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Mono stirred restlessly in his sleep. An old dream had come back to haunt him. He was somewhere in the Eastern Marches, and he had taken up his future role as Regent of the prosperous Marchlands region. It was something his father wanted, but something Mono had sworn he would never do.

He turned to the north, toward the Scaffold Mountains. Then his vantage point soared higher, and he could see beyond the orderly rows of mountain peaks. His heart beat faster, as he looked across the great desert beyond. Something was wrong with Xianak, the sprawling capital of the ancient empire on the other side of the desert, but he couldn’t say what it was.

A voice whispered something in his ear, and he looked to the west. He saw the Independent Kingdoms as they ran to the Trading Seas. Then he was somewhere else. He saw an old stone keep, abandoned at the foot of a mountain range. Something glowed at the base of it, something oddly familiar. 

He looked down at his body. One leg stood in the Wild Marches to the west, and one in the Eastern Marches. He straddled Middle March between them, and the great Southern Sea stretched endlessly behind him. 

A darkness drew over the city of Xianak. Some force he did not understand was marking the ancient empire as its own. One day soon it would descend upon the surrounding regions, destroying everything in its path.

How long did the free peoples of the Karnatic League have? How long until everything changed forever? Then the dream was gone, and he subsided into a fitful sleep. 

Much later, the light of dawn filtered into the room. It came through shutters closed over rough windows devoid of glass. The gloominess of the room slowly lifted, and dark shapes became recognizable things. 

The four walls looked sturdy. They were made of logs chinked with mosses from the forest. An elaborate construction of poles rested along the top of the logs, and supported a thick reed thatch. 

There was a fireplace at one end, built out of earth sods. The sods crumbled during winter fires, sending little cascades of dirt down onto the hearth, but the fire hadn’t been lit in months. 

A simple construction of poles tied to a frame stood beside a pallet bed. It took Mono’s clothes, and anything else he wanted to keep off the sawdust floor. His worldly possessions were on show for all to see, but anything like a cupboard was out of the question. It would be far beyond the reach of a poor-mouth smallholder like himself.

Opposite the frame was a cooking pit and a tiny kitchen area. To the left of that was a sturdy wooden door. It stood in the middle of the end wall. Life here was very basic, but it had taught Mono one thing. A simple life, a natural diet, and plenty of exercise, had made him happier than he had ever been.

The first bright rays of the sun had not yet appeared when a tapping sound began in one corner of the room, just under the reed layers of the roof. In the opposite corner, the figure on the pallet bed stirred slightly. 

The sound launched itself along the top of the wall, and down an adjoining section of chinked logs to the kitchen area. It increased in volume as it did so. As it passed the roughly shaped metal cooking pots they clanged loudly against each other. One fell into the wooden sink with a crash.

Mono woke with a start, and reflexively flung out an arm in the direction of the noise. A cold, blue fire lanced from his hand. It froze the intruder in the act of spilling a container of salt into the porridge pot.

The sprite battled the power in the thought form around it. Its changing shape appeared as a kind of negative inside the coalescing ball of pale fire. At last it succumbed, and appeared in its true form.

Even half asleep, Mono was too powerful for it. 

The last of the dream slipped out of his mind, going with his blessing. The first few times it had happened he’d tried desperately to understand the dream, but without success. Now he found it best to bury the memory in the activities of the day.

“What did I tell you about bothering me before the sun shines on the turnagain?” yawned Mono from the bed. The beaten copper disc on the outside of the door sported several semi-precious gems. The power in it confused woodland creatures that might try to gain access to the hut. That usually meant the rats, mice and climbing creatures common in the forest. On a deeper level it kept out anything unearthly, and of the night, as well.

“Mono say Demetrius to cook breakfast,” began the gnarled sprite, before Mono crooked his fingers. The creature doubled over, making a high-pitched, keening noise.

“Prince Monhoven the Fourteenth, Keeper-designate of the Eastern Marches,” it gasped. “Fourth in line to the Throne of Power, Order of the . . .”

