
 
   “Three months?”
 
   “Ha ha ha. Yes. Three months, it is clear.” 
 
   “Well, you speak it quite well.”
 
   “Much thanks. I am Our Saviour’s savant. I think this is how you say it. It is the will of Our Saviour that I had been able to learn your tongue so quick.”
 
   “Where are my countrymen now?”
 
   “Ha ha ha. You are much keen to see your countrymen again. I very much understand that they are certain to be good friends of yours. They have chosen to remain amongst the people at Brightstone. I much hope that you are able to join them?”
 
   “I plan to return home,” I reply bluntly.
 
   “I understand that you plan to return home? If so, this can be arranged also. Gladly. Our Saviour would like to meet with you first though.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Our Saviour.”
 
   “What is his name?”
 
   “Ha ha ha. I’m afraid that you must know that it is not certain that it would be much right for you to hear the full name of Our Saviour.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Only the worthy will live to hear the full name of Our Saviour,”
 
   “Is it Leo?” I ask pointedly. This name, told to me by Vesta, is the name of the person I am looking for.
 
   “Ha ha ha. Leo is no longer his name. It is clear that it is all right for you to hear that name. This is his human name,” he answers, smiling.
 
   “His human name? Can you please explain?”
 
   “Our Saviour is a god amongst men. It is clear that he is the Son of our God above. He has returned to rescue mankind in its time of need,” he replies. 
 
   My eyes are once more drawn to the white crucifix hanging above his white robes. It is made of a dull opaque substance that looks almost weightless. 
 
   “Is he the Christian God?” I ask calmly, trying to hide my curiosity.
 
   “Ha ha ha! I notice that you have seen my cross. I was much surprised to learn that your countrymen also understood this. Your land is much certain to be a holy one if the Cross is there. Christian is not a word that we use but it is certain I have heard it said much by your countrymen,” he beams. He touches the crucifix solemnly.
 
   “What is that made of? I have never seen anything like it,” I ask. The airiness of it in his hand mesmerises me.
 
   “It is a substance not much found. We call it ‘canteva’. It is from the old world. It is clear you have much interest. You have the devil’s curiosity! Ha ha ha,” he laughs. His eyes flash down to the goat insignia on my breast.
 
   “There is so much to learn. I look forward to exploring your land,” I reply, trying my best to adopt the bland courtesy of a diplomat. 
 
   “I am glad to hear this. But tell me… Why do you wear the devil upon you?”
 
   “I’m sorry. I don’t understand,” I answer, looking down at myself in the same manner I might if someone told me I had spilt water down my front.
 
   “The beast on your shield and your armour. It is the devil is it not?” he continues, a hint of seriousness entering his kind face.
 
   “Oh… This beast is called a goat. In my kingdom, it is highly respected,” I lie, “we use it for milk, for meat, for skin…” 
 
   “Before you will meet Our Saviour, you will have much need to remove it. In Brightstone, ‘the goat’ is the sign of the devil,” he snaps. All of a sudden, he appears a little shaken, a bit more formal. Before I can respond, he continues in this vein.
 
    “There are also other items that you will find need to understand before you are ready. The first item is that you must certainly know him only as God. The second item is that you must not look Our Saviour in the eye. The third item is that you must not talk unless he commands you to. It is very seriously important that you are able to understand what I had told you about this. Our Saviour is not a man who is happy to be kind to those who do not pay him ultimate respects.”
 
   “So he is not a loving God?” I ask mischievously.
 
   “Ha ha ha. Our Saviour is Love, it is clear.”
 
   “All right. I understand,” I lie.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Twenty-six
 
    
 
   It is only as Brother Gemin escorts me up from the gaol that I realise I have actually been imprisoned on the small, palatial island the whole time. This perhaps explains the relatively luxurious environs that I was exposed to whilst inside. Once I am outside the immediate vicinity of the dungeon, everything suddenly becomes incredibly ornate. Even the golden, jewel-encrusted bannister of the spiral staircase leading out of the gaol would be the most decorative feature in the whole of my own kingdom. The floors are made from marble that is both whiter and purer than I had ever conceived imaginable. The rough white surfaces of the stone palace at Tallakarn, seemingly impressive in themselves, suffer badly in comparison. 
 
   “This is the Sun Palace, home of our beloved ruler,” says Brother Gemin as we move across the vastness of the reception hall. It is a room filled with paintings and sculptures, all of the same man – tall, pale, lithe, bearded - in various grand poses. It is the man I am assuming is this so-called ‘Son of God’. 
 
   Other than these sculptures and paintings, there are also a number of large potted plants. Almost all of them are a dark and luscious green, suggesting the kind of fertility that could never be supported in Tallakarn. The room is full of the most wonderful light, pouring in from stained windows in the roof and walls. Once again, all these windows are variations on a theme: that man again, the Son of God. There is so much to take in that I don't immediately notice the almost inordinate number of servants. They buzz around the brightness of the hall, cleaning and polishing everything in sight with a zealous fervour. 
 
   “It’s very impressive. I have never seen anything like it,” I say, in the absence of any more interesting compliment.
 
   “Oh, it is highly certain that you’ve never seen anything like it. This is for definite,” he replies. Outside the darkness of my cell, it is now clear that Brother Gemin has a slight squint. It doesn’t, though, appear to hinder his vision. As we walk past, each servant stops whatever task they are doing in order to bow before Brother Gemin. He takes very little notice of this, other than a slight smile to each.
 
   “I notice that the servants bow before you. Should I have done the same?”
 
   “Ha ha ha. These people are not servants. They work gladly for Our Saviour for free. It is the will of God that they should do so,” he replies.  
 
   “So they are slaves?”
 
   “Slaves? I have not heard this word. But, yes, they bowed to me also. Because I am the right hand of Our Saviour. For you, it is certain that it is all right that you did not bow. It is not needed. Now, if you will relax. Our Saviour waits for you behind these doors,” he smiles reassuringly. His doubts about my devilish alliances seem to have disappeared almost as quick as they arrived.
 
   It’s hard to imagine the size of the trees from which the doors in front of me must have been produced. Each of them stands fifteen metres high by six metres long. The handles and hinges are all, rather predictably, forged from gold. A giant sun composed of gold leaf sits is gilded on to the middle of the door. The parts that aren’t covered with gold are inlaid with red and orange jewels that glitter in the incredible light of the entrance hall.
 
   Two men, naked except for their full helmets and pouches, guard the door with their golden halberds. As we approach, they step aside and push the doors inward. Suddenly, my nostrils fill with the scent of sweet, spicy perfume. 
 
   I know immediately that I must be inside the great dome of the palace. Once again, it is the light within the room that steals my attention. Entering through stained windows beneath the golden dome itself, it arrives at such a multitude of angles and colours as to be almost magical. Shafts of light intersect the room so vividly that they almost seem to be physical objects. The largest shaft of light, a brilliant yellow beam, enters from a window at the very top and centre of the dome. Beneath the shaft, completely immersed in the light, sits a man whom I immediately assume to be the person I am here to see. The intensity of light obscures him from vision so completely that I am unable to see what he looks like. It can’t be comfortable for him, and I can only assume he is sitting there for visual effect.
 
   His voice booms out from the throne. It is so loud and powerful that it reverberates around the dome. It doesn’t sound like a human voice and I tremble involuntarily at its power. I notice now that the wall of the dome is lined with slaves, all standing to attention, equally placed around the walls. A grey-haired woman, dressed in blue and white, sits to the side of the throne. From my position, she is also behind it. On her chest is an emblem, a sea turtle.
 
   “Step forward,” says Brother Gemin. I take a couple of paces towards the throne. The floor is white marble, covered in swirling patterns that interplay brilliantly with the light reflecting from it. As I approach, the voice booms out again and I stop.
 
   “I bid you much welcome into my home, stranger. Had you taken me into your heart?” says Brother Gemin, clearly interpreting his god’s language directly. He is standing somewhere off to my right, masked by shadow.
 
   “I’ve only just met you but I hope that soon I shall… Er… God. I must say that your home is beautiful,” I reply, as tactfully as I can, glad that my language will mask my stuttering insincerity. Brother Gemin translates and there is a brief second of silence before the response.
 
   “Thank you, stranger. It is clear that I projected my desires through the genius of Brother Gemin. What tribute have you bought for me?” Brother Gemin interprets. 
 
   I do not understand why this should be such an important question for an apparently all-powerful being, an entity who already has everything. It also puts me on the spot somewhat. Gemin gave me no indication that He would be expecting a gift.
 
   “I have brought you myself, God. I have walked halfway across the world to see you. I also bring you an offer,” I reply, quietly pleased with my quick thinking. Gemin passes the message on once again before the voice replies. 
 
   “What is this offer?”
 
   “To return with me to my homeland. To allow my people to bask in your glory also. It would be an absolute honour, God.” 
 
   This time, the gap between the translation and the response is much longer. There appears to be a quiet interaction between the man, immersed in light, and the woman seated behind him. Although they are at a distance and speaking a foreign language, I sense that there is disagreement between them. I note some gesticulations through the blinding golden light that consumes him. After some deliberation, his reply is an angry one. The anger of the ‘God’ seems to almost shake the walls of the dome as his reply booms back towards me.
 
   “It is clear that you had asked for a favour rather than tribute given. Why do you dare to do so?” states Brother Gemin who, through the mildness of his tone, loses the anger to translation.
 
   “I apologise if I caused you any offence, God. I had wished to pay you tribute by introducing you to the love of my people,” I reply. 
 
   Again though, this seems to provoke nothing but anger. I sense his wrath from the sudden movements that he makes; he is waving his arms and cursing rapidly. 
 
   All of a sudden, one of the slaves behind me bursts into flames. He falls to the floor, screaming and bawling. The sound fills me with mortal dread. I daren’t look. Not a single person in the room moves a muscle to help him. Instead, the dome floods with the smell of burning flesh and screams of agony. It is only as the screams subside into whimpers that Brother Gemin speaks again.
 
   “It is clear that you have certainly just witnessed my power. God has not travelled to his people. His people would travel to him. If your people had been righteous, they would already know me. Have you accepted me into your heart?”
 
   I am unsure how to react. The smell of death hovers heavily in the air. The choice of burning, such a visceral, lingering way to die, has certainly had its desired effect. God or not, this is certainly someone to be afraid of.
 
   “I am in awe of your mighty power, great God,” I reply, dropping to my knees. “I apologise for my stupidity. I am clearly not worthy to be in your presence. If I have caused you any offence then please understand that it was not my intention.” 
 
   Face to the floor, I grit my teeth. The slave’s death has indicated to me the fragile thread on which my life hangs. I am not at all safe here. In this instant, all I want is to be able to return home. Having heard Brother Gemin’s response, his voice booms out once again. The anger, I think, has dissipated.
 
   “You have made progress, stranger. But I do not think it is certain that it is yet clear enough. I ask that you stay with us for some time longer. I must inspect you another time.”
 
   “Thank you, merciful God.”
 
   “What is merciful?” Brother Gemin whispers to me, perhaps unable to translate it.
 
   “Someone who is kind when they need not be.”
 
   “Ha ha ha. ‘Merciful’. It is clear that this is a good word,” he replies, before translating it to his god. 
 
   Following this translation, the man waves his hand towards me in a dismissive gesture. I wince a little, noting that the gesture was not entirely dissimilar from the one he used to set the slave on fire. Thankfully, nothing happens on this occasion. Brother Gemin takes me kindly by the arm and escorts me out. For the briefest of seconds, I consider running away, but pragmatism stops me; I dread to think how far I would have to hobble to find safety.
 
   As we exit back into the main hall, Brother Gemin looks at me with a smile.
 
   “It is clear that Our Saviour loves you,” he beams. 
 
   “Really? He didn’t seem especially keen,” I reply.
 
   “Oh, He loves you. It is certain,” he answers, his smile unbroken. As with Morrigan, the man has a tendency to smile an awful lot. The difference between them, however, is that Brother Gemin’s smile seems entirely sincere, the kind of smile that is derived from nothing but good-natured kindness. Morrigan, meanwhile, derives his smile from almost perpetual amusement. That difference notwithstanding, the similarity is enough to remind me of my missing partner.
 
   “What has happened to my partner, Morrigan?” I ask, as we walk back across the marbled entrance hall.
 
   “Our Saviour loved your Morrigan very much and your Morrigan loved Him. The Crow has been freed to fly gladly amongst the people of Brightstone. It is clear that he will fight for him, gladly.”
 
   “Pah. Typical,” I reply, my face twisting in involuntary bitterness. I can clearly imagine Morrigan in the situation I was just in. I remember his charm, his easy manner, his casual sycophancy, his adaptable morality. It’s situations like that that slime like him was made for.
 
   “Ha ha ha. It would not seem ordinary for you to find this fact not happy?” Brother Gemin probes, his pink eyes narrowing once more in the light of the entrance hall
 
   “No, no, it’s good that he is fine,” I reply.
 
   “So, for yourself, it is clear that now you must return to your cell. Is there anything further you require? If it is clear that there is then I can make it for you gladly.”
 
   “There is one thing. I would like to learn your language. And I would like to teach you mine so that you can speak it properly. At the moment, it is still not quite right.” 
 
   “Ha ha ha. Gladly. I did think similar things myself. It is clear that this would be a good idea.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Twenty-seven
 
    
 
   I try my best to use the three months of confinement in a productive manner. As I had always suspected would be the case, I do not find the experience as unpleasant as other people might. There are several reasons for this. 
 
   Firstly, I still have a clear objective: to return home. As long as I have an objective, my mind will stay fresh and hungry. In the same way that a dog will stare fixedly, licking its lips, at an unreachable bone, I do not tire of thinking about my return. Not a day goes by where I don’t imagine how it will feel to see the fat king’s face once more. 
 
   Secondly, I have a plan. This involves nothing more than swallowing a little pride. It has gradually become clear that all I must do is massage the ego of the madman currently holding me prisoner. I will tell him anything: that I love him, that I am his eternal servant, anything, in order to bring about my release. Once I am released, it will be nothing to find Morrigan and to begin the journey home. Granted, the journey home will be difficult, but we have already proved that it is not impossible. Much like having an objective, the development of a plan keeps my mind active and means that I am never short of something to consider.
 
   A third thread allowing me to hold on to my sanity is the daily routine that I have developed. I have never shied away from structure and, here in the confines of my cell, I have the facility to improve myself in almost every way. I am learning the Bright-tongue – the native language of Brightstone – I am writing a journal and, furthermore, I am able to keep myself as fit and agile as I like. Every day, I spend hours and hours working on the rehabilitation of my knee. Sometimes, I force it to bend into the most painful position and hold it there. Other times, I flex it back and forth repeatedly, desperate to bring back the flexibility.
 
   Also part of my routine is the time that I spend with Brother Gemin. Although he is not necessarily doing it for my benefit, the man’s insatiable lust for knowledge brings him to my cell on a daily basis. The more time I spend with him, the more I realise that he is much less of an idiot than he originally appeared. His friendliness and awkward use of language had me fooled almost completely.
 
   It takes him only a few days to completely remove all foreign idiosyncrasies from his speech. When I compare his rapid mastery of my language to my slow and stumbling development of his, I cannot help but be slightly embarrassed. Nevertheless, he encourages me forward in my learning with a great deal of charm and encouragement.
 
   His linguistic ability is just one of the things that I’ve noticed about the man’s quicksilver mind. His memory is nothing short of miraculous; the amount of detail he has picked up from conversations about my life, about Tallakarn, about my journey here, makes it seem almost as though he has seen and experienced my entire life alongside me. 
 
   I also discover that, as an albino, his eyes are extremely sensitive to light. Where, for most people, this would be a disadvantage, I have a suspicion that, for him, it is a strength. I suspect this because he seems to not only have extraordinarily heightened senses but also appears, visually, to miss very little. This, he states, is because, although he cannot see colour, he has learned to compensate by close attention to shapes and shadows. He is both open and humble when it comes to his affliction - ‘God giveth and God taketh away. Babies like me are usually cast into the wilderness. I am lucky to be here.’
 
   It is rapidly becoming clear that this man plays a very similar role to ‘Our Saviour’ as Lady Vesta does to my own king. They are both savants. The main difference between them, however, is that Brother Gemin is a much more charming individual than his stone-faced counterpart at Tallakarn.
 
   As the months pass, we share much in the way of our kingdom’s histories. I learn a great deal about the development of Brightstone during this time. It is surprising for me to learn that the kingdom used to be much larger than it now is, ranging much further south across the forested islands – Crow Island, Oak Island, Green Island and Stone Island – that now stand virtually deserted.
 
   The increasing organisation of the snow savages has driven them right back, almost back to the seat of their power on the smaller northern islands. Attacks on the fort at Crow Island, the gate through which I entered, have become more and more frequent in recent months.
 
   As for the riches – the precious metals and the gemstones - that are so rare back in Tallakarn, Brother Gemin explains to me that many of these are relics discovered at the height of their civilisation. The substance that he calls ‘canteva’ is the rarest of all these relics and the more I learn of it, the more convinced I am that it is the substance that the people of Tallakarn call ‘plastic’. Much more of the substance has been discovered here than back home and various imperial artefacts have been crafted from it.  Most of these discoveries and designs were made hundreds of years ago when the empire of Brightstone was expanding.
 
   This time period, known locally as the ‘Age of Heroes’, was brought to an abrupt end when they entered into conflict with the snow folk. Brother Gemin is quick to point out that the people of Brightstone feel very much as though they brought the war on themselves, through their avarice. The snow folk, he claims, are their punishment from God for their sinful ways, for attempting to reach beyond their rightful borders. This mentality, common throughout the islands, is that of a people who have learned a difficult lesson. This God-fearing nature is also reflected in everything Brother Gemin tells me about their attempted explorations. 
 
   “It is God’s will that we do not leave our homeland. There is nothing but frozen death on our borders. And the ocean? The ocean is a wild and hungry place. A man does not need to sail far to discover this. In my lifetime, only one boat has sailed north and returned. The crew’s discovery? Sand! They sailed for weeks… most of the crew died. And for what?! Sand! No. God created this paradise for us. Everywhere else is ice and sand.”
 
   It was, I understand, in response to these setbacks that the people truly began to immerse themselves in Scripture. Like a scolded hound, they began to beg forgiveness from their deity, The Sun (they believe that the sun is the eye of God himself). The emperor, believing that God had rendered him barren, began to truly embrace religion and kindly encouraged all his subjects to follow in his footsteps.  
 
   And they did. More people than ever turned to the priesthood. Some groups of people went even further, isolating themselves in convents to ensure that they remained untainted by the sins of their empire. It was also around this time, as the empire began to recede, that the first whispers of the Son of God’s arrival on earth began to emerge. The people were so certain of his arrival that they began to build the Sun Palace years before he was born. 
 
   Lord Leo, Son of the Sun, is the human manifestation of God. Of that, Brother Gemin assures me, there can be no doubt. It is at this stage in their Holy Story that the similarities with Christianity truly begin. Indeed, the similarities are so great as to seem almost cynical. I quite simply can’t believe that, as Brother Gemin suggests, the people of Brightstone have no knowledge of The Bible.  For instance, Leo was conceived by a miracle: the impregnation of a virgin woman by the Sun itself. The fortunate virgin who received this blessing was a lady known as Mother Maryam who, even before the miracle, was one of the most influential convent leaders in the empire. Brother Gemin tells me that God chose well and that she is surely the most pious woman in the entire world. 
 
   At the announcement of Leo’s birth, the childless emperor abdicated and, in his wisdom, allowed a day-old baby to ascend the throne. Mother Maryam, the lady in blue whom I had seen behind the throne, ruled in his stead until his human form was ready. This did not take long. He was five years old when she stood aside.
 
   As intriguing as the whole topic is, I do not find that I can talk to Brother Gemin about it for too long before I begin to get angry with him. It all sounds like lunacy. My conversation with Lady Vesta, and her revelations on the cynical games played by those in power, hangs heavy on me as the affable albino recounts the affair. I think he takes me for a fool. Would he, as a bona fide genius, accept this story if it were I telling it to him?
 
   Why would God choose, of all people, an already powerful woman to have his child? Why would the emperor simply stand aside? How could a five-year-old child have the sense to govern? Does it not occur to him that, if a people decide to build a palace for an incoming God, it is inevitable that someone will come along with a claim to fill it? I am insulted that he thinks I will not notice these inconsistencies and, as the weeks move on, I become more and more doubtful that even he really believes the story he is telling.
 
   The sad truth, however, is that I have no choice but to accept this version of reality. The man is not, I must remember, a friend or a confidante. Instead, he is merely a tool that I must manipulate in order to bring about my release – the key to my cell door. It is for this reason that I do not push him on the inconsistencies and convenient contrivances of this most hole-ridden of holy stories. Instead, when I feel my exasperation building, I simply bite my tongue and change the subject. 
 
   It is by changing the subject that I have also learned that there are four of us whom were sent out from Tallakarn that have managed to find our way to Brightstone. This was something that Brother Gemin had previously alluded to when we discussed how it was he had come to speak my language. Two brothers, Owain Ap Tomos and Ioan Ap Tomos, somehow navigated the journey around the ice-packed southern coast in a boat. This strategy meant that they avoided the violent northern sea and, along with it, the certain death that awaits anyone daring to traverse it. Brother Gemin tells me often that they are both fascinating men whom I should look forward to meeting. I am led to understand that they currently live near Morrigan on the island of Brightstone itself. 
 
   I am so immersed in learning the culture, the history, the language of this new world that my incarceration scarcely seems to affect me. In fact, I actually prefer my human interaction to be rationed in this quite manageable way. It’s true that I have the odd pang of longing to see my father, the odd bout of desperation to return home, but I calm these worries with assurances. I promise myself that one day I will find my way back. Occasionally, I think of Shara. Less frequently, I think of Morrigan. I am surprised to realise that I miss them both.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Twenty-eight
 
    
 
   It is a different sensation this time, heading into the throne room of ‘Our Saviour’. The room, with its magical array of lights and colours, seems even more dreamlike than it was before. I notice that the angles and colours must change as the day passes, as the sun moves through the sky. This feat of architecture, one that I since have realised must be the work of Brother Gemin, seems even more impressive now that I realise it is the work of a near-blind human rather than a god. 
 
   As for Our Saviour Himself, I feel more confident knowing what gimmicks I can expect. Understanding the language much better also helps. It is only now, seeing him again, obscured by his light shaft, that I realise something. I realise that perhaps the only aspect of this entire scenario that I have not given much thought to is the man himself. 
 
   I have not considered his authenticity for a second; if there is a God, I reason, then it is certainly not this gentleman. I have been taught that the Son of the Christian God was a kind and loving being, nothing like what I have seen of this man so far. 
 
   As if to confirm this point, his voice, distorted and inhuman, booms out across the golden dome once more. To my great relief, I am able to understand him.
 
   “Welcome to my home, stranger. Have you taken me into your heart?”
 
   “I love nothing but you, my God,” is what I hope that I say in reply. I have been preparing this speech, this lie, for literally months now.
 
   “This is good. You have seen how my love can change your life?”
 
   “Yes. I am a new person now, my God.”
 
   “What gift have you brought for me?”
 
   “I have only brought you my filled heart and my changed tongue, my God.” 
 
   “This is the best gift. And what do you ask of me?”
 
   “I ask that I can leave my cell and live amongst the people of Brightstone, my God.”
 
   “What of your home?”
 
   “Your love is my home, my God.” 
 
   I stumble through this bit of translation. It is not an answer I expected to have to give, but nevertheless I am quite proud of the improvisation, if not the dishonesty.
 
   “You are a changed man. No longer a stranger. How do you wish to be known?”
 
   “Ser Gruffydd of the Green, my God,” I answer. If I cannot be a knight in my own land, then I shall be one here.
 
   “Very well, Ser Gruffydd of the Green, you may have your freedom.”
 
   “Thank you, my God,” I sigh. 
 
   This kind of behaviour sits ill with me. Just beneath the surface is a raging desire to tell him exactly what I think of him and his behaviour, to rip the façade from him, to make him consider what he really is. Instead though, I choose my life. It just feels a little tarnished now. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Twenty-nine
 
    
 
   In the same way that Tallakarn, the name of the city, is used to describe the entire kingdom under its control, the name Brightstone also refers to both the empire itself and one of the islands within it. Confusingly, the Sun Palace, which is essentially the seat of Brightstone’s kingdom, is not actually on the island of Brightstone. Instead, it is on the small island next to it, called the Palatial Island. Brother Gemin arranges me an escort to help me leave the palace and find my way to Brightstone Isle. From there, my escort has been tasked with helping me find the villa belonging to Morrigan and, by doing so, help me settle into life on Brightstone.
 
   It is a fine autumn day and the sun glows gently as we head along the ornate marble bridge leading away from the palace. A day like today is probably equivalent to an exceptionally hot day in the middle of a Tallakarn summer. The sea down below, in the channel between the islands and the mainland, is a striking azure blue and as still as glass. My escort, a broad man in full gold plate, is friendly enough, answering the questions that I am able to ask in my broken Bright-tongue. 
 
   “Can you tell me about your weapon? We don’t have them in Tallakarn,” I try to ask. The ominous tube hanging from his belt brings back memories of my first encounter with these people.
 
   “It is a musket. There is a black powder inside that makes fire. The explosion sends a small piece of metal towards the enemy. It is very dangerous for both people. We only use it when we are in great danger… but it also needs time to use… I think arrows are better… faster…”
 
   “The black powder? What is it called?”
 
   “We call it ‘The Sun’s gift’. It has helped us many times against the savages.”
 
   “I see. How do you make it?”
 
   “I don’t know. This you should have asked Brother Gemin. It is something to do with bat poo!” he laughs. I, meanwhile, wonder if I have lost the answer in translation. 
 
   At this possible misunderstanding, I slip back into my own thoughts. I am overwhelmed. Brightstone seems to possess so much knowledge that Tallakarn doesn’t: they have explosive weapons, they have machines that can write books, machines that can track the sun, ornaments fashioned from plastic. There is so much for me to learn before I return.
 
   The bridge and the streets leading from it are surprisingly quiet. Having seen the island from a distance during my approach from the mainland, I am surprised by this stillness. From that vantage point, the town had looked like a tightly packed hive of activity, with scarcely a dot of green visible amongst the white and red houses. My guide explains that it is quiet because most activity occurs either later or earlier in the day. The markets and harbours, he assures me, are ‘busier than hell’ if one makes it there at the right time.
 
   It quickly becomes clear that this place will never be my home. It is neither the weather nor the stillness that bothers me. Instead, it is the dirty, cramped atmosphere that pervades as we move through the tight little streets. For all the advancements that exist, the vast majority of the homes we walk past are nothing but improvisations, vague approximations of houses, muddled together out of red stone and wood. Some of them, the ones that don’t have four walls, have moon-faced children staring out at us, or hard-faced women working on something or other. It is not lost upon me that this is probably a consequence of the rapid shrinking that the kingdom has experienced in the past ten years. These people have come to Brightstone to keep themselves safe from the savages. I try not to think about what they must have to do for money or for food. Having seen the kingdom from a high vantage point, I cannot help but wonder where they even have space to grow anything.
 
   The inhabitants of one particular district that we pass through appear to have given up on the idea of housing altogether. Instead, adults and children alike just seem to languish under patches of shade like tired, scrawny cats. Where one would expect to see houses, there is just piles of rubble. More worrying is that they don’t even seem to care. Even as I walk through this place, a place that I would assume could become quite dangerous, no one dares to step anywhere near. The people who lurk here look beaten, whipped, and in full understanding that one should not trouble anyone wearing gold armour.
 
   Things begin to pick up again as we move towards Morrigan’s villa. There is a point where the quality of the houses quite markedly improves. They suddenly find a handsome uniformity, all fully built in attractive white stone. The streets themselves begin to tidy up at around the same point, transforming from dirt tracks into red tile surfaces, and whereas previously it felt like there were always eyes upon me, it now begins to feel very quiet indeed. I wouldn’t expect a fortunate highborn such as Morrigan to turn up anywhere else. 
 
   As I get closer, I begin to realise that The Crow has landed on his feet once again. We are nearing a stone market square when my escort points his villa out. It would appear that he has the second floor of a large building overlooking the market square. The square is easily the busiest place I have seen so far, perhaps only half full but thronging with the noise of people and the smell of beasts. One smell rises above them all – a smell that I would know anywhere, the smell of home, that most piquant of smells, the smell of goat. At the opposite end of the square is a tall tower with a circular face upon it. This face, I assume, must be a clock face. Brother Gemin taught me about clocks during my captivity; they are machines capable of demonstrating the passage of time. Their primary function is to call people to prayer at the necessary hour. Ironically, my excitement at seeing Morrigan means that I do not have the time to try to understand the device now.
 
   Thanking my escort, I head up the stone steps to Morrigan’s front door. I knock loudly. Strangely, I feel almost elated at the thought of seeing the man again. I am waiting for a short passage of time before I hear his heavy feet lurching clumsily towards me from the other side of the wood. When he arrives, he arrives topless and grinning.
 
   “Holy hell, there’s a face I didn’t think I’d see again!” laughs Morrigan as I enter. The lazy contortions of his face immediately tell me that he is drunk.
 
   “Why not?” I reply.
 
   “Well... I can’t imagine that worshipping Our Saviour came particularly easy to you. I did have a little chuckle to myself when I imagined you in there,” he laughs, pouring me a goblet of the ubiquitous red alcohol that I have come to know as ‘wine’.
 
   “I’m not stubborn. I know when to let go,” I reply, taking the goblet from his hands.
 
   “Yes, you certainly do. And it only took you three months to work it out.” He drunkenly holds his cup up to mine and I, taking the cue, clink my cup against his.
 
   “Anyway. Welcome to paradise! Everything here is better than home. And I mean everything,” he winks. His sheepish grin and state of semi-undress lead me to think he’s probably not alone.
 
   “Have I interrupted something?”
 
   “Oh… well… yes… actually,” he replies, as though suddenly remembering. “It’s not a problem though. I’ll ask her if she wouldn’t mind… err… coming back another time.” And with that he saunters off to what I presume is his bedroom door, across the other side of the room. 
 
   It’s a clean, well-maintained space with the red brick flooring and white stone walls that seem quite typical of Brightstone’s architecture. Light, obviously very important to these people, pours in through numerous open windows. Instead of being divided into sections, the entire space houses all the functions required to live; there is an area for preparing food in the far right hand corner, a dining table to my right and informal seating to my left. The state of the informal seating tells me all I need to know about what I may have just interrupted; it is littered with wineskins and various items of female clothing. I take a seat at the dining table.
 
    It is not long before Morrigan, accompanied by a somewhat flustered-looking young lady, returns to the room. He dismisses her, half-dressed, from the front door without so much as arranging their next meeting. 
 
   “Didn’t she forget some clothes?” I ask, as the door slams shut.
 
   “Oh, don’t worry. I’m sure she has some more,” is his callous reply. He quickly tops his wine up and takes a seat next to me at the dining table.
 
   We spend the next while in conversation about how we got here. There is a certain satisfaction in recounting the number of times that we probably should have died but didn’t. The incident in the burrow has also become more troubling in hindsight. What on earth was happening there? Whatever became of those people? How bizarre it is to imagine all the little stories taking place across that frozen land. 
 
   And, of course, we talk about Shara, the scorpion girl. Whatever happened to her? She just faded away at the start of battle, never to be seen again. Why did she run? If she wanted to run, why did she help us in the first place? The girl certainly left us with some unanswered questions.
 
   After some time, Morrigan begins to talk about his new life on Brightstone. He couldn’t be more at home. He already knew the two other exiles (all three consider themselves thus) from their time at Ynys Gwyn. Owain and Ioan were key figures in the kingdom’s black economy, poachers of high renown, and, as such, were natural candidates to be sent on a similar quest to our own. He tells me that they live nearby and are good company, especially in terms of the people that they know.
 
   As for money, he nonchalantly tells me that he’s been accepted into the Golden Brigade. This unit, the soldiers that wear the gold plate, are the elite set of soldiers that guard the kingdom. Being a member is effectively a key with which a man can attain any privilege he desires. It sickens me how easily Morrigan’s casual superiority has carried across into another culture. I suppose it is a fact of life that men like him will always be recognised by others of his own ilk, as though they are marked by some sort of invisible brand. 
 
   “I’m sshure I can get you in as well. You’ve sshown that you can… hic… handle yoursshelf… sshort of…” As his drunkenness progresses, the muscles on his face have relaxed even further and he seems to have lost command of the letter ‘S’.
 
   “Oh well… thank you… sort of…” I reply. “But it’s fine. I’m not going to be here for long. I’m heading back.”
 
   “Oh Gruff, Gruff, Gruff… You can’t… hic… head back… You know that as well as I do.” Although he is, as always, smirking, I detect an element of paternalism in his voice, a dash of actual concern hidden somewhere beneath the drunkenness.
 
   “I can and I will. I got here, didn’t I?”
 
   “You got here… because you got lucky. You had me… hic… and.. you had Shara...” he stutters, swaying in his seat.
 
   “That was our first time. I’ve learned from our mistakes… and from Shara’s teachings.”
 
   “Well… maybe you will, maybe you won’t… but that’s not even your biggest problem,” he replies, draining his cup. Throughout the time we have been talking, and it has been some time, he has been drinking his wine at a prodigious rate. Every time I think he must have exhausted his supply, he always seems to have another wineskin ready. I have not drunk three cups in the time it has taken him to empty three skins. 
 
   “Why do you think that?”
 
   “You’re not… hic… even allowed to leave… You know that, don’t you?” 
 
   “That was never mentioned?”
 
   “Well… hic… that’ssh the thing… you’ll be killed. It will be the will of God. He doesn’t… hic… want people to leave. There’ssh no law against it… hic… but at the same time, you will die.” 
 
   Outside of battle, I have never really seen Morrigan without his smirk. In this moment, however, it is gone. Without it, his face looks tired and sad. His eyes and mouth hang awkwardly, the muscles controlling them seemingly given up to drunkenness some time ago. 
 
   “How do you know this?”
 
   “All… hic… the Golden Brigade know. It’s one of our… hic… functions.” 
 
   “So you’re supposed to kill me if I try to leave?”
 
   “No… becausshe you’re not… hic… going to. Look… Gruff… Goat… Sprat… There’s no… hic…  reason to leave. It’ssh great here. You’ll learn to love it,” he says, almost begging, slapping his big hand against my shoulder, his eyes probing my face for acceptance.
 
   “I think you know as well as I do that nothing’s going to persuade me. What are you supposed to do? Slaughter me here?”
 
   “We don’t even… hic… need to. You try living for a day without thissh wine,” he says solemnly, raising the wineskin in the air as though to inspect it.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Thissh wine… hic… is… ha ha ha… the blood of Our Saviour. Through it he gives us the gift of life.”
 
   “What?” I reply. Blood rushes to my face. Has he been brainwashed? “You don’t believe that, do you?”
 
   “Mark my words. Men die from not drinking the wine… I’ve sh..sheen it. Some people… hic… choose to die by not drinking. The poorest people die becausshe they can’t afford it.”
 
   “Well, I have a strong hunch that’s not going to be your fate,” I reply drily. 
 
   “I’ll… drink… to… that,” he says, just about, before passing out in his chair.
 
   This conversation has nearly broken me. It changes things, brings new problems to the surface. Morrigan is lost to me, that much is clear. One of the main rumours that dogged him around Tallakarn was the talk of his thirst for alcohol. The sobriety imposed on him by our journey had masked the issue from me but now, presented with his lop-sided face and tall stories, I understand that it is a love affair much too far gone for me to stop.
 
   And that is not the worst of it. How much of what he has told me is true? I had long suspected that there was an unwritten rule forbidding me to leave. I had suspected it from the first moment I stood in front of ‘Our Saviour’. His wrath at my suggestion that he should accompany me home told me as much. As did Gemin’s talk about the failed explorations of his people.  This is why I had lied so deeply on my second meeting with Our Saviour.
 
   But the wine? Is it just some drunken nonsense? Or could it actually be true? Perhaps he was just talking metaphorically? I could quite imagine, for instance, that a man like Morrigan might die, in some sense, if deprived of alcohol.
 
    Nevertheless, the very idea chills me to the bone. How can it be? This, much the same as setting fire to an innocent slave, is not the act of a benevolent god. It seems to me a dark and evil thing. Is it real? Is this really what God would want? Or is ‘Our Saviour’ just some malevolent shaman inflicting pain upon the world? Whatever the answer to these questions, it would be foolhardy of me to try to leave before finding out the answers. I resolve to remain here until I know these things for certain. Slowly, I feel myself dropping off to sleep.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Thirty
 
    
 
   I awake the next morning to a loud rap on Morrigan’s door. Both Morrigan and I are still in the same chairs that we fell asleep in. He remains unconscious, head slumped forward, snoring monstrously. My head is pounding and I don’t think to respond to the knock on the door until there is another one.
 
   “Ser Gruffydd of the Green!” is the accompanying shout. It does not sound like a particularly friendly request and my immediate instinct is that of alarm. This could be trouble. Why else would someone be looking for me here?
 
   My next instinct is to hide. I could let Morrigan answer the door. But, no, that might place him in a difficult situation. If it turns out that there is trouble, he could find himself with a difficult decision to make. I don’t want that – not for me or him. Besides, it could be nothing. He’s not stirring anyway. Tentatively, I rise and move towards the door. My head spins as I do so; I am still dizzy from the wine.
 
    I am just about there when Morrigan, suddenly alert, stops me with a sharp whisper. He silently signals that I should leave through the other door, the door that leads to the rest of the building. I don’t protest. My body fills with hot blood as I realise that if Morrigan thinks there is something wrong, then there probably is. 
 
   Behind me, I sense Morrigan stirring to his feet, yawning and stretching. I enter the hallway leading from the main chamber and hide alongside the door frame. There are several doors opposite me and down along the corridor. There is another knock on the door just before Morrigan answers it.
 
   “Morning, chaps,” he says casually, speaking the Bright-tongue as though it were his own “What’s going on?”
 
   “We are here to arrest Ser Gruffydd of the Green, Lord Morrigan.”
 
   “Oh, I see…” he replies. “He was certainly here last night. I was drinking with him. I haven’t seen him this morning though. I’ve only just woken up. Gruff?! Gruff?! Where are you?!”
 
   “Yes, we know he was here last night. We are told he is still here.”
 
   “He should be, I suppose. He has nowhere else to stay yet,” he replies coolly before shouting my name again “Gruff?! Gruff?! There’s someone here to speak to you! What has he done, out of interest?”
 
   “He is a heretic. As for why? Only Our Saviour and the man himself know the answer to that question.”
 
   “Then it must be so,” is his considered reply. “I hope that he burns in the lowest level of hell. Gruff?!”
 
   “He will be tried for heresy. If guilt is proved then he shall be burned.”
 
   “And rightly so. It is the will of God,” he replies. I alone am privy to the flippancy of his tone. Masked beneath translation, his words can only be interpreted as sincere by these gold men. But this is scant consolation; I know that all he can do is buy me some time.
 
   I pad as quickly as possible across the corridor and through the door opposite. From the musty smell and disordered bedclothes, I can only assume that I have entered his bedroom. The window, across the room from the door, seems to be my only option. It looks a tight squeeze but I trust myself to move quickly. The hot blood, coursing through me as if I were in battle, takes over. This sensation makes me realise that I have forgotten my sword, my shield and my armour. I know now that they are lost to me.
 
   One cautious glance out of the window is all I need to know it is safe to leave. It overlooks a small back alley leading to the market square around the front. The alley has a few people passing through but not, as I had feared, any guards. From the second floor of the building, the jump could quite easily be fatal. Instead, I look upwards and decide to take the risk of climbing to the roof above. Instinctively, I feel that this is a better option than the ground; it should be easier to hide up there. I clamber up quickly, almost possessed by the instinct to survive.
 
   The next decision is to hide or to move. If I move, I might never be able to return to this part of town. If I hide, there is a good chance that they will eventually consider the roof. Ultimately, the fact that it is a poor hiding place is what swings it for me; there are several higher buildings around which I can tell that I will be clearly visible from. I have no choice but to keep moving.  I jump onto the roof across from me, moving further away from the market square.
 
   It only takes several of these jumps before I begin to find myself heading back into the more rundown part of town. Here, there are precious few roofs to climb on and even the ones that do exist are not the kind that one would trust one’s life to. Somewhere in the distance bells ring, and I begin to wonder if they are anything to do with me. Clambering down to the ground, I take a few deep breaths and try to calm my beating heart. I know that now there is little I can do other than try and look like I belong. 
 
   By my estimations, I am not too far from the district that I passed through yesterday - the derelict part of town full of the desperate and the dying. My luck could probably be worse. This godforsaken place should be somewhere I can simply melt into. The faces of Brightstone, with the exception of a slightly better sun tan, are equally as varied as they are in Tallakarn. 
 
   I walk casually through the broken streets, changing direction the instant that something feels wrong. I do this for the entire day, ultimately losing myself in Brightstone’s underbelly. Throughout this ordeal, it takes all my reserve and self-discipline to control the panic and fear churning inside me. Indeed, the only method of control that seems to work is the repetition of one simple dictum: no one will notice someone who looks like they’re supposed to be there.
 
   As dusk begins to fall, my focus changes from escape to the consideration of my more animal needs. But these are not easily met in this desperate urban scrapyard. Not yet prepared to steal or beg, I am ready to sleep long before I find myself a single scrap of food or drop of water. Nestling down amongst the rubble of a fallen house, I tell myself that it will only take me a few days. After a few days, I’m sure I will be able to return to Morrigan.
 