Mono cut it off.

“Prince Monhoven will do,” he said coolly. 

The forest sprites were almost impossible to train. They were even worse in the half-dawn, before sunlight sharpened their limited intellect. Mono had often thought of adjusting the turnagain to keep them out altogether, but they were useful messengers, and they could handle some of the daily chores around the hut.

All the sprites in this area shared a collective memory. What he told one the day before would be done, after a fashion, by another the following day. This one had disclosed its name, which was rare, but understanding why sprites did things was an impossible task. 

“Return to the forest, Demetrius,” he commanded, “until I call you.” 

The sprite faded from view, looking sulky and defiant. Mono would make the spirit call to bring it back when he was ready, he thought sharply, and not a moment before. 

But then he caught himself getting angry, and felt chastened. Why was he getting angry at a sprite? It was a force of nature, like the wind. It was incapable of deliberate annoyance. How would he ever rule the Eastern Marches – not that he wanted to – if he couldn’t even rule himself? 

His anger had been a problem from his early years, and it was a problem that wasn’t going away as he got older. Rising from the pallet he tossed aside the rough, quilted cover. He was upset now, damn it, and he might as well get up. 

He made his way to the recessed nook that served as a kitchen, and cleared away the mess the sprite had made. Then he tipped a little water into a pot at the side of the cooking pit. He would normally boil the water to make his breakfast, except today was a special day, and he didn’t have time to light a fire. 

Extending his spirit senses, he swept the surrounding area for any creature, human or otherwise, that might be drawn to a small flash of power. Finding nothing, he put his hands around the pot and brought the water to boiling point. Snatching his hands away from the sudden heat, he added a handful of grains. 

After his morning wash there would be a meal of rough but nourishing porridge waiting for him. It would be something to break his night’s fast. 

He moved to the stout door at the front of the cottage, raised the latch, and stepped out into the new day. The turnagain on the door jingled faintly. It was reminding him that it had turned away at least one unwelcome intruder during the night. Mono thought of the small insignia on the back of it. A tiny mountain cat, the emblem of the Karnatic League. 

Thoughts of the League stirred an old emotional wound. When would he find his place in his father’s sprawling federation of kingdoms? What would his role there be? He pushed a sense of confusion from his mind.

He always enjoyed the morning. He liked the first rays of the sun on his shoulders, and the feel of cold water on his face and hands. He kept a basin of water under the thatched eaves especially for the special moment each day.

Plunging his head into the basin, he rubbed his face with his hands and then lifted his head clear. He wiped his eyes with the front of his long sleeping shirt. The burnished metal plate on the wall reflected the first of the sun’s rays into his eyes. He saw his chubby features and mousy hair, and twisted his face in annoyance. How, how . . . ordinary . . . he looked. There wasn’t enough hair on his chin to shape into anything stylish, or on his cheeks to hide his baby face. 

On the positive side his time in the forest had bulked him out a little. It wasn’t exactly muscle, but he was getting some shape to his awkward frame.

He sighed. He would never be as tall as his father, and he knew he didn’t have what it took to succeed in the intrigues of the court. That suited him fine. He was only fourth in line to the throne anyway, not that he cared one jot who ruled the kingdoms of the Karnatic League. 

The old man could lead the League forever, as far as Mono was concerned. His father had always wanted reliable, substantial, sound behaviour from him. If that was the case, he must be from the unreliable, insubstantial, and unsound branch of the family. Yes, that was who he was, the unsound prince. 

He decided he liked the idea of the unsound prince, in fact he liked it very much. He paused for a moment before plunging his face back into the cold water, in celebration of the fact. Then he thought again how lucky he was to be this far from the palace. He dried his back with a length of soft cloth. He had been sent for the gods knew what reason to a forgotten place on the edge of nowhere.