   


  
 

Thirty-one
 
    
 
   The next day is spent scavenging for food and drink whilst trying my best to remain anonymous in the roughest parts of town. This experience humbles me. I realise that my life, one that I had always considered hard, is nothing compared to the plight of the people around me. The few adults that don’t leave early in the morning seem to be merely shells, lingering in the shadows, waiting to die. The children, many of whom must be orphans, spend their entire waking lives trying to find food. The vast majority of them head to the busier parts of town – the markets, the harbours, the thoroughfares – desperate to come upon some scrap, begged or stolen, that will make the trip worthwhile.
 
   The only progress that I quickly make for myself is finding a few puddles that look clear enough to drink from. That done, I follow the orphans for a bit, trying to find an honest way to earn something. As ludicrous as it sounds, I still consider myself to have personal standards that I won’t drop.  My actions on the journey here – dishonesty, theft, murder – were actions forced on me by absolute necessity and, even still, I feel shamed by them. I won’t repeat them until I am certain that there is no alternative other than death.
 
   Perhaps the most honest method of making money that I discover is salvaging. A minority of the orphans spend their time sifting through the rubble of fallen houses or through the waste that has been disposed of in the street. They might discover the odd thing, a piece of metal for instance, that they can then attempt to sell. I spend the afternoon doing this, still being careful to slink out of sight whenever I feel it necessary, and eventually sell enough scraps of fabric to buy myself a small piece of bread.
 
   Almost as soon as I have bought it, I am set upon by an emaciated youth wielding a knife. The poor creature must have been waiting outside for me like a starving hound. He cannot be much older than me but his features are drawn and he has so little flesh upon him that his bones poke through at disturbing angles. Having seen the things that I’ve seen and done the things that I’ve done, I am able put him down without much fuss at all. I take his knife and the coinage from his pocket. Not a single witness passes comment. Desperate or not, he still had a choice. He made the wrong one. That loaf of bread is the single thing I eat all day.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Thirty-two
 
    
 
   I awake the next morning so weak that it is, in fact, rather fanciful to suggest I have woken up at all. The deathly fatigue that rides through my body reminds me of some mornings out in the frozen waste, those mornings where it felt that the cold had drawn my very essence from me. My mouth is as dry as stone. Nevertheless, in the same manner that I would have done on any other morning, I drag myself from the rubble and stagger down into the street. 
 
   My thirst is beyond description. The need for water consumes me and yet, for some reason, instead of heading to the nearest puddle, I choose instead to collapse in the street. My legs give way only an instant before my mind fades, sending me smashing into the dirt track. The last thing to pass through my mind as I drop is nothing more than the recollection of a taste - the taste of wine. 
 
   Multi-coloured memories flash through my mind. There is no order to them. Instead, I seem to experience them all at once: the cold whip of a frozen wind, the salty smell of my father’s skin, the greenness of the grass of home, the euphoria of the finishing line at Tallakarn, the searing pain of the arrow in my knee, the bleakness of the frozen sea, Morrigan’s smirk, Shara’s scowl, the pain that comes from killing another person, the magical lights of the sun palace, the distorted voice of God himself, the sour taste of wine, a voice I have never heard before.
 
   “Drink, child. Drink so that you do not die. The blood of Our Saviour compels you to live.” 
 
   The lady’s voice soothes me. It has a singing, magical quality to it. Alongside her voice is the taste of wine trickling down my throat. The familiar burn that accompanies it is a warm and welcome one. 
 
   “Thank you, O kindest and wisest of Gods. This man does not have to die today,” whispers the woman softly.  My eyes open before closing again, scared of the sun blazing overhead. In this briefest of glances, I learn that I am surrounded by a crowd. 
 
    “It’s a miracle!” shouts one voice.
 
   “A miracle!” shouts another.
 
   “The Mother brings life to all!” 
 
   “He shares his blood with us so that we all shall live!”
 
   “A miracle!”
 
   “O, Mother!”
 
   My eyes open. The noise of the crowd begins to whip up into a frenzy of excitement. My ears are filled with shouts of ‘miracle’ and ‘Mother’ and ‘life’ and ‘blood’. Before I know it, I am being hauled to my feet by the crowd that has amassed. The woman in front of me is obscured from view as hands reach out to touch her from all angles. Through the groping hands, I realise that I recognise her uniform. Although she is definitely much younger, she wears the same as the lady attending to ‘Our Saviour’ in the Sun palace, a blue tunic with a white dress . Embroidered on the centre of the tunic is a turtle.  
 
   I manage to mouth the word meaning ‘thank you’ before she is swept away by the mob that engulfs her. For a moment, I am overcome by this most euphoric sensation. It is a sense of deep reverence, of gratefulness, of excitement – the realisation that I am still alive. It all seems to have happened so quick - from life to the verge of death and back again. I smile.
 
   The smile only lasts for an instant as the seriousness of life drops back down upon me. I remember once again how vulnerable I am, how desperate my situation is. There is no time for useless smiling. The crowd that now surrounds me must surely contain one person who knows who I am. Even the girl herself, my rescuer, may have seen my face under the glare of the Sun Palace. This is a dangerous place to be.
 
   The crowd is dense and growing. A ‘miracle’ must be one of the very few things that these wretched people have to live for. Fortunately, once I have slipped past the first few layers of people, the new arrivals blocking my way aren’t even entirely sure what they are joining the crowd for; they do not know that the subject of the miracle is a fugitive, ducking his way through them. Then a shout goes out from the other side of the crowd.
 
   “Stop the heretic! Stop the stranger! He is the devil! He wears the sign of the Goat!” 
 
   This word seems to bubble through the crowd, changing the mood, changing the cries. In an instant, the crowd are baying for blood. Extreme reverence and extreme hate, the two emotions that crowds do best, are not that far apart here today.
 
   “The devil walks amongst us!”
 
   “He was a heretic and still He gave him life!”
 
   “Stop the stranger! He is not of the Brightstone!”
 
   “In His name, stop the heretic!”
 
   Instinctively, I stop in my tracks.
 
   “Kill the stranger!” I shout angrily, turning back towards the centre of the crowd, joining in the cries. The noise, the growing bloodlust, seems to just merge into one angry, hateful roar - truly the voice of the God that has inspired it. 
 
   The whole crowd seems to be eyeing each other. People stand on their tiptoes, peering over the shoulders of their neighbours, desperate for a glimpse of the heretic moving amongst them. I try to only shout when other people are shouting, hoping that this will mask my foreign accent. As I peer into the crowd, I catch a glimpse of gold. Then another. Then another. Gold men. Behind me is the same, they are encircling the area.
 
   My options are limited. Move and I attract attention, stand still and they will find me. The rubble-littered street is a tight winding one, as full of people as it is possible to be. Escape does not appear likely. And what if the crowd were to catch me, rather than the gold men? It only takes a look into the frenzied faces around me to hazard a likely guess. 
 
   As the gold men move nearer, I can tell that it is not only they who are surging towards me. Others have joined them, presumably the people who witnessed my healing. The only thing that comes to my mind is to turn and move in the same direction, shouting the same things as them, trying my best to look like the hunter rather than the hunted.
 
   This plan works well until I reach the margins of the crowd. Here, it is clear that some of the gold men are simply holding their position, surrounding the crowd and watching it. As I reach the nearest one, I drop to his feet.
 
   “It is me you want. Show me Our Saviour’s mercy. He has saved me once. Let Him and only Him be my judge.”
 
   As I say this, he grabs me roughly by the scruff of the neck.
 
   “I have him!” he cries. “Stand back, only God himself can judge the devil!”
 
   The other gold men all rush towards him to add to his formation. The crowd jeer and heckle, shouting all sorts of abomination towards me, wishing me the cruellest deaths imaginable, cursing me to the lowest levels of hell. Not a single man, however, makes a step towards The Golden Brigade. Not for the first time, I witness the absolute power of these men.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Thirty-three
 
    
 
   I am not in the gaol long before I am attended by Brother Gemin. My cell is a different one this time. There are no luxuries here; the toilet is a clay pot, there is no bed and blankets and there is just a tiny window at the top of the room for light. It is cold and damp. The albino enters the room dressed, as always, in his white ceremonial robes. 
 
   “Gruff. I am sorry that it has to be thus,” he says sympathetically. In all the time that I have spent with him, he has never been cruel. Instead, he has a charming and easy manner, always probing, always interested.
 
   “Then is there nothing you can do?” I grunt.
 
   “I am a student of people, Gruff, and I understand that you are no more evil than I. But you have a problem.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “That part of you that cannot change. You will never settle here. As you have told me, you have a job to do, a point to prove. I understand now that until you have achieved this goal, you will never rest, you will never change.”
 
   “And neither will you. You will never let me.”
 
   “I carry out God’s will.”
 
   “If that is so, then I suppose I shall die.”
 
   He smiles gently and remains silent for a moment, as though he is too kind to say yes.
 
   “Tell me, Gruff. I do not understand. You have seen Our Saviour in the flesh. You have seen his miracles. Why will you not bend to His will? What is so difficult for you to believe?”
 
   “I see no miracles. I never have and I never will. I see nothing here but the cunning of man. I see a charlatan devising devilry. That is all.”
 
   “What makes you so certain?”
 
   “If that man was the saviour of the people then he would be helping them. He would be out amongst them. Instead, he sits in his palace setting them on fire, poisoning them with wine. Meanwhile, orphans outside his palace fight for scraps of bread. Pah!”
 
   “Poisoning them with wine? But how? You have seen first-hand the healing power of the wine. One of the Mother’s Maidens fed it to you as you died. Did you not feel its power?”
 
   “What is a Mother’s Maiden?”
 
   “They are the sacred order that serve The Mother,” he replies, presumably referring to Mother Maryam.
 
   “Well, I don’t deny it healed me. I don’t deny that I felt something. But that doesn’t mean the healing was divine. I haven’t understood it yet. But you mark my words, I will.”
 
   “I will pray for you. There must be nothing lonelier than to only feel doubt. You still have time. Whenever you are ready, Our Saviour will accept you. He loves us all.”
 
   “So I am not to die?”
 
   “By His grace, he has granted you a month to reflect. Then you will be tried. I will pray for you during this time.” 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Thirty-four
 
    
 
   Even as time passes, the words do not sink in. I begin to think that there is a barrenness in me where other people’s souls must be. I cannot believe. I cannot accept. Even if it means my life. I could pretend, but a pretence is all that it will ever be; I will never be able to leave, to talk freely, to be myself again. And if that sorry existence is the best that I can hope for, then death is scarcely less preferable. 
 
   Even with this dark cloud hanging over me, I force myself to prepare. Even for the tiniest chance, I must be ready. Golden opportunities, after all, come more often to those who expect them. Fitness is crucial. Within the confines of this cramped cell, I must keep myself as sharp and ready as I was in the wilds.
 
   As autumn heads towards winter, the days grow shorter and shorter. Without any form of bedclothes, keeping warm is virtually impossible. As uncomfortable as this is, I am glad for it; if I am ever to get home, it will be through the snow once more. 
 
   As if things could be any more miserable, the room, with its tiny window, is cast into an almost perpetual dusk. To combat boredom, I spend hours a day teaching myself how to move without noise, honing my reactions until I am quick enough to pluck roaches from the floor. I grow to realise that there is always something to learn.
 
   These habits are, however, only peripheral. There is only one task that obsesses me; I must learn to understand the mystery of the wine. Even in this prison cell, I still receive bread and wine daily. This gives me the opportunity to experiment. For two days, I abstain from both the bread and the wine. Once again, as in the street on the fateful day of my recapture, I am almost dead by the second morning. I greedily swig down the accumulated wine from the side of my bed and the feeling passes.
 
   I then abstain from only the bread for two days, just to ensure that it is the wine and nothing else. The wine I am served is weak, much weaker than the kind Morrigan would drink for pleasure, but without the bread, I find that I very quickly become quite unwell. However, the symptoms are more akin to drunkenness than death. 
 
   I then decide to abstain from the wine and just eat the bread. As predicted, I find myself almost dead by the second morning. The thirst that accompanies the sense of death is most definitely the thing that intrigues me. I begin to think that it must be somewhere within that thirst that the secret to the poison lies.
 
   The human relationship with water is something about which I know only a little. Even in Tallakarn, it is a rare thing for a human to drink water. This is because of all the ill fortune that can come from doing so. It is known that many disgusting ailments linger in water. Every drop that is taken of it can be viewed as a gamble. That is why only the poorest people, those who cannot afford beer, drink water and, therefore, why the poorest people always die quickest.
 
   Yet it is also known that the water within beer is the element that makes beer so vital to life. A person who doesn’t drink for four days or so will always die, whether in Brightstone or Tallakarn. Is what is happening here simply an acceleration of that process? What if I were to find water to drink from somewhere?
 
   With this in mind, I spend the next two days not drinking the wine. Instead, I hang my cloth jerkin out of the window to collect moisture or rainfall. I then suck the moisture from my clothes. It doesn’t taste nearly so good as wine and I still suffer the same fate as previously. The plan is an all-round failure.
 
   My next experiment is that of slowly limiting my exposure to the substance, each time only drinking so much as I need to not die. This self-imposed ordeal is one of the worst I have ever had the misfortune to experience, and I do have quite a few to choose from. I lose track of hours and days, doing nothing but lying in the discomfort of my bed, bleeding with sweat, drums inside my head, forcing bread inside myself, trying to ride the fine line between life and death. I begin to hallucinate; dreaming of my execution, the feeling of having one’s head removed from one’s body. I imagine marrying a Mother’s maiden and settling down to work as a goatherd. I imagine how it must feel to believe you are the Son of God. At one point, I hear a voice.
 
   “It’s the bread! It’s the bread!”
 
   No one will ever know how much time I lose to this activity but the only thing I discover is that it doesn’t work. Gradually, I find myself needing to drink more and more to stay conscious; weaning myself off it has proved impossible. I listened to the voice though. What if it is the bread? What if the wine is merely an antidote?
 
   This forms the basis of my next experiment. I abstain from the bread and drink only the wine. For food, I eat the roaches that I have stockpiled from the floor. This experiment, in itself, does not teach me much more than that eating nothing but roaches and wine is a disgusting and depressing way to spend one’s time. Despite feeling vaguely unpleasant and dirty, I suffer no particular ill effects from this endeavour. I must keep up this habit for at least ten days.
 
   The test of success, though, will surely be what happens when I stop drinking the wine. I am loathe to do this as being drunk was the only factor that made eating the roaches in any way bearable. I do it nonetheless, weaning myself off in the same manner as before. Once again, I lose track of time and become rather ill.
 
   The difference this time is that I do get better. As the days pass, my strength grows. I have outsmarted them; the bread is a poison to which wine is the cure. Even with my death surely soon to arrive, this knowledge satisfies me. At least I can die knowing that I was right all along. So long as I don’t eat any of the food provided to me, I am free of their shackles.
 
   More time passes, weeks even, and I carry on with my developed routines. Perhaps going half mad, I add an extra line on to my knightly title: ‘Ser Gruffydd of the green, scourge of the cockroach’. 
 
   The unusual thing is that no one ever comes to collect me. The only people that ever approach are the guards delivering my daily bread and wine. Every day I shout to them, “Where is Brother Gemin?!” 
 
   By my estimation, five months pass before the food stops coming. This doesn’t immediately affect me because I have become virtually self-sufficient, living off cockroaches and the daily moisture accumulated on my rags. However, after a few days I begin to wonder what has happened. Have I simply been abandoned? Left to die here?
 
   Even this abandonment doesn’t stop me. Every morning, I assure myself that the lock will wither to rust before I am dead. To maintain sanity, or at least some sense of it, I do the exact same thing each day. I rise at dawn and mark the position of the sun on my wall with a scratch. This is done to measure the length of the days. I then remove my rag from the window and suck the top of it before placing it back outside. I then eat two cockroaches. Next, I practice moving silently. Then I work on my damaged knee before having two more roaches and another suck on the rag. I then try to remember everything that happened on a particular day of my life before exercising again. After this, I eat and drink once more. The evening is spent catching roaches in the failing light. At sunset, I mark the wall and, after visualising my return to Tallakarn, I go to sleep. I never once touch all the wine I’ve stockpiled.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Thirty-five
 
    
 
   I am thrown into consciousness by the startling sound of great bells ringing overhead. They resonate so deeply that the whole building seems to tremble around me. The source of the sound is so close that I can only imagine they are the bells of the palace itself. I have never heard a sound so powerful. A glance towards the window tells me that it is not yet dawn. My heart fills with a puzzled excitement, wondering what the bells could signify.
 
   At first, I try not to let it interfere with my routine, but these attempts do not last for long. The ringing is ceaseless, persisting for hours and hours, booming and trembling away at me until the sound itself feels like it is part of my being. Every muscle in my body feels tense, rigid against the discordant noise. I attempt to meditate – stretching, breathing, trying to shut out the agony. It must be approaching noon before the maddening noise is broken. I hear something. It is a voice I haven’t heard for months.
 
   “Goat man likes Brightstone,” says the strangely familiar voice, rising over the sound of the bells. I don’t immediately know where the voice has come from and I almost jump out of my skin when I look up to find that, of all people, it is Shara who has entered my cell. 
 
   I cannot reply straight away. All sorts of emotions flow through me, threatening to overcome me, to send me to tears. Firstly, there is the shock; I haven’t spoken to or seen anyone in months. Moreover, the idea of being rescued has long since faded into fantasy.  Secondly, and unexpectedly, I am touched, profoundly touched, that I’ve meant enough for her for to come and find me. After longer than I would have liked, I manage to find my voice.
 
   “What are you doing here? How did you… Why?” I stutter, just about managing to keep my composure. She is dressed entirely in black, only her white face shines out through the dullness of the room.
 
   “Brightstone dies. Snow man come. Snow man kill everything,” she replies, unconcerned.
 
   “But why?! Why have you come for me?!”
 
   “Goat man want to come to Brightstone. Goat man want to find Son of God and take to his home,” is her answer. As she says this, she shrugs dismissively, as though her arrival is the most natural thing in the world.
 
   “Yes but why are you here?”
 
   “I have said this. Goat man talks too long. Trouble is everywhere. Take your weapons. I take you to Son of God,” she snaps. She passes me a sackcloth bundle containing the items I abandoned at Morrigan’s.
 
   “But... where... how… Shara, I do not understand. How did you get here?” I stutter. I cannot help but stutter. I don’t even know what question to ask first. Of all the people I have ever met, this maniac must surely be the most difficult to understand. It all seems so improbable. How did she enter the city? How did she know where I was? How does she know where ‘Our Saviour’ is? Why would she even bother?
 
   “The answer is long. Too long. I tell you one day. When you are home.”
 
   “But, Shara…” The question dies on my tongue. Now is not the time to begin trying to unravel her enigma.
 
   “Goat man still wants to die. Answers don’t keep Goat man alive. Only moving. We go. We go quick.”
 
   “We need to take this wine. Morrigan will need it if we can find him,” I say, uttering a line that I have said many times when rehearsing this moment. Hurriedly, I strap on my armour and fill the sack with wine.
 
   “Crow man guards Son of God. Crow man pretends to be loyal to Him,” she replies. “We must move.”
 
   Gathering the wine, I follow obediently and somewhat in awe. As we ascend the ornate gold and marble staircase, I scarcely notice it. Instead I feel dazed, almost as though I am wandering through a dream. This moment, just a day ago, had seemed as abstract to me as the idea of flying through the clouds. Even as we reach the top of stairs and move along the marbled hallway, I still feel half mad from the time spent alone. 
 
   The great hall is deserted, empty except for statues of this so-called Saviour. Every statue I look at builds my rage. Every single one is a reminder of the things that I have been through at the whims of this man – month upon month living off roaches and rainwater, days spent digging through the salvage of a dying town, the poisoned bread. I will welcome the chance to see him again, to look him in the eye and find out how God looks before he dies.
 
   Shara, meanwhile, ghosts ahead of me like a shadow darting through the wonderful light of the Sun Palace. She weaves and winds through the complexity of its corridors as though it were her second home. Never for a second does she appear to doubt herself or her purpose. I can only be thankful that she is not my enemy.  
 
   Eventually, we reach a part of the palace where the walls are entirely gold. We keep moving past doors and doors until we reach a dead end. It seems to me that this chamber is somewhere low down, deep in the bosom of the palace. No one would end up here by accident. Just as I begin to think that Shara has made a mistake, she whistles sharply.
 
   “Shara… What…”
 
   “Shh! They hide here. They think they are safe. They wait for Snow Man to go,” she hisses. 
 
   There is a slight delay before the wall panel moves aside to reveal a small hidden room. Six of The Golden Brigade sit before us. From the way they jump to their feet, it is clear they were expecting help rather than hindrance. All but one of them have removed their helmets and several have even removed other parts of their body armour. At the back of the room sit two Mother’s maidens and a handsome young boy, aged about twelve. All three of them have clearly been crying. My eyes instinctively sweep around the room, searching for the Son of God.  
 