Well, the joke was on them. He liked it here. He had friends in the village who treated him like one of themselves. That was worth more than anything to Mono. In the beginning he hadn’t given a damn where he was sent for his transition years, the time in which he was expected to undergo his ‘regency training' away from the Golden Palace. 

There were reasons for that. Everything had gone a dull, cotton-clad grey after his mother had died. It hadn’t helped that he was so young, or that her death was a pointless hunting accident. The hopelessness he had felt then had got worse when his father wouldn’t talk about it. Mono had never felt so alone. 

He had been his parents’ first, and only, child. There were any number of uncles and aunts, but they were scattered across the Karnatic League, doing their bit to hold the sprawling federation together. You could say my childhood wasn’t much fun, he thought grimly. He took some satisfaction from the sheer understatement of the words.

He plunged his head into the cold water again. At least here, in the rough country of the Wild Marches, he had begun to take an interest in life again. Shaker’s Hope was so different to the Golden Palace. Life was all foppery and pretence there, with the court meandering endlessly along. There wasn’t any real competition for the throne, so the chances of change in the League any time soon were slim. It seemed nothing would break the thirty years of his father’s iron rule. 

Still, it had taken a Monhoven to consolidate the sprawling tangle of southern kingdoms into one cohesive body. Kingdoms that had wasted their time in endless disputes and blood-letting for centuries. He had to admit he took some pride out of the fact it had been Monhovens who had done that.

At the head of the broad valley stood a prominent hill, its slopes covered in dense forest. Two imposing ridges stretched out from it and ran down either side of the valley. One of the ridges curled round a cottage in the middle of a cleared area. Further down the valley similar clearings merged into a much larger space, and then a village. It was a farming area, centred around Shaker’s Hope. 

On one of the ridges an ancient tree, its core rotted out after centuries of majestic life, quivered uncertainly. The sky darkened, and a squall came. It lashed the tops of the forest and tore at the great tree. The giant groaned as its roots slipped through the tight grip of its mother the earth. Then its centre of balance moved too far, and it toppled forward.

At the precise moment the sound of the crash reverberated round the valley, two men appeared in the shade of a much smaller tree on the opposite ridge.

“Always use a method of distraction, Sergeos,” murmured the older one, leaning heavily on his staff. He was restoring his energy, and he needed to. Transporting two of them from the Golden Palace to this obscure spot on the fringes of the Karnatic League was no mean feat. Few others could have done it.

“Many a spirit walker lost his life because he wasn’t prepared,” he continued. 

“Or because he or she didn’t leave their anger at home,” added the one who was, apparently, Sergeos. The older man smiled, and nodded.

“Have you picked up the boy yet,” he said, breathing more easily now. He began to straighten up.

Sergeos had indeed been trying to locate him. “Nothing,” he said, puzzled. The boy’s spirit sense should have stood out like a beacon fire in the valley below.

The older man chuckled. “He’s changing so fast between visits we can’t keep up. Now he’s learned how to shield himself.” There was a moment’s pause. 

“I expected nothing less,” he said quietly.

“But he’s so young to master such a thing,” said Sergeos, astounded at the thought. “Besides, Alfas, how do you know he has made that step?” 

The Legatus had tried to discourage him from using the honorific, meaning ‘great one', but for Sergeos it just felt right to do so sometimes.

“Because I see him,” said his companion, and pointed to a cottage on the edge of a clearing. It was barely visible on the other side of the valley. Sergeos squinted at the clearing, and engaged his own farsight. As the clearing enlarged before his eyes he saw a young man, standing in front of a rough hut.

Yes, the spirit master was good alright, he thought, impressed. No one would argue with that. And he should be that good. He sat on the Throne of Power. He was Legatus, ruler of the Karnatic League, and he was Combat Prime, head of the Priatic Order of Mysteries. No one in the history of all the kingdoms had ever held both those positions at once. 

Then again, no one had ever hammered the kingdoms into one tightly bound federation before. All three Marches, the tangled mountains of the Scion Kingdoms, and the nomadic tribes of the High Steppe. It was an honour for Sergeos to accompany him, and to learn what he could from such a master.