   “Are these people here to save me?” the boy asks innocently, giving Himself away. His voice, needless to say, is nothing like the trembling bass that I heard during my spells in the Sun Palace. 
 
   “No, God. These are a pair of snakes who have tricked their way in here. It is your will that they did so. It was good of you to allow it. Now, we can kill them in your honour,” says one of the gold men. His tone is paternalistic rather than deferential. 
 
   All six of them draw their muskets. The one wearing a helmet, Morrigan I presume, immediately blasts his musket into the unprotected face of his nearest neighbour. This happens so fast that he has time to pounce, animal-like, onto another Gold Man before anyone else can react. They begin to brawl on the floor. In the confusion, the other three swing their muskets towards him. 
 
   This distraction immediately turns the fight in our favour. Shara moves so fast that she has claimed her first victim before any of them even have a chance to draw their swords. The two just out of her reach blast their muskets in the direction of Morrigan before I can reach them. One of them screams.
 
   “You snake! You heretic! You traitor!” 
 
   The battle is now at too close quarters for them to even consider reloading their muskets. Two of them lie dead whilst Morrigan and one other grapple on the floor. Shara and I engage the survivors in the back of the room. I quickly find myself being overpowered.
 
    My opponent is nothing but brute strength and plate metal. He smashes me back and back with overwhelming power. I, wielding only my flimsy sword and shield, can do nothing except for parry. My eyes scour his armour for a weakness but I can see none.
 
   The air is full of the clamour of swords. I can hear Shara screaming war cries over the top, men grunting and shouting down beneath. As I parry strike after strike, it seems wondrous that my shield hasn’t broken. The only thing I have to be thankful for is my condition. My routine in the cell, dedicated to fitness and flexibility, seems to have paid off and, even with a weak knee, I do not struggle to dance between his strikes. 
 
   I am so lost in the panic of battle that I lose all judgement of how long it is before Shara comes to my aid. The gold man is too slow, too focused on my death, to see her coming. Her first strike, delivered to his head with the convex edge of her scythe, knocks him to his knees. Her second strike, delivered in the returning motion by the concave edge, decapitates him.
 
   Immediately, another gold man is upon us. Even with the blurred focus of battle upon my mind, I know that this is not right. As Shara engages the assailant, I turn my head towards the spot inside the concealed room where Morrigan should be. He’s on the floor, blood pouring from him. Rage floods through me and, in an instant, I feel so strong and so brave that I scarcely seem to be myself. Shara and I finish the last man easily.
 
   As he falls, I go careering towards Morrigan faster than I’ve ever moved towards anything. He’s on his back, blood leaking from the left-hand side of his body. Behind me, I hear Shara shouting at the women and child in her own language. I lift Morrigan’s golden visor and look into his eyes. He is staring off into the middle distance, a haunted expression painted across his face. He doesn’t notice me immediately but when he does, he manages to retrieve his smirk.
 
   “It’s a shame. I was looking forward to the walk back,” he croaks.
 
   “You’ll be all right,” I reply, moving to try and remove the plate.
 
   “Nope. I’m afraid not. This wound is farking killing me. Literally.” He manages half a laugh that quite quickly becomes a cough. “Don’t… take the plate off. It’s the only thing holding me together by the feel of it.”
 
   “You’ll be all right,” I repeat, instantly ashamed of how stupid this sounds. The ashen colour of his face provides me with a glaring contradiction.
 
   “Always got to be right… Not this time, Sprat. Not this time. Just get me some wine, will you?” he splutters.
 
   The sack was dropped in the doorway. I rush to retrieve a wineskin from it. When I am back next to him, I open it and put it to his lips. He slurps it down greedily.
 
   “The blood of life, hey?! Ha!” His last laugh turns into a cough that he can’t seem to stop. When he does stop, it is forever, a pale smirk etched across his lips.
 
   There is no time for grieving now though. My eyes flash up to the back of the room. Here, the young boy sits huddled amongst his two Mother’s maidens. Not one of them can be older than sixteen. All three of them are sobbing tragically. Shara stands only a few steps away, scythe poised, ready to do whatever she is required to do. I rise to my feet and walk towards them.
 
   “Please don’t kill me,” ‘God’ whimpers. “I’m your Saviour.” He looks like nothing other than a horrible, brattish child. With his jet black hair and strong jaw, here is a whiff of Tallakarn highborn about him
 
   “You’re not my saviour. You are a young boy,” I reply angrily. Terror flashes across his eyes; I wonder how long it has been since anyone has dared to contradict him.
 
   “If you were not a child, I would kill you. Do you have any idea of the evil that has been done in your name?” I continue, a bit unsure about my translation.
 
   “I… I… I… never set out to hurt anyone. I am the Saviour. I wa… wa… wanted to help my people,” he replies, on the verge of hysteria. He has big soft brown eyes.
 
   “Then who did all these things? Who set the slaves on fire? Who poisoned the bread? Was it Brother Gemin?” I ask, surprising even myself. 
 
   “N… N… No… Brother Gemin is the godliest of godly men. He… He… never wanted any of that.”
 
   “So who was it?” 
 
   “It wa… It was… my mother. She… she…” He breaks into tears before he can finish the sentence.
 
   At this moment, with tears in front of me and the corpse of my dead friend behind, I realise the most improbable thing; I actually believe him. Very rarely in life have I ever thought the best of someone. Usually, in fact, it is quite the opposite. People never fail to find a way to disappoint me and I never fail to find a way to distrust them. This ruthlessness of my usual judgement is all the proof I need; the boy is an innocent, a pawn in somebody else’s game. I believe him. I cannot execute him.
 
   “I… I… I… have money. I have treasure. Anything you want. Just… please…” sobs one of the Mother’s maidens. Her moon face is flushed pink with emotion and her eyes, a pale blue, must be the saddest eyes I have ever seen.
 
   “I’m not going to kill you,” I reply, trying to remove the harshness from my voice.
 
   “You… are the stranger… aren’t you?” weeps the boy, recognition slowly drifting across his face. “I remember you. I remember… you asked me to visit your home… I wanted to… but she told me I couldn’t… Then we sent you to gaol.”
 
   “Yes. You burned a man to death,” I remind him.
 
   “That wasn’t… It wasn’t me… It was a trick… It… it… was… her.” The boy loses his composure again as his mind drifts back to his mother.
 
   “Can you take us with you now?” asks the other maiden, earnestly. She has red hair and a freckled complexion. The question seems to lighten the faces of her two companions. The tears stand still on the boy’s face as he spots a glimmer of hope.
 
   It is not a difficult decision for me to make. My mind flashes immediately to my fat old king, squirming in his throne like an ugly baby, licking his lips as he sent me off to die. It is a scene I have played over in my head, night after night, desperate to resolve. Compared to this vision, nothing else matters, not the dubious moral character of the young boy, not the fear of the sea ice, not the challenge of feeding five. I will prevail.
 
   “You have no choice.”
 
   “We… we… have a boat. We were told to escape to Stone Island should anything go wrong,” says the red-haired maiden. “It’s down through this trap door. This… this… sanctuary was our last hope. We were told they would never find us.”
 
   


  
 

Thirty-six
 
    
 
   While their final bolthole still had some semblance of luxury, the passage on the other side most certainly does not. Instead, it is a wet and slimy passage only large enough for one person, stooping, to pass through at any one time. None of this matters though; as the architects who must have designed it correctly deduced, anyone desperate enough to find themselves here would have no interest in anything apart from the boat at the other end. The only sources of light are the torches that each of us carry.
 
   Neither the boy nor the two girls accompanying him stop crying for the entire course of this desperate scramble. Shara, who I doubt has ever cried, follows behind them silently. It is here, in this grimmest of places that I realise the magnitude of what I am about to do; this boy has probably never even had to wipe his own bottom but now he is going to have to undertake a journey that only a handful of people have ever survived. All three of them are going to need to harden up exceptionally quickly. 
 
   As we descend deeper into the island’s caverns, the air fills with a liquid coolness. The smell of damp earth gradually becomes imbued with the scent of salt. There is very little noise except for the spluttering panic of our new companions. I wonder whether the boy has ever found himself in a place like this before, a place where nature has almost complete control, where it is entirely possible that no person has set foot for hundreds of years. 
 
   Every so often, I tell them to be quiet. These requests, however, don’t do any good. With each slight slip and stumble, each scattering spider, each errant drip of cave water, the boy manages to find another level of hysteria. 
 
   “Gods don’t fear spiders,” I spit at him. “Much worse lies ahead.”
 
   Eventually, after some fair degree of scrambling, we are greeted by the gentle sloshing of the sea. A turn of the final corner reveals a natural cave harbour hiding shyly away from the open ocean. In the harbour, a small boat is moored. The choice of this island as a location for a palace was obviously a well-considered one.
 
   “Will this boat take me to my new kingdom?” the boy asks, a brightness piercing through his tears.
 
   “No. This boat will give us a small chance of being in a position to begin walking. And it may take us months to walk there. And even when we arrive, it will not be your kingdom. You will be a stranger like I am here. You need to get used to this idea. It’s that or death.” As these words spit forth from me, I realise that I must sound as harsh as Lady Vesta herself. I don’t rebuke myself for this though; they are facts that the boy needs to learn quickly. 
 
   Shara, meanwhile, strolls to the front of the boat.
 
   “I don’t know these,” she grumbles.
 
   “Well, that makes two of us,” I reply. All I know is that we are likely to be at the mercy of the wind. Tentatively, I walk to the edge of the cave and stare out across the gentle azure sea. It cannot be more than a couple of miles to the large island that I have come to know as Crow Island. I know from studying maps of the area that Stone Island, the destination that the boy and his maidens had been advised to sail to, would require a degree of sailing around the coast to the west. Unless sailing is much easier than I’m expecting, I will be grateful simply to make it to land.
 
   


  
 

Thirty-seven
 
    
 
   We make minimal progress in the first days following our flight from the palace. There are several reasons for this. Firstly, the boy is completely ill equipped and unprepared for the task. He demands attention and comfort at almost every turn. The maidens, Artume and Selene, begin with the misguided intention to carry him, but this intention quickly subsides as the first morning presses on. Even when walking, he is infuriating; his extravagant requests for food, his tendency to sing, to become distracted by interestingly shaped trees, to sulk, to wander off on a whim, all conspire to make me yearn for the simplicity of my gaol cell. 
 
   A second reason for our slow progress is the great number of people moving around the island. Refugees such as ourselves and, more frequently, their corpses make the island a much more crowded place than the last time that we passed through. Furthermore, the snow savages themselves are spread over the island in abundance. Some appear to be settled on the island whilst others are following behind in the rear-guard of the invasion force. Whatever reason each person has for being here, every single one makes our progress more difficult. Shara’s beast-like ability to keep us concealed is proving to be vital.
 
   From the offset, I have made it clear to Selene, Artume and Leo that the wine is definitely neither the blood of Leo nor some magical force of life. I’ve told them that it is merely an antidote to a poison that everyone on Brightstone was receiving. Furthermore, I’ve instructed them to drink a little of the wine every day and to trust that, in time, they will no longer need it. I am sure that I have given them every single piece of information they could need. I have even tried my best to take control how much they are drinking. However, I don’t think, at any point, that a single one of them has truly believed the truth of my words. 
 
   By the morning of the sixth day, with the exception of some I have hidden, there is no wine left. By the evening of the seventh day, the health of Artume and Selene is fading so rapidly that we have no choice other than to stop. At this point, I give them each a sip of the hidden wine. Leo, who is his infuriatingly buoyant self, doesn’t appear to need any. He must not have ever been poisoned.
 
   We have, by this time, reached a sheltered inlet on the Mother Island, just across the water from Crow’s island. The crossing, which is a tidal one, seems to represent an even clearer crossing in terms of the weather and the first step onto the mainland feels more frosty, more unwelcome, than I have felt since I arrived in Brightstone almost nine months ago. The cold sting on the air brings back a thousand horrible reminders. But it is what we’ve left behind that really concerns me.
 
   On the eighth morning, both Selene and Artume remain incredibly weak. Once again, I give them both nothing more than a sip of the wine that they need. It is clear from their weakness that we can not leave camp. Shara takes Leo out to hunt whilst I spend the day keeping guard over the poisoned women. I can do nothing but steadfastly deny their demands for wine until I’m sure they will die without it. With every sip of wine that leaves the final wineskin, I cannot help but remember my own agony, the weeks of flirting with death, trapped in the torment of my cell. Burdened by the pain of these thoughts, I find myself willing the day to end.
 
   


  
 

Thirty-eight
 
    
 
   I am sitting beside Selene. She is asleep and her kind moon face looks devastatingly sad. She is pale with weakness. Consumed by a protective urge, I begin to stroke her brow. 
 
   Suddenly, I hear the sound of rustling in the nearby bushes. My heart leaps as I assume the worst. I jump to my feet, ready to defend myself. It is a mistake I make every time Shara returns from a hunt.
 
   Even though I am quickly learning never to be surprised by her, the bounty that she brings with her through the dying light is nothing short of staggering. Between her and Leo, they have brought back the corpses of over thirty animals, mostly birds and rabbits, including the body of a giant stag slung across the woman’s shoulders. If I didn’t know better, I would be sure that she was smiling. 
 
   The boy, meanwhile, is so jubilant that he talks relentlessly to me throughout the cooking and consumption of the meal. Despite my frequent requests for him to stop, he does not seem to hear. He begins with some general bragging, declaring himself a great hunter and emphasising how proud the animals must have been to die at his hand. After this he proceeds to talk through every single hunt in painstaking detail. If his version of events is to be believed then Shara actually contributed very little to the cornucopia of food that now sits before us. It is fortunate for him that she doesn’t possess the Bright-tongue. 
 
    He does not remain around to help with the last action of the day, the smoking of the meat, choosing instead to wander off and fall asleep as soon as he finds himself growing bored. Shara and I acquit ourselves well to this task, eager to make sure that the day’s efforts are not wasted to rancidity and rot.
 
   “Today was good day. Boy not all stupid,” she sighs, skinning the fur from a rabbit with masterful ease.
 
   “Good. He needs to learn. All of us will need to help if we are to get home.” 
 
   “Yes, it was hard for me to keep you and Crow Man. Is more hard for five,” she replies. The mention of Morrigan brings an unfamiliar sensation to my throat; it is the need to cry. It takes a great deal of physical effort to disguise this need. Desperate to change the subject, I move back to the boy.
 
   “So he hunted well?”
 
   “No. He tried. But he was good at finding fallen animals.”
 
   “In Tallakarn, we use dogs for that.”
 
   “What is dog?”
 
   “It is a… well… a sort of wolf that works with humans.”
 
   “Ah, I understand. This happen for my people. But is wolf.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “So boy helps like friendly wolf,” she smiles. It is a full smile and one that I don’t think I have ever seen. For the first time, I notice that some people might consider her attractive. Especially in this failing light.
 
   “Well maybe not that useful,” I reply. We both laugh. I can’t remember how long it has been since I genuinely shared a laugh with someone. Morrigan and I certainly did used to make jokes, but they were more often insults at the expense of the other and, for some reason, I never wanted him to see me laugh. For a long time, laughter felt like a sign of weakness, like a loss of control, an aspect that cannot be shown. As my mind drifts, our eyes meet for a moment that is slightly longer than comfortable and I am forced to ask a question to break the silence.
 
   “Do your kind eat humans?” As I ask this, I feel rather silly, as though I have simply blurted it out.
 
   “Only in times of great need. It does not taste good. Why do you ask?” A wry smile crosses her face. She does not smile often and it doesn’t suit her as well as her scowl.
 
   “Morrigan and I met people on the ice that we thought were cannibals.”
 
   “Well, ice men are cannibals. Not like my people,” she replies, in her matter-of-fact tone. “For them, happy man is number one food.”
 
   “A delicacy?”
 
   “What is delicacy?” she asks.
 
   “A favourite food.”
 
   “Then, yes, delicacy. In your tongue, many words mean same thing. It is strange. Happy man is delicacy.”
 
   “Happy man?”
 
   “They like to eat man who has died happy. It is very difficult but scared man tastes different. Not good. Most men die scared.”
 
   “So that is why they let us go?”
 
   “The taste of scared man is bad. The taste of battle is worse. They only want happy man. Goat man never happy. Maybe is that,” she replies. Another smile, her third of the night, tells me she is joking again.
 
   “So they might host a man to make him happy? And kill him at his happiest?” I ask, the reality of Ram’s situation beginning to make sense.
 
   “Yes. This is their way. No one is kind just because. There is always reason.” 
 
   “But you were kind to me… Why did you help me?” I ask, changing the subject once more. Her warmth towards me makes me feel as though it is a question I can finally ask.
 
   “This question again…” She rolls her eyes in disgust. “It is the way of my people. We kill people or we… we… take… people.”
 
   “But I didn’t take you.”
 
   “You take me. You kill my people and you take me. You didn’t kill me. Kill or take is the only thing. I am yours.”
 
   “But I said you could leave,” I reply. At this response, she scowls in frustration.
 
   “There is no leave. This is not the way of my people. You have person. You kill them or you take them. If I leave, I am wrong to my people. Kill or take.” She stops for a moment, frustrated, before continuing again. “You talk about dog, about friendly wolf… It is same. If our people want to take wolf then they kill other wolf and take one. Wolf has honour. Wolf stay with new family. Wolf respect strength of people who take him.”
 
   “But you don’t respect me?”
 
   “I do respect you. You and Crow Man kill all my people. Many people. This is not easy. You were strong to wait through cold night to hunt us. You were clever to use fire to stop me. You spend long year in small room by eating beetles. No man stops you.”
 
   “I understand. But you could leave.”
 
   “I cannot leave,” she spits. “You take someone and they are yours. This is it.”
 
   “But if you don’t want…”
 
   “There is no want! I am yours. My blood and my weapon are yours. This is it. It is simple.” As she says this, her face is tight and intense, on the verge of fury. I decide to relent; her explanation makes sense in her own context and all I can do is accept it.
 
   “I understand. Nevertheless, thank you. I would not be here without your help.”
 
   “This is true. It is life. We smoke meat now so that we can eat when the snow is strong. For you, it is same. You take me so that I am there for you in the time of need.”
 
   “I suppose… I don’t think that is quite what I had in mind.”
 
   “This is how it is. What you think is nothing,” she scowls. She skins her next rabbit with such ferocity that I can’t help thinking she wishes it was me.
 
   “So how did you find me?”
 
   “When you fight Brightstone man, I hide. I shoot the other men. When they take you, I follow. I follow long way. By night, I enter Brightstone. It is very hard. I watch for long time, for one turn of the moon, before Crow man leave the Sun Palace. Crow man speaks better than Goat man. This is obvious.
 
   I follow Crow man and he helps me. He joins gold man. I hide with him for many moons. One day, Goat Man comes to us but he is followed. One man listens outside all night. I do not enter because of this man.”
 
   “Who? Who was listening?” I ask, facing the cold realisation that I was never alone on my single night of freedom.
 
   “I don’t know. They wear only black. Like a shadow.”
 
   “But Morrigan never mentioned you that night,” I ask in astonishment, scouring my memory for clues he may have given.
 
   “This is because Crow Man is not stupid. He sounds stupid. He looks stupid. But is not.” 
 
   “Then Goat Man is taken once more. I hide with Crow Man. Again, it is many moons. Time passes and Brightstone grows weak. The snow man attacks. Crow Man is out fighting for days and nights. Many gold men die. One day, Crow Man returns but only to tell me where he goes. He tells me that Brightstone is nearly dead and where the boy will hide. Now, it is easy. All real men are fighting. It is easy to enter palace.”
 
   “But… but… you must have waited months. Why didn’t you leave?”
 
   “I will not answer this question again. Until you die, I am yours.”
 
   “And the poison? What about the bread? You must have eaten the bread?”
 
   “I don’t eat poison. I am not stupid.” 
 
   We drift into silence for a moment as I struggle to comprehend the intensity of her devotion. It is complex. In fact, it is not even devotion; she is only here out of some deep, misguided faith in the way that things should be. There are clearly rules that govern her, rules that don’t make sense to me, rules that have evidently sent her to places where most humans wouldn’t even dream of going. Yet why should I be doubting them? If she had any wisdom in the sense that I understand it, then there is no doubt that I wouldn’t be here today. I should only be thankful.
 
   I take another look at her; that wild, savage face seems to be merely a façade hiding countless mysteries that I shall never understand. With this thought, I suddenly remember the two maidens and their own troubles. I finish trimming the last strip of meat before moving towards them. They are huddled together beneath furs in one of several semi-permanent dens constructed for us by Shara. Both of them appear to be asleep. 
 
   I approach Selene first. Her round and pale face glows in the emerging moonlight. I shake her roughly.
 