Ultrich Monhoven opened his hand as he turned it palm up. It was an odd, fluid gesture that seemed to have no purpose. Sergeos felt his skin prickle, and knew the Combat Prime was strengthening the spirit shield that hid them from outsiders.

“Is there anything in particular you want us to include in our report on the prince?” enquired Sergeos.

The older man looked troubled. 

“We are only here to observe,” he said at last. 

Sergeos was surprised. He had assumed it was going to be a routine report on the prince’s progress. What could possibly merit a change of plan?

Ultrich put up his hand, to forestall more questions. 

“This will take some time,” he said. “I think we had better make ourselves comfortable.”

Down in the valley, the self-anointed unsound prince was finishing his breakfast. 

He had been famished. Preparations for the village market had taken three days, and the work had been arduous. All the same, it had been good to spend time with his friends, and he had put his body to work with a will.

The empty plate went into the sink, before he called the sprite from its place in the forest. He used a gesture remarkably similar to his father’s, though he didn’t know it. A winged seed floated in through the open door, and Mono smiled. The sprite wouldn’t be far behind it. 

Or was the sprite hiding in the seed? He looked at the winged seed suspiciously, his brows coming down low over his eyes in an unusual display of forehead agility.

There was so much he didn’t know about sprites, but he was relentless in all matters of the supernatural world. From the moment he had arrived in his new home he had been determined to learn the secrets of everything in the valley. And he was succeeding. 

His own examination of the mysteries was much more satisfying than his abortive training at the Priatic School of Mysteries, though his studies in Karnassus had at least helped him get out of the Golden Palace. He had been an average student. There were times when he was sure the tutors let him pass simply because he was a Monhoven. 

It was different here in the valley, and he was becoming sure of one thing in particular. There were rules behind the tricks and incantations the spirit masters used. Something that directed the way they controlled nature, and commanded the lower orders of spirit beings. There was a pattern to the Priatic Order of Mysteries, and he was going to find it!

For one thing the Order’s methods seemed to take so long, and he was sure that wasn’t necessary. The trouble was that he needed to be outside the system to see it. How could he become more not Mono?

Something pulled on the rough fabric of his breeches, and he looked down to see the sprite. It looked up at him enquiringly. He smiled ruefully at being caught out. Winged seed it was not.

He set the forest wisp to work, cleaning the porridge pot and the wooden ladle. Then he gave it instructions to air the lumpy mattress on the pallet, and make some attempt to block a number of thin slits in the walls. Some of the moss chinking had fallen out in the summer heat. Re-packing was needed now autumn had arrived.

He normally wouldn’t mind doing these things himself, but today was market day! 

He grabbed a few small coins, and a tightly woven overcoat that was warm and almost waterproof. Checking he had everything he needed, he headed for the door. As he closed it he wondered whether it was wise to leave the sprite unattended. Would he find the hut in worse condition, rather than better, when he got home?

He set out at a fast walk for the village. Before long he passed his makeshift lumber camp on the right. He thought again about the tree he had prepared for felling the day before. 

Perhaps it would be better to get several trees ready at once. Then he could get some of his neighbours to help him, so it was all over in a day. But then he would owe each of them a day’s labour in return, and he wasn’t sure he could spare that much time. 

He certainly needed the money from the wood though. He was determined not to go running to his father’s people for a raku more than they’d given him when he first arrived.

He had cleared the brush from the overgrown clearing when he first came to the cottage, and soon discovered the area couldn’t sustain enough animals to make a living, or produce a worthwhile grain crop. It seemed there was no choice but to carve more land out of the forest, hard work though that was. 

Still, he had to take his smallholding seriously if his presence in the valley was to be believable. He didn’t like deceiving people he had come to think of as friends, but he rarely thought of it as deceit these days. His life here seemed infinitely more real than his other one, in the capital city of the League. Karnassus now seemed very far away. 