   “Do you want some of this?” I ask, offering her what is now a three-quarter empty skin of wine. Her eyes open suddenly; she is riddled with pain, grimacing at the very effort of being awake.
 
   “Yes,” she groans. I can almost hear how dry her mouth is from the effort it takes for her to speak. I hand her the bottle and she clutches at it eagerly like a kid taking to teat. She must have only taken a sip before I wrench it away from her, always cautious to ensure that there is enough left for the future.
 
   “If you’d have listened, you wouldn’t be in this mess,” I grumble. I do so in my own language so that she doesn’t understand. At the same time, I move around towards Artume and shake her. This time there is no immediate response. I shake her again.
 
   “Artume? Do you want some of this?” I shout, trying to ignore my gut instinct. Still there is no response. I shake her once more. There is no reply. I lower my ear to her mouth to listen for breathing but I hear nothing. Despite the futility, I find myself shaking her another time. For a moment, I consider lowering the wine to her lips in the hope that she’ll drink it. Then I realise that all that will achieve is to waste the vital last drops that Selene will need if she is to survive. Fury sweeps across me.
 
   I find myself storming towards the sleeping boy and grabbing him sharply from his nest. With the next action, I am dragging him towards his dead maid.
 
   “Do you see?!” I shout. “Do you see the evil that’s been done in your name?! If it wasn’t for you, this poor girl would still be alive.”
 
   I thrust his scrawny face, barely awake, so close to the dead Artume that he must be touching her. He begins to whimper.
 
   “Let go of me. You’re hurting me. You’re scaring me.”
 
   “No. I want you to look. I want you to stare death in the face. You must see what you’ve done.”
 
   By this time, the boy is hysterical, crying and screaming, almost senseless as to the point I’m trying to make. It is enough noise to bring Shara gliding towards us to hush us. Her scornful ‘shhh’ scuttles through the darkening skies like a roach. The sound is enough to bring me to my senses and I throw the boy to the ground like a rag. I storm away, spitting with disgust.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Thirty-nine
 
    
 
   The grand library at Tallakarn is full of work dedicated to the heroism of chivalric life. Almost countless songs and poems have been written to celebrate the brilliance of knights from bygone eras. Personally, I have always suspected that every single one of these works is lie. It is, after all, human nature to exaggerate - no one can possibly be as perfect as the songs that are sung about them.
 
   I also believe that these works deliberately overplay the emotional capacity of women, that female portrayals are often exaggerations, written to make them seem ridiculous and, by doing so, aid in their oppression. For instance, women like Lady Vesta and Shara are nothing like the damsels in distress that one might read about in song. 
 
   In reality though, not having known my own mother has given me little opportunity to know the truth of the matter. For all I understand of women, it could all be true; they could be, as the stories tell us, entirely different to men. What I do know is that Selene’s emotions following her friend’s death, and her own survival, could never be overstated.
 
   It took her several days to completely recover and, with the realisation that I was right, she ripped the turtle badge from her chest and burst into wild tears. She screamed all the curses under the sun at herself for being so stupid. I have never seen anyone cry quite so much and, even then, with so much anger. 
 
   The source of her anger? That she had set out to do good but had, ultimately, been manipulated into participating in an unforgivable evil. The realisation of the true purpose of the wine had been the final straw in her realisation; she had been living a lie.
 
   These emotional tempests continue even now. Perversely, the only person with whom she ever seems truly angry is herself. Other people are mentioned in her tear-stricken rages but I have begun to notice that she has an uncanny ability to bring the blame rolling back to herself. Why did she not notice? Why could she not be stronger? This trait, this deep sense of personal responsibility, was the first thing that I noticed about her, as her personality emerged following her recovery. Almost straight away, it was something I hugely admired. This was clearly a person who shared my sense of right and wrong, someone who would look to their own faults before blaming something on another.
 
   The one person that she refuses to admonish is the boy himself. The twelve Mother’s Maidens chosen to provide care and companionship to him had spent almost all their time around him. She knows better than anyone that the boy himself had been lied to, flattered, spoilt and groomed into nothing more than an idiot puppet. If anything, this realisation only makes her dote on him more as the days of our journey pass.
 
   Furthermore, as her strength returns, I began to realise what a remarkable strength it is that we have been missing. Beneath the barriers of language, of her meekness, of the boy’s all-eclipsing ability to steal the stage, I had, to begin with, failed to notice the quiet pride and determination with which she set herself to our cause. Only a few days into our postponed journey, I am surprised to realise that she seems to have usurped my position as the ‘home-maker’ to Shara’s ‘hunter’. As the days move along, I find myself more and more being forced into a jack-of-all-trades role, doing whatever is required of me by the changing needs of the group. 
 
   Of all things though, Selene’s most remarkable characteristic is her patience. For however much she herself is beginning to impress me, the boy remains as insufferable as the sum total of all the nightmarish, attention-seeking fools that I have ever had the misfortune to meet.
 
   It is true that, as time passes, he is beginning to develop a slightly thicker skin. He has even shown an above-average propensity to learn the skills required of him. But none of this is able to mitigate against the abomination that is his personality. Not a day goes by where he doesn’t prove to be selfish, fickle, petulant, unable to understand anything except through its immediate relationship to himself. 
 
   For instance, he might decide that he prefers the look of Selene’s food to his own; Selene will gladly swap it with him. Or he might decide that he is not going to help set up camp for the evening; Selene will compensate for him by working twice as hard. There was even one occasion where he simply point blank refused to walk. If I had not grabbed him by his hood and dragged him, Selene would have quite simply waited until his mind changed. It is only on reflection, and as the days pass, that I realise never before have two people entered my affections on such opposite ends of the spectrum.
 
   As I continue to walk for days and days, surrounded by these two women, both equally impressive forces of nature, my mind naturally begins to turn to love. I have never really had cause to think of love as something that could happen to a boy like me. My life before the quest was not exactly conducive to the idea. At home, my father was effectively a pariah, clinging alongside his goats to the bottom rung of society, whilst my school was not only an exclusively male environment, it was also an exclusively exclusive one. The idea of meeting a woman who would meet the high standards I expected whilst simultaneously accepting me for my low birth had always seemed, as an idea, more abstract than real.
 
   Now, however, I find myself in the presence of two women of whom, as time moves on, I am becoming very fond. Selene, with her kind moon face, gentle pride and the fierce maternalism she shows towards the boy, is the kind of woman that any man would surely be proud to have as his wife. 
 
   Shara, meanwhile, is more akin to an untameable storm, wild and ravaging, formidable and beyond comprehension. I am not sure that someone like me could ever find comfort in someone like her. As for her own feelings, I couldn’t even begin to guess. Nevertheless, her intense fixation on working towards our final goal, the white towers of Tallakarn, seems to exceed even my own and, for this, I find myself growing ever more thankful. 
 
   It is most certainly because of her that we have been able to move so far through the snow without trouble; she hunts quickly and accurately, knowing more of the terrain than it would seem possible for one person to have learned, even if she had devoted her life to the task. At the first sign of any other savages, we err on the side of caution, even taking detours to avoid conflict. This strategy, Shara tells me, is the first rule of the snow. As we approach the frozen sea, I am fitter, fatter and warmer than I was at any point on the opposite journey. In the last few days, I have even begun to feel fairly confident about my prospects of seeing home once more. 
 
   It is because of the success of Shara’s canny guidance that I accept her advice of not travelling across the sea. It is, she warns, no accident that Morrigan and myself were almost mauled to death by a bear last time; only the ‘ice people’ dare make the journey regularly. Even to save a month of extra walking, the gamble is too much. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Forty
 
    
 
   As we head further south, the snow becomes deeper and more treacherous. It is almost up to our knees and there is a layered quality to it, powder soft snow segregated by harder, jagged seams of ice. Its density also masks the terrains on which it lies. This creates hazardous hidden pitfalls that only Shara’s eye is trained to spot. But even she is beginning to struggle now; we left her people’s range several days ago.
 
   And it is quite clear to see why her people do not venture out here. As the tree cover thins, so does everything else. Everything except the snow. Where it had previously been guaranteed that she would hunt enough food to comfortably feed the four of us, the last couple of days have been meagre to say the least. We are no longer even accompanied by the smatterings of birdsong that we had all become so used to. 
 
   This lack of stimulation could be the reason why we are all stopped in our tracks by the sound of a high-pitched mewling sweeping across the snow. My instincts immediately tell me that it is a baby animal. Shara, leading at the front, holds her hand up as an instruction for us all to stop. This instruction is promptly ignored by Leo, who begins striding immediately to the source of the sound. Shara looks back towards Selene and I, both stationary, and raises her hand once more.
 
   “Be very careful. Many holes here,” she hisses across the snow in her trademark ‘quiet but loud’ fashion. I translate this to Selene, who is still struggling to understand my language. Selene shouts for Leo to stop but, in his typical pig-ignorant fashion, the boy just carries on ploughing ahead.  The depth of the snow here means that, although the distance between Shara and Leo is not that great, she will struggle to reach him quickly. This fact grows much clearer when it becomes evident that Shara is watching where she puts her feet. Leo, meanwhile, holding true to his hard-held principles of reckless idiocy, is only bothered about finding the animal. The result is agonising frustration, the sensation of watching a footrace between a tortoise and a snail. I watch, helpless, as Leo eventually reaches his destination.
 
   “Aww! What is this?!” he cries, holding aloft an animal that looks like a rather stocky white cat. At this distance, I can’t be sure what it is but my immediate thought is that it can only be a baby bear. A flush of hot blood passes through me as I realise the implications.
 
   “Put down!” hisses Shara. “Put down, stupid boy.” As she makes this plea, lost between their languages, she is probably at least ten large steps away. Selene and I are probably another twenty or so away from her.  
 
   Without warning, the sky is ruptured by a blood-curdling roar. From over the brow of a hill emerges the most terrifying creature I have ever seen. It is not a bear but instead a giant cat, perhaps bigger than the bear that Morrigan and I met with on the snow. It is completely white in colour except for an imperious blue mane and the blood red of its open mouth. The sound that it emits seems to shake the ground beneath me. Selene screams. Shara draws her bow.
 
   Instinct drives me towards the boy and the crying kitten. The cat itself is closer to Shara than Leo but isn’t interested in her. It only takes one glance in its monstrous eyes to understand that it is heading straight for its kitten. I, however, have made a mistake. I only take four steps before my right foot, my good leg, plunges deep into the ice.
 
   “Help!” I scream, turning to look at Selene, who stands, for a moment, frozen in shock. Leo, meanwhile, hurls the kitten to the ground and begins scrambling away from the approaching cat. A searing pain creeps up my leg as I realise it is firmly trapped in place.
 
   The cat, rather inevitably, is moving towards Leo at a much quicker pace than he is able to escape. Leo, realising this, and in his infinite wisdom, changes his course towards me and my planted leg. The only consolation, and it is hardly much of one, is that there are, by now, at least three of Shara’s arrows protruding from the creature. I am less consoled when I notice that, roaring and furious, it continues to move as though its wounds are nothing more than a slight annoyance. Selene, meanwhile, has just about reached me. As her hand touches mine, my attention is again stolen by another terrifying yowl. At the edge of my vision, I am reasonably certain that another cat has joined the fray.
 
   Selene’s hand is firm and sure and, using what must be the combined total of our strength, I am able to wrench myself free, minus boot, seconds before Leo succeeds in putting me between himself and the rapidly approaching cat. He is certainly turning out to be a rather special kind of ‘saviour’. 
 
   I am only just back on my feet with my sword drawn before the cat is upon me, knocking me down as though I am a leaf in the wind. The strength in a swipe of its padded paw is incomparable to any sword blow I have ever received. It is as though the full power of nature has been distilled into a single, devastating movement, smashing across my face, stealing my breath, my skin and, I think, a few teeth.   
 
   Fortunately, if anything about this situation can be said to be fortunate, I hold my sword strong and true as he pounces. As much as there is to be commended about this incredible animal, its decision to dive onto an open blade doesn’t speak highly for its intellect. For, from the satisfying feeling of my sword through its flesh, I know instinctively that I have gravely wounded it. Now, with the full weight of the beast upon me, the only question seems to be whether it will kill me before it dies. My entire body is almost immediately drenched with warm blood.
 
   Whatever happens from this point is nothing but a blur. I do everything I can to use my arms to cover my face and to hunch into as small a space as possible. Above me, I am vaguely aware that Leo and Selene must also be upon the animal. Screaming and shouting and rumbling fills the air. How long the scrambling and struggling lasts for, I have no idea. It is certain that the beast must be inflicting some terrible injuries upon me but the pain that accompanies them struggles to make it through the terrible numbness that is cast over my entire body.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Forty-one
 
    
 
   As my eyes flutter open for the first time, various parts of my body scream out in agony, each desperate to report to me the terrible injuries I have suffered, each eager to begin chasing me for the debt of pain that I owe. They play together like a musical ensemble, each contributing their own individual piece, to create a whole even greater than the sum of their parts.
 
   The loudest and most constant pain seems to be emanating from my face, raw and sharp. I know instantly that it is the deepest, most hideous flesh wound I have ever experienced. My left shoulder also throbs in a similar manner. However, whenever I attempt to move even slightly, these sensations are eclipsed by a terrifying and severe pain shooting from the base of my back to the top of my neck. With every stab of this sensation, some dark fear rises from inside me, whispering that this is how its feels to be crippled. 
 
   All the while, a duller pain rumbles on in my foot, a burning, tingling sensation akin to numbness. Then, deeper than all of these combined, is an even duller pain, one that I am scarcely able to locate; it is perhaps best described as an aching fatigue washing over my entire body. To top it off, it feels as though the alarm bells of Brightstone are alive once again, pounding away inside my head. 
 
   “Selene!” I shout, without so much as a thought. It is only as I shout it that I wonder why I have shouted for her instead of Shara. She arrives almost immediately, as if, perhaps, she has been watching.  We are in a snow den.
 
   “Thank the God that you are awake,” she smiles. “I had thought… I thought….” Without a moment’s warning, her smile shatters and gives way to tears. In her hands is a steaming bowl of Shara’s rabbit broth. It is only now that I notice that the air is infused with the smell and that, once again, I am nestled within furs. It takes my rusty mind a moment to translate her Bright-tongue. 
 
   “Where am I? What’s happened?” I ask, grasping the bowl, my mouth filling instantly with saliva.
 
   “It is all right. We are in a snow house. Everyone is all right,” she coos reassuringly, stroking my head. Her tears seem to have disappeared as quickly as they arrived. As she strokes me, some of the agony begins to dissipate. It is probably the broth.
 
   “Where is Shara?”
 
   “She is gone to hunt,” comes the gentle reply. Before she can continue, the boy interrupts, running across the snow den from somewhere hitherto unseen. He looks as glowing and healthy as ever. Even after a month in the snow, his tan hasn’t faded.
 
   “Uncle Gruff, Uncle Gruff! Did you see me kill the lion?! Did you see me save your life?” he jabbers, almost incoherent with excitement. 
 
   “I am not your uncle and, no, I did not. I saw quite the opposite,” I spit, attempting to transfer some of my pain in his direction.
 
   “Bu.. but… bu…” he blusters, caught awkwardly between indignation and disappointment. 
 
     “Don’t worry, Leo, Uncle Gruff has just woken up. He doesn’t feel well. I’m sure he will thank you when he feels better.”
 
   “I most certainly won’t,” I reply. “It was your stupidity that put us there in the first place. And since when have I been ‘Uncle Gruff’?! Never call me that again.”
 
   “Bu… but… but… it was my destiny to kill that lion… I was named for him… Leo means ‘Lion’… No man has ever even seen a lion before me. And I killed him,” he crows, chuntering childishly, desperate to impress me. 
 
   Before I became so intimately familiar with the beast, I was not even aware that such a thing existed. There is no word, no concept, to describe such a creature in the kingdom of Tallakarn. For this, I am glad. In comparison to that, the creatures that haunt our kingdom – wolves, wolverines, foxes – are about as formidable as baby rabbits.
 
   “Why would you be named for a creature that no man has seen?”
 
   “The lion is from history. They are magical creatures, borne from the sun,” explains Selene.
 
   “Nonsense. That creature was no more borne from the sun than you or I,” I reply, finishing off the last of my broth. The warm glow inside me is, given my mood, scant consolation.
 
   “Leo, why don’t you go and skin some more rabbits?” Selene suggests diplomatically. The boy ignores her with characteristic selfishness.
 
   “How are you going to walk without your toes, Uncle Gruff?!”
 
   “What?!” I reply, my head involuntarily twitching to my feet. The pain that this sudden movement causes in my neck and back is so great that I can’t even sustain it; I am denied the opportunity to even check.
 
   “Shara told me that the frost took your toes when your boot came off. I’ve been thinking about it and I can’t imagine how you are going to be able to walk? What do you think? Do you think you’ll be able to walk? If you can’t, does that mean you’re going to be stuck here? I don’t think you could live somewhere like this for very long, could you? Especially if you can’t walk.” 
 
   The shock of this news and the silence that it brings to my lips affords him more time to warble on than I would normally allow him. Finally though, I am able to find some words. I turn to Selene.
 
   “Is this true?”
 
   “Oh, Gruff…” The tears rising in her soft blue eyes instantly tell me more than I need to know. I resist the urge to look, the pain in my neck having taught me well. 
 
   “And on my good leg as well?” I snap, suddenly very angry. She can’t reply for tears.
 
   “Oh, yes, because you already found it difficult to walk didn’t you?” Leo carries on, helpfully. “I suppose that’s going to make it even harder?”
 
   My temper rises but the physical pain I’m in means that I’m not able to express it properly. Instead, I just mutter a curse under my breath. To my great surprise, however, an even greater anger flashes across Selene’s face. It is almost as though I am so angry that I have been able to will my actions into a more capable body. Although she is only just bigger than him, she grabs him roughly and bundles him out of the den. As she does so, I’m just about able to make out the tear-filled fury on her face. Even through all the pain, I manage, out of thankfulness, to find a smile. 
 
   She returns, flustered, and trying to hide her tears. There is a beautiful simplicity about her face - it seems unable to hide even the slightest emotion. The sadness etched upon it as she walks back towards me makes her look as though she has experienced all the world’s sorrow in one single moment. Despite the realisation that I am almost a cripple, I find myself wanting to comfort her.
 
   And then, like a flash, it is gone. A fond smile rises on her face and her entire complexion changes. The emotion that it creates in me is so strong that it might as well be a hug. The injuries have made me weak.
 
   “I’m sorry about Leo. He means well,” she coos, returning to sit very close to my head.
 
   “Ah, forget it. I’ve got bigger things to worry about now.”
 
   “You will be fine. I promise you,” she replies, stroking my head again. The feeling is so pleasurable, so welcome, that it may even have been worth being mauled by a lion for.
 
   “I’ve heard that before. My life never gets any better though,” I grumble.
 
   “Well, you’ve got me here to look after you now. Just like you looked after me. You’ve never had that before,” she smiles. All of a sudden, she seems so strong, so secure. It is hard to imagine that she could ever be capable of tears.
 
   “Why would you want to look after someone like me?” I groan, half aware that I’m looking for sympathy.
 
   “You’re a great man. You might not realise it but you saved our lives. Most men who’ve been where you have would be dead. But not you. We’re all here because of you.”
 
   “I’ve been lucky. And I’m lucky to have you all here,” I reply. I am too tired to exclude Leo from this statement. Only as I say it do I realise it is probably the kindest thing I’ve ever said out loud. I feel better for it.
 
   “Shara has been very upset. She has hardly spoken,” she continues.
 
   “She hardly speaks at the best of times. And she speaks a different language to you. No, she’s not the kind to get upset,” I reply. “How long have I been unconscious for?”
 
   “Three days. She really has been upset though. You must believe me. I suppose it is only natural,” she continues. Even beneath the effort of having to translate her words into my native language, I can still pick up that there is more to this line of conversation than meets the eye. Those months with Brother Gemin and his books have made me quite proficient in the Bright-Tongue. 
 
   “Why should it be natural?” I ask, sensing that this is the question she wanted.
 
   “She is your mate, is she not?”
 
   “No. Where did you get that idea from? What has she said?” I snort, spluttering up some of my broth. 
 
   “She has said nothing to me. In fact, she’s hardly ever tried to say anything to me. I just… assumed,” she answers. As emotionally transparent as ever, she is unable to hide the satisfaction that moves across her face. It shocks me to think that anyone would think of Shara and me in these terms. I have only begun to recently and, even then, only in terms of the difficulties of being married to someone so unpredictable. With each stroke of Selene’s hand across my forehead, the idea becomes more and more ludicrous.
 
   “It’s nothing like that. Shara is bound to me out of honour. That is all. I don’t even think she especially likes me,” I reply.
 