His father’s clan council had given him the smallholding when the tenant, a soldier serving in the League armies, had been killed in the line of duty. The man had left no descendants, and it had been an easy matter to forge a letter that left everything to one of his brothers in arms, who in turn gifted it to his ‘son’, Mono. Not that he was called Mono here of course. 

He still thought of himself as Mono. Not Prince Rossi Monhoven, the name he couldn’t stomach, but just Mono. It was an unconscious acknowledgment of his lineage, though he didn’t see it that way.

Mono turned onto a forest track, and into a tunnel of green under the trees. It wasn’t long before he broke into another clearing, with another cottage to one side. Following the track along the side of the clearing, he plunged back into the forest. 

It was darker here. The trees were bigger, and more densely thatched overhead. The gloom made him uneasy, as if there was danger in the darkness. He looked around, but saw nothing.

A faint glow came through the trees to one side. He figured there was a clearing further over, lit by the morning sun. For a moment he saw an odd shape of black and red through the trees. Then it was gone. 

He walked on, and his mind rationalised the shape into several strangely garbed figures, all walking away from him. He realized with a start they were very like something he had seen in his dreams lately. But the forest was still, and quiet, and that made him question whether he had seen anything at all. After a moment’s indecision he set off along the track again.

The sense of danger faded as he strode along, and he shook his head. He dismissed what he had seen as imagination. Things he saw in dreams stayed in dreams, he told himself. They didn’t turn up in daily life. 

It wasn’t long before he came out of the forest and made his way past a row of cottages. They had been built side by side on a larger tract of land. It was a beautiful autumn morning, and an idyllic setting. The gentleness of the day slowly worked its magic on Mono, and he felt his spirits lift as he walked along. 

The clearings eventually gave way to open land, and the first post and rail fences appeared. These were used to keep animals in, or in some cases out, of the fertile holdings around Shaker’s Hope. There were a few men and women already in the fields, tending to necessary chores. They would be back inside soon, preparing for their part in market day.

Then the fields got smaller, given over to vegetables and fruit trees, and buildings loomed ahead. The track became a proper lane, and ran along the back of some stores that opened onto the main square. Mono was headed for one of the hunters’ dens, where anything from skins to basic foodstuffs could be traded for coins or produce. He had arranged to meet his friends there. 

He turned up the short path to the back entrance and found the den already open. He pushed his way through the hanging cloths that kept out flying insects, and a tall youth his own age called to him from the front of the shop.

“Hey there, Mudge, didn’t expect you for a while yet!”

“You calling me a slouch, Jago?” he replied, feigning indignation. “Remember what happened last time you forgot your manners.”

“Yep, I paddled your backside good and proper,” came the reply.

Mono burst out laughing. Jago was his best friend in the valley, and as with many friendships they took a lot of liberty with the truth. Particularly when they were trying to outdo each other. Mudge was his name now, Mudge Wheeler, and it was a perfect name for a village surrounded by forest on the edges of the Wild Marches.

Mudge let his friend’s comment pass – for now – and looked around the shop for the others.

“Where’s Bear?” he asked, thinking it odd that Bear wasn’t around. His friend usually ran the store when his father was busy elsewhere, as was the case today.

He was unsure about Bear’s unusual name, or the story that Bear and his father had killed the mythical animals when they were many days west in The Wilderness. Bear’s sister Shyleen wasn’t there either, which was good. She always managed to look cool and elegant, and Mudge never knew what to say around her.

“Don’t know,” said Jago. Then he added, “Colma’s gone to get something for me, and Luce is right behind you.” Mudge spun around, and nearly collided with Andalucia. 

A mischievous gleam shone in his eye, and he put on an offended air. “Trying to sneak up on me, huh,” he said. “Think you can outfox us’n dumb country boys, do you?”

“It wouldn't be hard,” she retorted. “You’re deaf as a post, and that’s when you’re trying to hear me coming.”

“Ar, well then, let’m lowly peasant carry the box for the l-a-a-a-d-y,” he said, mocking her with the long title. Then he tried to take the box she was carrying over to Jago. 

The peasant and lady routine always got a rise out of Luce. Mostly because it was unfair. She had the good fortune to be very down to earth, despite being the daughter of the mayor. A fierce tussle ensued for control of the box, which Mudge was winning.

Then Jago said, “cut it out you two. If you want to wrestle with her, Mudge, ask the mayor if you can walk out with her.”

Mudge let go of the box like it was red-hot, and they both blushed furiously. The thought of walking out together must have occurred, subconsciously at least, to both of them. There was a strained silence until Colma walked in.

“Come on, you three,” said Jago. “Bear wants to open the store in a few minutes, and I need help to get everything set up.” 

When Bear did turn up, a little later, Shyleen was with him. After a quick inspection of their efforts, Bear showed his appreciation with a nod. Jago was fast proving useful running the hunters’ den when Bear was away, and moments later it was time to open the store for business. 

Mudge took a seat at the back of the den. He was happy just to be present, and to join in the excitement of market day. His friends were with him, and that was what counted most. 

He felt for the first time in his life that he belonged. There were a few awkward moments sometimes with Luce and Shyleen, but he didn’t feel complete without the girls around either. Such were the mysteries of life. At least in this place he was simply Mudge Wheeler, one young man with a smallholding among many smallholders. Not Mono, and definitely not Prince Monhoven, and that felt good. 

He worried that he might snap at one of his friends, showing something of his spoilt childhood at the palace, but that seemed less and less likely these days. Though he could still make a fool of himself when he felt unfairly accused of something. 

He had decided that his temper had something to do with his mother’s early death. Strangely, he felt responsible for her passing. He knew how stupid the thought was. He was only a child at the time, and nowhere near the hunting accident when it happened. 

It hadn’t helped that no-one, then or since, had told him any of the details. He felt himself steam up at the injustice of it, and made an effort to relax. What had happened to his mother seemed destined to remain a mystery of the past.

Fortunately, Jago asked him to pick up some spearheads and wheel rims from the smithy, and the errand gave him something to do. He snapped a mock salute before hurrying out into the sunlight and turned right. 

Senovila’s smithy stood by itself in a small field away from the square. This was a wise precaution, since smithies were well known for burning down. A stallion and several mares kept the rampant grasses and tatty scrub around it under control. 

When Mudge had arrived in Shaker’s Hope Senovila had been the first to take the boy under his wing. Mudge had really appreciated that. He hastened to see his friend, and mentor, once again.
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The square was still mostly deserted. Mudge was halfway across it when he heard a disturbance ahead of him. A man’s voice was raised in anger, and was suddenly choked off. Followed a moment later by the sound of several women screaming. 

Then there were people running toward him, and his friends appeared outside the store, looking for the source of the commotion. In the distance, Senovila came charging out of the smithy. He had a square-headed hammer in one hand and a battleaxe in the other.

Looking in the direction of the noise, Mudge could eventually see what was happening. He stopped in his tracks. Three black-clad figures with red masks and ornate headpieces were striding rapidly in his direction. They wore long pleated skirts that brushed the ground, and they were callously murdering anyone in their way with long, curved swords held in either hand. 

One of them raised a piece of carved amber enclosed in a loose net of gold, and swept the square with it. He turned it towards Mudge, and it flared into life. The three figures snapped their heads around, and began to run toward him. Their chilling cries curdled his blood.

Senovila was closing in on the black figures from behind. Then a spear hurtled toward the figures from the direction of the store, to be knocked contemptuously aside. Mudge felt something happening behind him, a prickling sensation similar to when he called a sprite. 

One of the figures threw a knife that whistled past on Mudge’s left, and the prickling sensation stopped abruptly. Then Jago burst past him, wielding a sword taken from the store. His first blow was deflected downward, and Mudge watched in horror as the sword held in the other hand opened his friend from hip to shoulder. Jago tumbled to the ground.