   “I understand,” she beams. “We learn more about each other every day don’t we? I am glad you’re awake. Let me feed you. I can see you are struggling.” Like an infant, I surrender.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Forty-two
 
    
 
   I count the passage of at least five days before I am able to move even slightly. It is certain that Selene, Shara and their broth are the only reason that I don’t die during this ordeal. The time seems to pass by in a blur of fever-fuelled nightmares. Mealtimes and my tender conversations with Selene are experienced, in a similarly dreamlike fashion, as brief islands of peace amongst the chaos of recovery. The experience has taught me that human beings are not designed to recover from trauma such as the type I have suffered; the pain of my body slowly repairing itself has felt no different from the pain of a body slowly drifting towards death.
 
   My interaction with Shara has been much less during this period. She seems to spend it almost eternally outside – hunting, repairing, scouting, guarding – in order to keep us all alive and well. It almost passes without mention that she singlehandedly felled the lion’s mate during the attack. 
 
   Besides this vital work, another mercy she delivers is that she keeps the boy busy. With her, he receives none of the pandering that he receives from Selene and, following his first childish intrusion into my recovery, it seems that she has endeavoured to keep him from me wherever possible. 
 
   She is, however, present on the first day that I am able to step from my nest of furs. I do so gingerly and with the assistance of Selene’s soft white hand. Her response is, rather predictably, a tear-filled smile. However, the other two only manage to muster responses that suggest they are in competition with each other as to who can be less sympathetic.
 
   “That looks difficult. I’m glad that didn’t happen to me,” says the boy.
 
   “Good. Now we must continue,” is Shara’s contribution.
 
   “I’ve only just taken my first step,” I gasp, the discomfort of balancing a damaged knee against a foot with no toes already beginning to take its toll. Shara scans me from head to toe, eyes full of her usual disdain.
 
   “It is all right, you can walk. I know this. As long as Goat Man can stand, he can walk. And as long as Goat Man can live, he can stand. His head is as strong as stone.”
 
   “I need more time.”
 
   “There is no more time. We are very weak here. If you can stand, we can move.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Forty-three
 
    
 
   So it is on Shara’s command that we begin to move. The shelter that she built for my recuperation stands almost on the southern tip of the Frozen Sea, the so-called ‘heart’ of the Mother Island. By my estimation, it would have taken Morrigan and me, walking at full speed, about a month to reach this point from the fringes of Tallakarn. Given my current impediments, I anticipate that it will take at least double that.
 
   And the difficulties that I experience every second of this walk cannot be understated. On the outward journey, our struggle against the elements was  so great as to seem almost overwhelming. Indeed, it had been such an ordeal that it would have been hard to believe that anything could have made it more difficult. Yet here I am struggling to put one foot in front of the other, scarcely able to change pace, harbouring no greater ambition than to reach the next point on the horizon. Concerns regarding previously vital objectives – food, shelter, snow savages – are now as inconsequential to me as thoughts of warmth, comfort and dryness had been on the outward journey. Instead, I simply have the onerous task of keeping my head down, my teeth gritted and my momentum forward. My pain is such that I have little time for anything else.
 
   One could argue that this lack of concern is a luxury that few people in my position could afford. For it is certain that the above concerns do not become any less important simply because a man is missing half of his foot. My fortune is that I have Shara to carry these considerations for me; food remains surprisingly plentiful and her skill for evading conflict borders on supernatural. Indeed, not a moment goes by where I don’t consider the lifeline that she provides. 
 
   Her presence alongside me perfectly illustrates the wild caprice of life; desperation forced us to slaughter her tribe, yet my last remnant of chivalry forced me to spare, of all those present, her. Only her. That single act, the one last drop of civilisation that remained within me, has saved me from death several times over. Without her, I would be a frozen corpse or, if I were not that, I would be an empty skeleton in the cell at Brightstone or, if I were not that, I would have become a lion’s evening meal.
 
   Despite all this, I cannot agree that I am lucky. As I stagger through each frozen day, the resentment that builds in my heart is unavoidable; there are no heroics in my actions, no solace to be found in the strokes of destiny that have saved my life. Instead, I am ashamed at my reliance upon her. After all, a person who cannot help himself is scarcely a person at all. Being viewed as a victim, as a cripple, is beginning to feel almost as painful as the injuries themselves.
 
   And it is clear that these injuries will leave a long, dark shadow over whatever is left of my life; I will never have toes, I will always hobble, my face will always bear the lion’s scar. Being damaged so many times by so many things will always be a burden that I must carry. Above all, it is clear that I will always be the recipient of pity. For a man like me, there could be little worse.
 
   Of all things, the worst contrivance that my fate has brought me is the sensation that my toes are still there. They still tingle madly in much the same way they did before the frost took them. Whenever my mind begins to wander too far from conscious effort, my foolish brain takes the bait once more and trusts them to hold my weight. This decision has the same result every time: an undignified tumble to the ground, the women rushing to my assistance, and a further flush of shame and embarrassment.
 
   As if this were not bad enough, they assist each time with such understated humility, so little fuss, that I am unable to even criticise them for it. They make such an effort not to patronise that it would almost seem mean-spirited of me to be angry. But I am angry; the whole experience is so thoroughly humiliating that I am left with nothing but impotent rage that I cannot express. 
 
   This frustration, like water boiling in a pan, has a need to escape. It is fortunate for me, then, that the boy is with me. There can surely have never been a target more deserving of scorn than this warbling egotist. It would be unfair of me to suggest that he has not changed during the process of our journey but, as with Morrigan before him, I cannot help but feel that this is partly situational. For instance, a turd placed in the snow will become hard and significantly less odorous than its warm weather counterpart. This doesn’t mean that it has ceased to be a turd.
 
   Such is the case with Leo. He is becoming much quieter, although still not quiet enough, and is certainly much less likely to make the mistake of expecting to find satisfaction from conversations with me. He is growing less demanding also but, once again, this is surely only because there is less to demand and fewer people to pander to him. Selene, with her gentle compassion, is the only person willing to indulge him even slightly and even this has reduced from her earlier devotion. Now, her submission to him is no greater than her natural submission to everyone – a reflection more of her caring nature than of any special bond between them. Nevertheless, however much change I perceive in him, I doubt any of it will last far beyond our journey to Tallakarn. It seems inevitable that a boy who has spent his whole childhood receiving and enjoying literal worship is beyond salvation as far as his ego is concerned. I imagine it won’t take more than a few enquiries into his foreign novelty to see him revert to the unbearable creature he once was, for the thawing of the turd.
 
   The only lasting changes will surely be his development as a hunter and warrior. Despite not quite living up to the spectacular ridiculousness of his own boasts, he has quickly, with the assistance of Shara, developed an aptitude with the sword and bow that would probably earn him a knighthood in the kingdom of Tallakarn. I fully expect this to be the minimum that he achieves upon his arrival.
 
   The reasons for this expectation are twofold. Firstly, I know that the king will be looking to rekindle the ‘Son of God’ angle for his own uses and, secondly, I have seen first-hand the effortlessness with which a male with a good education, a strong chin and an unhealthy dose of charisma can achieve social rank in a new kingdom; Morrigan certainly set the precedent for that.
 
   I find myself thinking of Morrigan more and more as I stagger closer to home. My heart fills with a curious combination of pining and guilt every time he crosses my mind. He will usually enter my thoughts when Shara delivers some masterstroke of wilderness living, for instance, four plump, tasty ptarmigans for dinner or a shelter so well made that it is even slightly too warm. Such relative luxury brings my mind naturally to the daily struggle of his and my journey: living for days off the charred remains of a single baby rabbit, the taste of tree bark, him dancing through the snow with all the subtlety of a thousand-strong army, shivering to death each night in snow holes that may just as well have been graves. 
 
   There is no doubt that I miss him, too. With the exception of my father and, now, perhaps Shara and Selene, I had always doubted my ability to grow as attached to anyone as I seemingly had to Morrigan. He carried with him such a levity that it just made everything feel easier. His attitude, a refusal to take anything seriously, such a contrast to mine, had, I reluctantly admit, made our journey feel less overwhelming than it ever was. He could smirk at something and make it seem ridiculous, even if it wasn’t, and this simple act made everything less frightening. But above all, and there is no greater commendation that I can give, he was one of the very few people to ever make me laugh. It is one of my great regrets that he would never have known this; any amusement I gained from his clowning was always well hidden.
 
   And it is regrets that eventually consume me when my mind lingers on his memory for too long. There are countless ways to dissect the events that led up to his death. Some were beyond my control – his initial exile, the invasion of Brightstone – but my guilty mind instead chooses to focus on the things that I could have changed. For instance, had Shara and I not been so fixed on escaping, he would not have found himself where he did. Or if I had simply complied as he did, we may have been able to settle down together and perhaps escape during the sack of the city.
 
   Of all things though, it is the scene of his death that I cannot forget. Of all my memories, this scene is surely the most vivid: gold everywhere, splashed with crimson, the shouts of men, the crying boy, the hefty sword blows of my opponent, Shara’s curses, the confusion as an extra gold man joins in, Morrigan’s dying smirk, the sticky darkness of the blood leaking from him. I relive this scene countless times each day, scrutinising my actions over and over again, remonstrating with myself for each individual failing. Why did I not see that he was in trouble? Why did I let him leave my line of sight? Why did I allow him to die so easily? Surely I should have known that Shara didn’t need my help? Why was I fighting alongside her instead of him? All of these questions dog me, nibbling away at my mind as the long slog continues. The absence of answers debilitates me almost as much as the absence of my toes.
 
   If it were not for Selene, I would very likely have disappeared into the blizzard of these thoughts and never returned. Alongside Leo’s egotism and Shara’s impenetrable enigma, she stands for me as a single beacon of sanity. In many ways, she is remarkable; she is the kind of person who will go without to ensure that everyone else has enough, the kind of person who finds conflict so unbearable that she will step into the middle of it to make it stop, the kind of person who will ask how I am and then actually listen to the answer. 
 
   It is this ability to listen, to absorb and then actually take the time to empathise that makes her so astonishingly rare. As the days pass, we spend evening upon evening engaged in the kind of conversation that, despite the ever-reducing language barrier, stands without comparison in the rest of my life. Conversation has always been, for me, nothing other than a means to pass on information. I have never met a person who seems to understand it in quite so opposite a fashion as Selene and, for this, in my time of need, I could not be more grateful. Conversation, for her, instead seems to be something quite vital, something at the very essence of existence. She will hear and see and feel everything that I have to say – whether it be about Morrigan, the shame of my injuries, my fears of returning home – and accept it; she will make me feel that it is all right to feel however I please. It is as though I have spent my entire life encased in ice and am only now beginning to thaw.
 
   When I don’t wish to talk, which is often, she also proves adept at the art of distracting me from my glumness. She can talk for hours about the smallest detail, the most mundane topic – for instance the differences in ladies’ dress in our two kingdoms. Instead of finding myself bored as I might expect, I find her gentle chatter has a pleasing sedative nature. The content doesn’t have to be fascinating to distract me from my own thoughts and her own sweet enthusiasm is pleasure enough in itself.
 
   This is not to say that everything she talks about is without value. As our bond continues to develop and our languages intertwine, she begins to share more and more of the life that she has been forced to leave behind. Her emotions on the topic rise and fall like the tide. On the one hand, she is devastated at the destruction of her home and its familiarity, but this devastation is countered by an equally devastating realisation – that almost everything she loved had been built upon a lie. 
 
   She was raised as an orphan in the nunnery of Brightstone Isle, the nunnery headed by Mother Maryam, Leo’s mother. Despite her austere and devout upbringing, she recalls her time there favourably. Things began to change when Leo was born. She was only seven years old when he was allegedly gifted by God to Mother Maryam. At the point of his birth, the nunnery changed its focus. All of a sudden, Mother Maryam herself became the subject of their worship. The nuns became known as Mother’s Maidens, they adopted the turtle insignia, the symbol of all mothers, and were sent out into the kingdom to perform acts of kindness on her behalf. Eventually, when she was twelve, she became trusted as one of Leo’s closest attendants, instructed to obey his every whim. 
 
   Once again, despite the fundamental rottenness of the entire scenario, a misty fondness develops in her eyes each time she talks of her days spent alongside the boy. She describes how he and his attendants were insulated, almost oblivious to the atrocities that were taking place in his name. His role, she reveals, was almost entirely ceremonial; Maryam told him what to say, how to act, when to appear. The role of his attendants was simply to keep him happy, distracted and cared for. The closeness between the four young women that attended him is something that she can scarcely talk about without being moved to tears. It is clear that they, including the boy, were essentially the closest thing she ever had to a family. As such, it is only her gentle pleas on his behalf that spare him from the worst of my scorn.
 
   As the days develop into weeks, the knowledge that I will be able to sit down and talk to her each evening serves as one of the key impetuses allowing me to force my broken body onward. The other impetus is, of course, the desire to prove everyone else wrong. As deep snow turns to mountains, I shuffle forward, teeth gritted, encased in snow, without a thought of giving up. 
 
   As we reach the great mountains that divide us from Tallakarn, I begin to understand why the snow savages have never been, and will never be, able to raise forces against us in the way that they did at Brightstone. These mountains, these foreboding titans, do not seem to show even the slightest concern over the maintenance of life; fauna becomes sparse, breathing becomes difficult, snow becomes heavy and impassable gorges become frequent. At one point, we have to backtrack three days of walking in order to avoid such an impasse. This price reflects perhaps the only decision that Morrigan and I made that has proved more productive than Shara’s: if we had crossed the frozen sea then we would have avoided the mountains entirely. It is a sign of how little energy I have remaining that I don’t even point this out.
 
   Deep inside the bosom of the mountains, there is no sign of snow savages. It is clear that, even with their limited needs, the mountains will not nurture them. Instead, the snowscape is inhabited only by a small number of well-adapted animals – goats, wolves, rabbits. It has been a long while since I have eaten goat and the dense taste brings memories of home flooding towards me. 
 
   We push forward, sometimes backward, one awkward step at a time. As I hobble closer and closer, I begin to feel that my map and my understanding of the sun allow to me to steal at least a bit of ownership back from Shara. Shara, who in these foreign climes, is deprived of the foreknowledge that had previously made her seem so formidable. Simply the feeling of possessing some knowledge that no one else has finally begins to make me feel as though I am more than just an invalid.
 
   Being closer to home, however, means absolutely nothing in terms of the mountainous world we are forced to move through. Indeed, I might as well be on the other side of the world for all the familiarity they possess. They rise and fall in front of us, one after another, imperious and unflinching, fierce inclines dropping away to nothing, chill winds threatening to freeze us in our tracks. They are so hostile as to be almost awe-inspiring and, as we pass through their murderous mists, I become more and more convinced that they are the greatest allies that Tallakarn could ever hope to possess.
 
   Finally, after almost three months of stumbling, hobbling and grimacing, I am treated to my first glimpse of home. As we reach yet another peak emerging from yet another valley, I’m amazed to see a narrow sliver of sea opening out on the northern horizon. Between the sea and our mountain nest lies the vast flatness from where my journey began, the Gors. In the distance, about two days walk to the North East, lies its castle. Where I should feel excitement rising, instead I feel only relief; where there should be smiles, it is all I can do to hold back the tears.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Forty-four
 
    
 
   Of all the places that I have travelled, the frozen sea must have been the worst. It was not just the cold that made it so. For although the mountains and the tundra were equally as cold, they at least had the benefit of scenery. In these lands, the route is dotted with landmarks by which one can track ones progress. It was the absence of any such landmarks, in other words the sheer monotony, that made progress across the sea so difficult.
 
   The same could be said for the saltmarsh through which we complete the last leg of our journey. The low, barren, perfectly flat landscape creates an illusion of almost perfect stillness; it is possible to hobble for miles without any sense of change. The languid inertia of the land fuels my impatience as we track ever closer to the castle.
 
   Similarly to the mountains, it is only being forced to physically endure the approach to the kingdom that allows me to truly understand quite how difficult it would be for an enemy to move against us. Bereft of the guide that had escorted Morrigan and me to the opposite end of the marsh, we are instead forced to plod gingerly through a deceptive maze of bogs, ditches and puddles. Instead of taking the two days I had estimated, we find ourselves struggling forward for almost four.
 
   Only now, as we reach the end of the fourth day, is it evident that our approach has been noticed. We are probably about three kilometres from the castle when we notice a horse, or perhaps a mule, ambling towards us in the distance. Sitting proudly astride the mule, if it is possible to do such a thing proudly, is a vague brown dot of a man holding a large green banner, the crocodilian banner of the Gors. Despite the fact that he is too far away to make out his features, I recognise him as Robin, the young squire who led me out of the swamp all those months ago. Behind him, on foot, linger a loose rabble of men dressed like peasants. I suspect that they are swamp archers, the skirmishers renowned throughout the kingdom for their defensive utility. 
 
   As with our entry to Brightstone, the thought flashes through my mind that we are very likely to be treated as hostile. My only reassurance is that the squire riding towards us should, I hope, recognise me before the archers make his decision for him. I take further hope in the casual languor of their approach; they seem to be strolling forward in a manner as flat and dead as the marsh itself. As I muse over this, memories of the young squire himself come trickling back to me; he was a meek and quiet boy, perhaps a few years older than me, with scarcely a word to say for himself. 
 
   “It is all right. I know the boy on the horse. We just need to keep moving as though we mean no threat,” I say to the rest of the group.
 
   “Men behind are archers,” says Shara.
 
   “I know. And good ones. They are the guards of the marsh. We will be all right. I’ll speak to the boy first.”
 
   “Hmm…” is Shara’s doubt-ridden reply. In response, I raise both my hands towards him to show acknowledgement and, I hope, my peaceful intentions.
 
   “Just keep moving. They know we’ve seen them, and they’re more likely to attack if they think we’re trying to avoid them.”
 
   Despite my protestations, my companions slow down more and more as Robin draws nearer. He himself never ups the pace from the leisurely trot at which his mule seems comfortable. Finally, he moves close enough into view for me to confirm that he is definitely the person I suspected. He is wearing a green tabard over the top of dull iron armour and has the miserable, ruddy face of a hard-drinking man twice his age. The only real indication of his youth is the sweep of brown hair that almost covers his glassy blue eyes.
 
   “Who goes there?” he whimpers nervously, and without authority.
 
   “Robin! It’s Gruffydd of Ynys Gwyn. Well, that should be Ser…” I splutter, falling suddenly to the mud. It is as though, without warning, my body has finally succumbed to the months of exhaustion that have passed. Selene rushes towards me to help me back to my feet but it is too late. My mind, knowing that I am safe, begins a full foggy retreat. As I fall, something within me seems to say ‘no more’.
 
   “Ser Gruff?!” shouts the boy, suddenly excited. “We’d thought it might be… Oh Lord, you look terrible. Help! Quick! Help me get him upon the mule!”
 
   The sense of urgency and shock coming from the boy sends my face aflame. Why is he troubling himself with me? Surely it should be one of the women or perhaps Leo that needs to go on the back on the mule? Instead, I suddenly find myself surrounded by Robin, Shara and Selene in a frenzy of activity. A deep sense of shame washes over me at the indignity of it all, at my powerlessness, as I am hoisted up onto the dirty old mule. The truth of the matter is, though, that however emasculating the whole experience is, I do not have the energy to fight it. Instead, it is all I can do not to pass out.
 
   “Please be careful,” says Robin, addressing the whole group. “The marsh becomes very dangerous here.” As he says this, I note that some semblance of authority has finally entered his voice; the realisation that he is dealing with two women, a child and an invalid seems to have steeled him somewhat. He takes the reins of the mule and begins to lead. Some moments later, once we are moving, he turns to speak to me once more.
 
   “Did you reach Brightstone?” he asks. The vague halo of awe around his words cheers me up somewhat, makes me feel less useless.
 
   “That should be ‘Ser Gruffydd’,” I slur, not in response to the new question but, instead, in an attempt to continue my original introduction. I only realise how I must sound as the words leave my mouth.
 
   “I’m sorry. Did you reach Brightstone, Ser Gruffydd?” replies Robin, chastened, without a hint of reproach in his voice. Were I not so cheered by his immediate deference, I would be slightly embarrassed. As it is, however, I am not. Trailing behind, the rest of my companions appear to be struck dumb with shyness. 
 
   “Yes,” I reply solemnly. As I begin to speak, any desire to expand upon my answer seems to fade from me. My eyelids begin to droop. The fatigue that invades me is overwhelming, seizing upon this moment of relaxation in the same way that a starving man might leap upon a crumb.  
 
    
 
   


  
 

Forty-five
 
    
 
   It is the next morning before I am in any state to continue the conversation. Although I remember very little of my evening, it is quite possible that I have not had such a comfortable night’s sleep since I departed this lonely castle all those months ago. Last night seemed to pass by in a dreamlike blur. The details elude me. For instance, I am certain that I must have eaten and, from the pains in my stomach, eaten well but, due to exhaustion, I have no memory of it. In the same vein, I have very little idea of how much I said or to whom. 
 
   The one thing I do know is that I awoke in a feather bed so soft and welcoming that the act of leaving it felt as tortuous as anything else I have endured. Indeed, most of the morning’s experiences – from the opulence of my room through to the richness of my breakfast – have made my first hours back in Tallakarn amongst the most luxurious in my life so far. 
 
   Besides the master’s room, my bedroom must be the best in the castle – a marked change from the squires’ quarters where I spent my previous stay. Both the bed linen and the rug are an expensive green colour, a colour matched by the two upholstered chairs accompanying the dark wooden table in the corner. Upon the table, and various other dark wooden furnishings, sit a wealth of silver ornaments, all polished and gleaming, set off by the gentle morning light. Perhaps the most dominant feature of the room, besides the bed, is the large hearth opposite it. From the smell of smouldering coal, I surmise that the fire probably accompanied me to sleep.
 
   Breakfast is also something to behold. Much in the way a lord’s meal might have several courses, so our breakfast is presented to us in similar stages. To begin with we are treated to a compote of summer berries. This is followed by a second course of eggs and porridge. We finish with a sticky-sweet honey bread. 
 
   I have scarcely finished licking the honey from my fingers before we are joined by the lord and lady of the house. On my previous visit, when Morrigan and I were passing through in the opposite direction, the couple had not been present. This, therefore, is my first meeting with them, and one that I had not been expecting. 
 
   Leo, Selene, Shara and I are sitting in a row on the top table as they enter. There is nobody else in the room, save for the people attending the table, and the conversation between us has been poor. In fact, a curious stillness seems to hang over each of them. I have seen it before in goats: the way a new animal appears almost paralysed in fear when introduced to the flock. Since waking, I have seen more deference from each of them than they ever showed when they were hauling me through the snow.
 
   As the lord and lady enter, I instinctively stand to greet them. My companions do likewise. Ser Geraint casually waves us back down into our chairs, as though he doesn’t wish to bother us. He is another knight whom I can only identify by his heraldry – a black crocodile swimming on green. 
 
   Like Morrigan, he doesn’t carry himself in the manner of a normal knight. Instead, with his dirty stubble and unkempt hair, he looks like a well-dressed tramp. This unsavoury air is made worse by his darting green eyes, which appear more like those of a man waiting to pick one’s pocket than host one’s luxurious stay. Marking him out in further contrast is his armour, brown leather rather than plate, and his build, small and spindly rather than broad. It is only as I note these differences that I remember the man is a marsh archer. 
 
   “Welcome to the Gors, Ser Gruffydd. And welcome also to your companions,” he says, beaming proudly. Despite the clear formality of his voice, he still rolls his R’s in the same manner as his squire. 
 
   “Thank you. It is an honour to stay with you,” I reply, trying desperately to remember my etiquette. “Please allow me to introduce my companions. They are all refugees from the fallen empire of Brightstone. This is Leo, the former emperor. This is Selene, his attendant, and this is Shara, my wilderness guide.” I daren’t give even a hint of Shara’s savage ancestry for fear that it might change their attitude towards her. As I introduce each of them, they all nod timidly to Ser Geraint and his wife.
 
   “I trust that you have been treated well?” asks Lady Ffion, smiling softly. She is both better spoken and better presented than her husband, with a fiery red spiral of hair and a soft green dress that could well be velvet. 
 
   “Yes, I couldn’t have hoped for better,” I reply, wondering how few times that answer is actually meant when given in polite company.
 
   “And your companions? Can they speak the language?” she continues, perhaps subtly picking up on their lack of personal gratitude. At this, I turn my head to Shara who, sharp as ever, picks up the cue.
 
   “Yes… I couldn’t have hoped for better,” she mimics, head cowed. From the awkward, almost animalistic manner in which she delivers her thanks, I can only conclude that a smile would have been too much to ask.
 
   “Thank you. You are very kind,” adds Selene bravely, through the thickness of her Bright-tongue accent. A little tingle of pride moves through me as I sense her dignity shining through.
 
   “And Leo? Would you like to thank the Lord and Lady?” I continue, feeling the same desperate urge for him to impress as I might if he were my own son. 
 
   “What for?” is the reply. The only saving grace is that he chooses to ask this, the most impertinent of questions, in his own language. Seemingly, and despite understanding both languages well, he is not prepared to stoop from his mother tongue in front of these people.
 
   “For their food and their bed,” I reply, in Bright-tongue, not wishing to insult the couple.
 
   “I shouldn’t have to thank people for that. It is the will of God,” he replies. Seething inside, I turn to Ser Geraint and Lady Ffion to cover up his rudeness.
 
   “My apologies. The boy is young and shy. He is not quite yet up to speaking our language.”
 
   “It is not a problem,” she replies graciously. “We are honoured to host you all and are glad that you have enjoyed your stay.”
 
   As she talks, they both beam with a kind warmth; it is clear that they enjoy the role of host, a role that is probably not too often bestowed upon them. They approach the breakfast table with casual ease, the kind that one might expect from family members, and sit opposite us. This is a nice touch; I know full well that there are some lords and ladies who would never deign to suggest the equality that sharing a table implies. On the other hand, if promises are to be kept, then the reality is that I am their equal; I have earned my knighthood in blood and ice.
 
   “I am sure you have more stories to tell than I can possibly imagine,” smiles the roguish knight. His eyes are quick and friendly.  
 
   “Yes. I suppose I have,” I reply. “I have almost as many stories as I do injuries.”
 
   The lord and lady both laugh, although only as much as is necessary to be polite. At heart though, I feel reluctant to talk. 
 
   First of all, I am eager to leave, to continue to Tallakarn, to bring to fulfilment that scene with the king that has rolled over so many times in my head. Second, I don’t even really know where to begin; so much has happened, so many memories have passed, so many feelings have waxed and waned. To begin telling my story – the things I have learned, the places I’ve seen, the people I’ve met – would take days to do it any justice. Do I really want to start now? How many times will I have to retell my story before it has been heard enough? Also, rattling away in the back of my mind, is the politics of it all. Surely the king, however much I detest him, should be the first to receive my story? In reality, it is perhaps him rather than me who should decide who else will ever get to know.
 
   “So, tell me of Brightstone. Is it such a place as the legends say?” Ser Geraint asks.
 
   “Ser Geraint, it’s truly an honour to stay with you and I hope that, one day, I can share with you every single part of my story. But, for now, and I hope that you don’t consider this a slight, I think I should save it for the king. As I am his subject, so my story is his to tell.” 
 
   The honey-coated diplomacy of this statement tastes bitter on my tongue. I feel almost dirty for saying it, as though by honouring the king I have compromised the values I have always strived for. The truth, though, is that I have learned the hard way, by virtue of my entire ordeal, that sometimes it is wiser to follow the diplomatic line than the truth. This is particularly true when the risks are as high as they were in the gaol at Brightstone or, conversely, when the requested sacrifice is as low as it is presently. For instance, I could not give two hoots whether Ser Geraint ever learns of my story and it would be utterly foolish of me to risk dishonouring the king by telling it to him.
 
   “I understand. It looks as though you have the measure of that fat fool better than I,” he laughs, paying me a quick wink. Despite a disapproving look from his wife, he seems quite comfortable and genuine in his criticism, paying no mind whatsoever to the servants around him. He appears to be of that unusual brand of knights, of which Morrigan was also, that could best be described as outsiders – those scruffy, disobedient sorts who haven’t the slightest regard for rank or its favours and who feel nothing for the king except for a mutual and casual indifference. 
 
   “If I have, then I have learned it the hard way,” I reply grimly. 
 
   “And what of Morrigan?” he continues. “He was a dear friend to us.”
 
   “Ser Morrigan died at Brightstone. He saved my life several times. He was a dear friend to me too,” I answer. The mistiness forming around my eyes makes my answers seem short and clipped. I’m certain that they notice.
 
   “I’m sure he did. The man could fight. He only knew how to do three things did Ser Morrigan and he did them all brilliantly.” 
 
   “Did you know him well?”
 
   “As well as one can get to know anyone when one lives out here. And less since I married… He had a strange effect on men’s wives, you know. They either hated him… or they… err… didn’t,” he laughs mischievously, once again unchecked by his wife’s disapproving glares. “He was certainly the queen’s favourite. Probably why he got the old heave-ho.”
 
   Ser Geraint’s snorts, masculine and comradely in their tone, remind me once again of a world that I will never occupy – the world of male bravado, of womanising and drinking, of petty one-upmanship, of foolhardy antics, the world to which Morrigan belonged. As I look into Ser Geraint’s dancing eyes, I can’t help but feel it is a shame that it is in these crude tones that Ser Morrigan will be remembered.  
 
   “Well, I hope some day I can repay his memory by recounting his deeds to you,” I reply. I will not be drawn on his discussing his private life or the reasons that the king wanted him dead. He has had his way and that is the end of it.
 
   “And so do I, Ser Gruff. We have already sent word of your arrival so I hope that it won’t be long before you’re able to proceed.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Oh, has no one explained to you? I do apologise. People only pass through the Gors after being given royal approval. It’s not a matter that arises too often.”
 
   “Approval? From whom?”
 
   “Well, last time it was the royal toad, Llewellyn. Have you met him?”
 
   “Yes, I have,” I reply, remembering the man’s futile attempts to dissuade me from winning the trophy.
 
   “It’s curious really. No one has attempted to pass the border for years and then, within the space of a month, it happens twice.”
 
   “Oh, did someone else return?”
 
   “No, this was a true diethrin. Strange one actually. Spoke the language quite perfectly but didn’t seem to know a thing about the place. I'm not sure what happened to him now I come to think of it. Stocky, surly brute, he was.”
 
   “And they let him through?”
 
   “Yes. I think Llewellyn fancied him for a member of the royal guard or something. He certainly looked miserable enough for it. Anyway, I’m sure that it’s just a formality. You should look on the bright side - no one has ever left the kingdom and returned before. I don’t suppose anyone has ever thought to make a rule for what should happen then.”
 
   It is easy enough for him to be unconcerned; he hasn’t suffered in the way that I have. This rule, emerging from nowhere, evokes all the petty intrigues of the months before my departure, disturbing them from their forgotten sleep deep beneath the snow of my more recent troubles. Sickness washes across my gut. I brace myself for trouble.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Forty-six
 
    
 
   It is scarcely past noon when Llewellyn, in the company of twenty or so men, arrives. We are first alerted to their coming by the watchman’s horn flooding through the castle. The morning, in a fashion entirely foreign to me, has been spent ‘at leisure’ alongside Shara and Selene, with the boy having been sent away to play with the castle children. During the morning’s conversation, Shara had brazenly suggested that Selene and I should marry upon our arrival. To her amusement, this prompted a great deal of spluttering embarrassment on both our behalves and I was glad for the interruption.
 
   The speed of Llewellyn's arrival, in combination with the size of the force accompanying him, only serves to increase my concerns. The three of us make our way, hesitantly, down to the large reception hall, where we find that Ser Geraint, Lady Ffion, five swamp archers and a number of children and servants are standing in attendance. With the exception of lady Ffion, they look like an unkempt rabble. 
 
   Ser Geraint greets me with a gentle nod as we re-enter and beckons us towards him. Even over my own sense of trepidation, I sense an atmosphere in the room; Ser Geraint and his archers hardly seem to be brimming with royal sympathies. We are standing still for only the briefest instant before Geraint’s herald, dressed in green and black, formally announces Llewellyn’s arrival.
 
   “Please be upstanding for the arrival of the royal messenger, the lord of Pant Glas, Llewellyn Ap Llewellyn.”
 
   The herald’s voice resonates crisply across the cavernous hall and there is no doubt that it is much too fine an introduction for the bloated and unpleasant creature that waddles in on its final note. Llewellyn looks exactly the same as I remember him: flickering, bulbous eyes, a smug grin and greasy black hair slicked over a receding hairline. Furthermore, I am reasonably sure that he is even wearing the same filthy orange robe as he was last time I saw him.
 
   “Ser Geraint, Lady Ffion. It is an honour to see you again so soon,” he  croons.
 
   “Llewellyn…” replies Ser Geraint. “It’s not Ser Llewellyn yet, is it? It is an honour to receive you once more. I’m not too proud to say that I shed a small tear the last time you left.” 
 
   “That’s very polite of you to say so. Let us hope it will not be the same this time,” replies Llewellyn, managing to effect a sense of smiling insincerity that the king himself would be proud of. 
 
   Only after this awkward interchange do his flickering eyes finally move to me. Behind him, several of his men begin to stream into the hall, forming two immaculate ranks behind him.
 
   “And young Gruffydd! I scarcely recognised you for a moment.”
 
   “I cannot say that the past eighteen months have been kind to me,” I reply, restraining the urge to touch the scar on my face.
 
   “So I can imagine. But, nevertheless, here you are. It seems truly a miracle.”
 
   “There is nothing miraculous in it. I’ve simply done as I was bid.” I reply smugly.
 
   “Yes, so you have! Quite unlike that other occasion…” he smiles. He is of that unfortunate ilk who, even when smiling, look more like they are passing wind. Meanwhile, the last of his men has reached position. They stand behind him as twenty anonymous statues, clad in dark iron with orange trim.
 
   “I must say, Llewellyn… It’s not Ser Llewellyn, is it? Please correct me on that if I’m wrong… I’d hate to insult you in front of these young boys… You’ve brought an awful lot of… err… people… with you today,” says Ser Geraint, managing to maintain an impressive blend of decorum and open hostility.
 
   “Oh… these… This is my personal guard. Pay  them no heed. We were already on our way to the mainland when we heard the news. And, I thought, why not?”
 
   “I’m sure they must be honoured to serve in such esteemed company. Tell me, are there any potential knights amongst them?”
 
   “They are all fighters of great potential. But, as you know, it takes much more than that to make a knight.”
 
   “That is good to hear. I’m sure you will train them to the best of your ability. But, tell me, Llewellyn, why are they here? You know Ser Gruff is a loyal servant, and the only members of his party are two ladies and a boy!”
 
   “As I’ve said, their attendance is purely incidental. Pay them no regard. I will ask them to stand outside if it will make you feel more comfortable?”
 
   “No, no. I wouldn’t wish to make such frail creatures stand outside in the cold. Besides, I wouldn’t wish to make you feel uncomfortable; I understand that lords such as yourself like to have their men close to them.”
 
   “That is very kind of you, Ser Geraint. But we’re getting distracted. I do apologise, Gruffydd. I hear that you have brought the boy king of Brightstone back with you? I would very much like to meet him,” Llewellyn replies, unruffled. A lifetime of bullying from men such as Ser Geraint has clearly made him almost impervious to their games. 
 
   “Yes, indeed I did,” I reply, spying Leo across the room. “Leo, this man speaks on behalf of my king. Step forward, please.” 
 
   The very mention of the word ‘king’ seems to light up the boy’s eyes in a way that I have never seen. He steps forward proudly. He is a boy who, even in the humility of his current dress, stands out naturally amongst the other children. His strong jaw, jet black hair and unfeasibly well-tanned skin suggest he will, one day, be another of those sickeningly handsome knights who seem to dominate the king’s court. 
 
   “Your Highness, on behalf of the king of Tallakarn, it is an honour to meet you.”
 
   “What does ‘highness’ mean?” asks the boy, rudely turning aside and once again switching his language to the Bright-tongue.
 
   “It is the title that princes are given in Tallakarn. He is doing you a great honour,” I reply, in Bright-tongue, ensuring that Llewellyn doesn’t understand. Fortunately, Llewellyn’s odiousness allows me the rare luxury of finding the boy’s behaviour mildly satisfying.  
 
   “I don’t like it. My title is God, is it not?”
 
   Sensing that now is not the time to take him to task, I form a quick compromise.
 
   “I will ask him to refer to you as His Holiness. This is a better translation,” I reply, before turning back to Llewellyn. “His Holiness prefers to be addressed as His Holiness.”
 
   “I do apologise, Your Holiness. On behalf of the king of Tallakarn, it is an honour to meet you,” continues Llewellyn, bowing dramatically, displaying every centimetre of the sycophancy that defines him. 
 
   “Thank you. Where is the king? I want to see him,”  Leo snaps petulantly. I almost laugh.
 
   “The king is desperate to meet you also, Your Holiness. You are cordially invited to join him at court.”
 
   “Can Selene and Shara come?
 
   “Your Holiness, whatever you desire, so it shall be provided. Are they your servants?”
 
   “Yes,” the boy replies arrogantly. I sense Shara next to me, shifting her weight in animal readiness.
 
   “The only problem, Your Holiness, is that I cannot permit your friend, Gruffydd, to pass. I hope this is not too much of an inconvenience for you.”
 
   The words slither out of his cold, cowardly mouth without so much as a flicker of recognition for me. My blood rises and it is all I can do to prevent myself from lunging at him. I glance instinctively at Shara. Her face is a war mask. Selene, on the other side of me, is trembling with shock. Without thinking, I find her hand in mine.
 
   “That would be a shame, but he is not a good friend to me,” the boy continues, seemingly in two minds. In response, Shara, Geraint and I speak at almost exactly the same time. 
 
   “I am sworn to the Goat. I am no one’s servant,” spits Shara.
 
   “Turn to look at me when you are talking about me, swine,” I utter, at almost exactly the same time.
 
   “Llewellyn, I will not allow this to happen here. They are all my guests,” booms Ser Geraint, his voice ultimately the loudest.
 
   “Ser Geraint, is it your custom to allow women and exiles to talk so freely in your court?” replies Llewellyn, still managing to convey an air of perfect courtesy.
 
   “It is none of your business what my customs are, you snivelling toad,” says Ser Geraint, his arm moving instinctively to his weapon. 
 
   “I’m afraid, Ser Geraint, that it is my business. You see my business is the king’s business,” he continues mildly. “Whatever happens today, happens on the king’s command. I would suggest that you don’t trouble yourself with it. You are an acceptable lord of the Gors and there is no reason for any of that to alter.”
 
   The implicit threat in the toad’s voice is there for the entire court to see. Several servants shuffle to the exit. Selene fails to muffle a shriek. Lady Ffion grabs her husband’s sword arm, holding it in place, and, in doing so, seems to grab the sword arm of all her husband’s men. Ser Geraint turns to look at me, regret smeared across his face, as he appears to stand down.
 
   Shara reacts quicker than me; her blade is drawn almost immediately. The men behind Llewellyn do nothing in response. My instinct is that we will take down seven of them before we are overwhelmed.
 
   “No, no. We are not here for that, Gruffydd. The king does not disregard your achievement. In exchange for your heroic deeds, he is prepared to offer you two great honours.”
 
   “What?” I grunt.
 
   “Our king is a man of his word. Let it be known that Gruffydd was knighted here today. He shall be known henceforth as Ser Gruffydd of the Green. Let it also be known that, today, the king chose to spare the life of Ser Gruffydd of the Green. For Ser Gruffydd returned from his exile knowing that it would mean his death.”
 
   “It was... Lady Vesta never told me that I was an exile.” As I stumble over my words, the watchman’s horn blares through the castle once again. There is a difference to the tune this time; there is more of an intricacy to it, more notes played.
 
   “If you were a true subject, you would not make the king lower himself to declaring you an exile. You should have understood it in the same way your fellow exiles did. I cannot imagine that Ser Morrigan was under any illusion as to his fate. Nevertheless, the king has, in his mercy, chosen to spare your life. So long as you return from whence you came.”
 
   “Then so be it,” I spit “but let it be known the king has betrayed me. Let it be known that Lady Vesta has betrayed me. They have made an enemy for life. And, as for you…”
 
   “I suggest that you stop now, Ser Gruffydd. Stop whilst you still have the king’s mercy.” 
 
   For the first time, Llewellyn’s amiable façade seems to drop; his threat becomes more explicit. As he speaks, I become aware of movement in various quarters: hands moving to weapons, servants stirring in the entrance way, frantic looks exchanged between Selene, crying inconsolably, and Leo, who is not. Most notable, though, is the sight of the herald frantically reconvening himself at the doorway. He hurriedly tugs at his costume, brushes his hair back with one hand and draws a deep breath.
 
   “Please be upstanding for His Royal Highness Prince Libran, Lord of the mainland. Accompanying him is Ser Cai, The Golden Arrow, heir to Begelly.”
 
   At this announcement, Llewellyn reacts as though he has just become intimately acquainted with a red-hot poker. He just about manages to disguise his frightened jump by transforming it into an undignified-looking swivel followed by a bow. Almost everyone else – Selene, Shara, Leo, Ser Geraint, Lady Ffion, the various servants and children – immediately joins him in this gesture. As the prince walks in, I dip my head.
 
   His eyes immediately seek my own and, when he catches them, his face contorts into an expression halfway between a smile and a grimace. He has changed remarkably in the months that have passed; there is very little trace of the chubby, pottering little character that he was two years ago. Instead, his body seems to have absorbed the puppy fat that used to linger; his jawline is harder, his chest and shoulders are broader and he has grown by at least one head. Indeed, were it not for his eyes, flushed cheeks and the fact that the herald announced his arrival, I may very well not have recognised him at all.
 
   “Oh, Gruff! I’m so happy to see you’ve returned. It’s an honour to be in the company of a man such as yourself,” he shouts, projecting his voice loudly across the room. Both the exuberance of his greeting and the enthusiastic manner with which he rushes towards me suggest that he considers greeting me more important than traditional royal restraint.  He is dressed very finely, in a bluish-green tunic, with his golden hair slicked back and a matching charm around his neck. 
 
   “Thank you, Your Highness. I have done it all in your name,” I reply, trying my best to leave any emotion, positive or negative, hidden from my voice.
 
   “I fear you have. And, for that, I am sorry. My family owes you a lifetime of apology,” he answers. As he reaches me, he wraps me in a warm embrace as though he is my brother. It is remarkable to think that, in my entire life, we cannot have spoken on more than three occasions. 
 
   Behind him strides the now imposing, and seemingly knighted, figure of his cousin Cai. Where he had been tall before, he now stands a clear half metre above most other men in the room. Uncharacteristically for a man of his size, he moves with a swift elegance that would not shame a dancer. This grace is made even more notable by the fact he is dressed in shiny bronze plate. As he approaches, he nods his head towards me and smiles. It is a smile that will break one hundred hearts. It is not lost on me how quickly his dark brown eyes move to Shara.
 
   Almost as soon as the prince has released me from his embrace, he turns on his heels to acknowledge Ser Geraint and Lady Ffion.
 
   “My lady, my lord. It is wonderful to finally meet you again. Lady Ffion, you look beautiful. Your castle is an honour to you both,” he continues, reeling off his well-rehearsed niceties. 
 
   “Thank you, Your Highness,” replies Ser Geraint who, at once, appears humble and dignified, almost as though the mischief has drained from him. 
 
   “Your Highness…” interrupts Llewellyn meekly.
 
   “Ah… Llewellyn. You can leave. You are dismissed,” replies the Prince, not even turning to look the man in the eye. Instead, he wanders over to the small group of children in attendance and affectionately ruffles the hair of one.
 
   “But… Your Highness… I… I… Your father…” stumbles  the unfortunate toad-man. Only now, at this display of insurrection, does the prince turn towards him.
 
   “My father has many great virtues and I love him dearly. However, I will not have him, or you, sully my family name. Not today. Not any day. Don’t make me tell you again. You have been such a loyal servant to my family,” the prince says calmly.
 
   The change in the prince is remarkable. Not only has his voice dropped down to the level of a grown man but his tone – slow, measured, exacting – has also changed. Where once he might have panicked or become indignant, he now sounds calm and commanding. Llewellyn, meanwhile, appears to be almost visibly shrinking; blood rushes to his face, poking his ugly bug eyes out even further. 
 
   “I… I… am here on the king’s orders… Your Highness… and I will enforce them…” he continues, caught between two forms of cowardice. 
 
   “Llewellyn, if my prince has to say one more word in your direction, I am going to kill you…” replies Ser Cai, flushed with righteous anger, “and the saddest thing of it all is that, even if they could, not a single one of your men would try to stop me.” 
 
   Instinctively, I reassess the combat options; I’m reasonably sure that Cai and Shara could kill an awful lot of people between them. If Ser Geraint chose to help us, I imagine it’d be more like a massacre than a swordfight. 
 
   “Your father will hear of this,” scowls Llewellyn. 
 
   “I am counting on it. Be assured that I am doing this for his benefit as well as mine,” replies the prince, the picture of composure. For everyone else, the tension seems to increase as Llewellyn and his men filter out. The true warriors in the room – Cai, Shara, Geraint - watch their exit intently. Meanwhile, Libran wanders around, paying them no heed, trying his best to introduce himself to everyone, regardless of rank. He appears to be the only person not on edge. I look towards Selene, standing next to me. She is trying not to look confused and failing at it miserably.
 
   With the exception of the prince, nobody seems to move a muscle until the last man leaves. There appears to be a collective understanding that things could still change very quickly. Even when he does, it takes a moment before people begin to relax. My eyes move instinctively towards Ser Geraint. He flashes me a satisfied wink. The prince is the first to speak.
 
   “I do apologise for our lateness, Ser Geraint. We needed to pick someone up on the way. I almost forgot with all that excitement. I will go and bring him in,” he declares. There is a purposefulness to his speech and he moves to the door without seeming to consider that he could quite easily have sent someone else.
 
   “It is good to see you again, Ser Cai. Both you and the prince have grown markedly since we last met,” says Ser Geraint. Meanwhile, Selene beckons Leo over towards us. Shara stands fixed and emotionless
 
   “It is good to see you also, Ser Geraint. Although you don’t seem to have grown at all,” laughs Ser Cai. Ser Geraint returns his laughter.
 
   “I must say that, in all seriousness, the prince is rapidly becoming someone we can all be very proud of. I make no secret of my antipathy for the king but I will happily bow before the prince,” Ser Geraint continues.
 
   “He is the fairest, kindest man I know and I love him dearly for it. He will make a wonderful king,” replies Ser Cai. He says this with confident and unashamed emotion. He looks round toward Shara again and smiles. Shara does not react.
 
   In this instant, I realise that there is so much about the prince and his cousins that I have never really noticed. In a class where I was bullied almost daily, these two (and their cousin Howell) were the only ones that never joined in. They never spoke to me either. But then I didn’t speak to them. Indeed, the fact that they were so neutral meant that I never gave them so much as a thought. I never gave myself a chance to notice their fundamental warmth and decency. An outsider such as myself is, I suppose, predisposed to think the worst about everyone.
 
   “So… Ser Gruff… Who would have thought that the first two knights of our class would be you and me?” says Cai. 
 
   “Well, I don’t think anyone would be too surprised about you,” I reply, trying my best to sound gracious. As I say it, I’m fully aware that there would have been a time where I would have said the exact same thing but in a much more biting tone.
 
   “That’s very kind of you to say so but I think you do yourself a dishonour. Knowing what I do of you, I don’t think the king could have chosen a better man to undertake the task,” he continues naively. Either he doesn’t realise that I was sent for a punishment or is choosing to ignore the fact. I resist the urge to comment.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Are you going to introduce me to your guests?” he asks. Once again, he looks at Shara and smiles. Once again, she ignores him. The look in his eye unsettles me slightly, rubbing up against a feeling of possessiveness that I wasn’t aware I had. At the same time, I am glad it is not Selene; this is not a man that I can compete with. However, the return of the prince interrupts the conversation. He stands at the door like a herald.
 
   “Be upstanding for Gruffydd Ap Gruffydd, the goatherd of The Green,” he bellows theatrically, obviously enjoying the opportunity to make a bit of a show. It takes me a moment to realise that he is not referring to me but to my father. 
 
   My dad steps gingerly inside the reception room. The whole sensation must be entirely foreign to him and he looks like a lost child. In that moment, he appears so sad and old that my heart almost shatters on the spot. Then he sees me and a smile explodes across his face. He runs towards me as fast as he can. Within seconds, I am locked in his embrace.
 
   “I knew you’d be back,” he whispers. I break down in tears. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Forty-seven
 
    
 
   The ride to the palace at Tallakarn passes swiftly. There are seven of us - Selene, Shara, Leo, Libran, Cai, my father and I. I spend the entire journey lost in conversation with my father who, because he cannot ride, is forced to share my horse. I am so happy to be reunited with him that it is almost as though the others aren’t there. As we move across the land, I try my best to recount to him everything that I’ve seen and done. It is the first time I have told the tale in detail and imagining it from his perspective helps me to truly realise what an incredible experience I have had. It scarcely seems real. 
 
   What moves me the most as I talk it through is the number of times that I should have died. There is no doubt I would have done so were it not for my companions. Nowhere is this more true than during my return. I can hardly remember a thing that happened following my encounter with the lion and, with hindsight, I can see that I was effectively half dead until I reached Ser Geraint and the Gors. My father doesn’t really say much as we move forward. Instead, his brown leather face remains still, intent on simply listening. Not wishing to upset him, I do not make much of the hard times.
 
   My emotions as we approach the great white palace are entirely different to how I have ever felt before. The few times that I have been to the city previously, I have approached it with a sense of awe: an amazement that mere humans have been able to create something so formidable, so beautiful. Now, though, having seen not only the civilisation at Brightstone but also the breath-taking achievements of Mother Nature, I understand that it is not such a remarkable thing. This is not to detract from it – it is still beautiful. The emotion I feel now is, instead, the excitement of someone returning home.
 
   As we arrive, we are attended by footmen who help us off the horses and stable them for us. This is another new experience for me and, hopefully, one of many reflecting my new found status. Just as I begin to feel slightly satisfied by this thought, I realise that I still have my audience with the king to survive first. I instinctively seek out Selene this point to check that she is well. She has ridden alongside the prince and seems utterly charmed by him. Shara, forced to share with Ser Cai, does not.
 
   As we approach the gates, we receive the first whiff of the king’s dirty tricks. The guard, in as respectful a manner as could be possible, advises that my father is not invited into the palace - he is not deemed of sufficient status to be granted such a privilege. As the guard, a stout and reasonable looking man with a grey moustache, informs Prince Libran of this, it is clear that he feels himself to be in a bit of a bind. It must be awkward to pass orders to the prince, even if it is on the king’s command and especially when it is part of a power game. 
 
   Libran deals with the situation in a diplomatic manner, attempting some gentle persuasion before relenting. At this stage, he turns to my father.
 
   “I’m sorry, Gruff, but we’re going to have to let this one go. You have my word that your son will be looked after. Here, take some coin and get yourself off to ‘The Brink’. It’s an inn just across the way. We will come out and join you later.” He talks to my father with such respect and reverence that one would not know it was a prince talking to a peasant. He is so warm that it must surely be a flaw. I cannot believe that he is the king’s son.
 
   “Thank you, Your Highness. I will do as you ask,” replies my father, stiff with formality. He has too much integrity to let the prince’s disarming kindness affect him in any way. Even though he does not drink and has scarcely spent so much as a moment at leisure in his entire life, I know he will do exactly what is asked. He gives me another hug and leaves.
 
   Within moments, we are in the king’s reception room. It is an occasion I have fantasised about ever since I left. Almost every day for months, I have considered this scene. At times, it has been the only thing driving me forward: the desire to walk back into the room and say ‘I did it. You didn’t think I could. You thought I would die. But I didn’t die. Here I am.’
 
   But the problem with fantasies is that they never quite work out in reality. The image in my head had been of an empty room, looking exactly as it was when I was given the orders. When picturing the scene, I imagined there would be no one present but the king, Lady Vesta, perhaps my headmaster and, latterly, my companions. Instead, to my great surprise, it is a full court.
 
   The chamber is packed with almost all the nobility in the land. It is alive with the colour of heraldry; flags and shields seem to jump across the room at us. It looks how I imagine the front line of a battlefield of old might look. There are knights and lords standing around the entire perimeter of the room. They break into a rapturous applause, whooping and cheering, as we step inside. I hear the boy ask Selene if these are his new servants. Selene says no. There is a hint of rebuke in her voice.
 
   As the room continues in its celebration, the prince turns to face me, raises his hands above his head, and joins in the clapping. I am so stunned that I don’t immediately look to the royal bench. When I finally do, I note that there are three seats on it and one throne. 
 
   In one seat, at the extreme left, sits an absolute behemoth of a man with a smile so broad that he could quite possibly be the happiest person in the whole of existence. His laugh, and the claps that come rumbling from his hands, are so deep that they can be heard clearly beneath the rest of the noise. I have never seen him before but I know from his heraldry that he is Ser Torryan, The Bull, the leader of the independent people of the Bwlch. There is an empty seat, presumably the prince’s, next to him. 
 
   Beside the empty seat sits the king who is trying his best to act happy. His drooping, pallid face is a wonderful picture: the false smile of someone who is furious but not allowed to show it. On the other side of the king, Lady Vesta sits impassive. She makes no pretence whatsoever. The applause continues for a while longer, as the prince takes his seat, before the king gestures for silence. 
 
   “Well, Ser Gruffydd. You’ve returned to us as a hero. On behalf of the entire kingdom, I thank you,” he says. I cannot detect insincerity in his voice. In fact, it sounds as though he means it. He is as bald and ugly as ever and, perhaps, even fatter. I relax a little as he speaks; he is not likely to be openly hostile in this environment.
 
   “Thank you, Your Majesty. It is an honour to have undertaken such a journey in your name,” I reply. I bow before him as I give my answer, determined not to make it seem like it is I who is the cold fish.
 
   “And it must be remembered that it was my father’s wisdom to choose you for such a quest. Three cheers for the king!” adds Prince Libran heartily, before launching into the full celebration on his father’s behalf. It seems curious that he should be exalting his father so openly after his earlier show of insolence. Nevertheless, the king beams as the room fills with cries of adulation. As the applause dies down, the prince continues.
 
   “I thank you, father. Thank you for being so wise. There were those amongst us, our enemies, who would believe that our family is small minded enough to have sent him to his death. Ser Gruffydd’s return proves that this is not the case. You sent him because you believed in him didn’t you?” he asks. The room falls silent, awaiting the reply. 
 
   At once, I understand. The audience is not here at the king’s behest but at the prince’s; the prince is using the audience to shame his father into contrition, to make him say something, in public, that will end his vendetta against me. The king squirms uncomfortably in his chair, outwitted. 
 
   “Of course. I had every confidence in you, Ser Gruffydd. It does not surprise me in the least to see you back,” he stumbles. He must be deeply ashamed to have a son who is so pathologically fair.
 
   “Do you see, Ser Gruffydd? My father truly is a noble and wise man. I could not live thinking that I had done someone a bad turn,” he laments. Having seen him near tears on many occasions as a child, I am able to spot the same cues here now. I have no doubt that he means what he says; equality is too important to him. Before I can respond, he continues.
 
   “Whilst I have an audience, I would like to swear - by blood – that Ser Gruffydd of the Green is a lifelong friend of this family. No harm shall come to him whilst my father and I are alive,” the prince pronounces, stealing the moment from his aghast father. Once again, the king can do nothing but try and hold his composure. Without committing himself, he changes the subject.
 
   “Of course. Now, would you care to introduce your guests?” he replies. His face, once again, is a source of pure delight for me. His smile masks a wounded, impotent wrath that will only be noticed by the one or two of us that are looking for it. I am not sure if the prince understands the private humiliation that he has exposed his father to, or how thankful I am for it.
 
   “This is Shara. She is a lady of Brightstone, trained in the ways of the wilderness. Without her, I wouldn’t have survived,” I begin, gesturing towards her. As with Ser Geraint previously, I have no inclination to announce her true identity.
 
   “This is Selene. She is a lady of the religious order of Brightstone. She was an attendant of His Holiness,” I continue. It is not conscious but I do not linger on her introduction as I do with Shara’s.
 
    “And, most importantly, this is His Holiness, The Emperor Leo of Brightstone. The people of Brightstone believed him to be the Son of God.” 
 
   It still galls me to have to introduce him in such a manner. Despite having a long time to get acquainted with the idea, I still feel a fool every time the words leave my mouth. To my great surprise, the rest of the court does not share my cynicism and there is an almost palpable gasp as I introduce him. Several people make the Sign of the Cross on their bodies. The king, with great effort, rises from his seat and drops to his knees. At least half the room join him in this charade.
 
   “Ladies, it is an honour to welcome you to my kingdom. And Leo, Your Holiness, I think I am right in saying that this is a historic day for everyone here. I think you have arrived at the right time; our kingdom has waited an eternity for a moment such as this,” he smiles.
 
   I brace myself, wondering whether Leo will show himself up as he did in front of Ser Geraint and Lord Llewellyn. Instead, he steps forward and presents himself with grace. It is enough to make me wonder whether there is some secret by which people so abhorrent can recognise each other, in order to be polite when they meet.
 
   “Hello, King. I am pleased to meet you. I look forward to working with you,” he smiles, just about making himself understood in his broken English.
 
   “And, I, with you. I hope that, with your help, we can once again bring light to the people of Tallakarn,” replies the king. As he says this, I note a warm smile move across Leo’s face. I have never seen a smile like it. In this moment, I realise that bringing light to people is something that he genuinely wants to do. He may be a petulant, misguided egotist but that smile betrays him; he has a kind heart.
 
   “Ser Gruffydd. It looks as though you are here to stay,” the king continues, “and as that is the case, then I would suggest that your royal service is not yet done. You are, after all, as the prince says, a good friend of my family.” I note now that the menace has returned to his voice. Perhaps the distraction of the introduction has given him a chance to collect his thoughts.
 
   “Your Majesty, it is an honour to serve you. I will do whatever you ask,” I reply. Something is going very wrong here; the carefully orchestrated public nature of my return means that neither of us are allowed to speak as we please. The prince has designed it that way.
 
   “I want His Holiness to meet the people. I want him to travel around our land and spread the message of God. I want to bring salvation to our kingdom in this, our darkest of times,” says the king. There is such warmth and sincerity in his voice that, for a moment, I almost believe him. If it were not for Lady Vesta sitting quietly beside him, I might even have fallen for it. Instead, I see it for what it is – a cynical proclamation designed to buy favour from his audience.
 
   “I would be glad to accompany him,” I reply. I do not add the caveat that he would need to be gagged and bound in order to make a good impression on anyone. Instead, I take a quiet satisfaction in knowing how badly Leo will do at the task laid out for him. It will be less than a month before the wheels begin to fall off. Then, Leo will be left as nothing more than an exotic exile, destined for no greater than a point of curiosity in the king’s court.
 
   “It will not just be you,” the king continues, “there must be twelve. Twelve is your lucky number, is it not? Twelve peasants joined the school and only one remained, twelve heroes set out to Brightstone and only one returned. Will you survive a third time?” he asks knowingly. This question is asked in such a way that I am now certain his antipathy is not yet gone.
 
   “If it is twelve then I humbly suggest that Ser Cai and I should accompany them,” interrupts the prince.
 
   “Then you may, Prince Libran,” replies Lady Vesta on the king’s behalf. Until now, she has been so still and quiet that she hardly seemed to be alive. “But not, Ser Cai. He will have to earn his right alongside any other knight that wishes to ride.”
 
   “Such as I. It would be an honour to join you,” declares The Bull from his seat alongside the prince. The man quite literally looks as though he is carved from a boulder. I wonder whether Lady Vesta would try and deny him a place.
 
   “That’s correct, Ser Torryan. And the same for anyone who wishes to join us. In twelve days, a tournament shall be held. It shall be the greatest tournament that the kingdom has ever seen. It will be not only a celebration but a trial, a trial to determine who will ride alongside us,” announces Lady Vesta, clearly directing herself to knights and lords that surround us. It is not lost on me that she has added herself to the list without directly addressing the issue.
 
   “I need servants,” adds Leo, never far from showing himself up.
 
   “Then you shall have them, Your Holiness. The twelve shall be composed thus: Lord Leo, Prince Libran, Lady Vesta and Ser Gruffydd. In addition to these, I wish for the four greatest warriors in the kingdom and the greatest archer. How many does that leave, Vesta?”
 
   “Three, Your Majesty,” is the almost contemptuous reply.
 
   “And the three most devout servants that His Holiness could wish for,” smiles the king, unashamed at not being able to get there on his own. Then he begins to roar, like a great general, screaming on the field of battle. 
 
   “Mark it, people - this moment is the beginning of our greatness. We have been visited by God. For millennia, it has been written that He shall return in our hour of need. Witness, ladies and gentlemen, the truth of these words. The time is upon us. Twelve people shall set forward from our kingdom and change the course of destiny. We are the Saved that were written of. Thank you, Lord Leo.”
 
   I’m not sure if he quite gets the reaction that he was seeking. There is certainly a bit of excitement around the room and several of the more boisterous, or perhaps loyal, knights cheer supportively as he finishes. Not everyone does though and I can only wonder how different it might have been were it the prince who had attempted such a rousing proclamation. As it is though, I look around the room and into the eyes of the people I respect: Lady Vesta, Selene, Shara, Prince Libran. Not a single one of them is even attempting to feign excitement. I am glad to be alongside them.
 
    
 
   
  
 

The End
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

To the reader, thank you for finishing! As anyone who's ever been through the process of self-publishing a novel can attest, every single reader means something to you. Not as a reading figure but as a living, breathing entity who's taken an interest in something you've done. Thank you. If you enjoyed then please take the time to leave me a review and do all the usual social media stuff. Reviews and publicity are vital to independent authors and your input could make so much difference to me. My website is www.talesofthezodiac.com and, from there, you can see the various links as well as exclusive TOTZ news! 
 
   If you are still with me then, in the next novel, we join Prince Libran. In his ongoing quest for equality, he establishes a 'round table' and sets out to win the kingdom round to his way of thinking. Needless to say, it doesn't all go to plan.  
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