Then Bear and his father were next to him, swords drawn. 

“Back up, boy,” said the older man harshly, and they began to walk him back toward the store, but the trio were on them too quickly. Mudge continued to walk backward, trance-like, as the two men left him and tried desperately to keep the first of the attackers at bay. 

As if in a dream he saw Senovila throw his axe, and the third figure fall face down with the axe blade buried in its back. The second attacker ran back and slid his sword under the swinging arc of Senovila’s hammer. It cut across the smith’s biceps, making him curse and drop the hammer. The swordsman flicked his sword back once more and ran Senovila through the heart. The shock of the sudden impaling showed on his friend’s face. 

Pulling his sword free from the toppling form, the swordsman whirled about and ran to help the attacker driving Bear and his father back. He stopped to dispatch one of the villagers, who tried to take him from the side with a short stabbing spear. Then he was in front of Mudge. One of the long, curved swords whipped round to take him in the neck. 

Something clicked inside Mudge then. He felt in one moment all the anger he had tried to control for his whole life. Then he felt his outrage at what these . . . things . . . were doing to his friends, to his village. And he realized he was going to die. 

So be it, he thought calmly, but someone was going to pay for this. 

He reached up at a speed he didn’t know he had, and caught the blade as it travelled toward him. He was surprised there was no pain. The metal of the blade felt odd. Malleable, eager, somehow alive. 

He called up what spirit power he had, and sent it into the sword – though he knew that calling a forest sprite was a far cry from killing an experienced swordsman. The blade flashed like molten metal, and the swordsman tore his hand away from the other end, leaving most of the skin on his hand behind. 

Mudge looked at the sword, now hanging in the air between them, and nudged it with his mind. It spun, decapitating his assailant. Sword and body toppled slowly toward the ground together. 

Mudge looked at what he had done in surprise. Then the world seemed to speed up again. The body of the swordsman hit the ground, and the head rolled away from it. Mudge looked up, and saw the last of the attackers caught between the spears of angry villagers and a vigorous attack by Bear and his father.

The black-clad figure plucked something from its belt, and pushed it into the mouth behind the mask. Its body went rigid, then arched backward. It stayed upright by willpower alone for a few seconds, before it toppled onto the ground and was still.

Villagers poured into the square, wailing over the crumpled forms of their own people. One by one the dead were brought into the back of the store to be laid out, under the watchful eyes of Bear and his father. It was clear the body count was going to be high. 

The victims all bore sickening wounds. The more faint-hearted of the living left the shop to sit along the wide veranda and collect their thoughts. Mudge forced himself to confront the still shapes of the friends and neighbours he had lost. 

The first five bodies on the long trestles were villagers he knew only vaguely, but next to them lay Pieter Waldrow and his wife Valmar. Mudge had liked them both. They were good people. It was they who had first confronted the intruders, and paid for it with their lives. 

Then there was Jago, white and motionless on the long table. And beside him Andalucia. 

The loss of his closest friends wasn’t registering yet. It was just a vague numbness that he would feel later. The loss of Andalucia in particular didn’t make any sense. She was one of the few forces for good in the world. It seemed unfair that death had not respected that. 

Then he realized she had been constructing a spirit veil for him. That had been the prickling sensation in the square. But the knife the attacker had thrown had taken her in the throat, and she had died instantly. How had she known what a spirit veil was, he wondered vaguely, and how to construct one?

Nonetheless, she had died bravely, trying to defend him, simply because he was her friend. It was too much of a revelation, and Mudge had to look away from the ruined body. He felt completely wooden, hardly able to move his arms and legs, so he left the back room of the store and made his way into the square.

He could see the bodies of the attackers where they had fallen. A funeral pyre was already being put together outside the village. No one thought the attackers worthy of burial and sacrament. 

Mudge found Shyleen on the verandah, and they embraced naturally. It was amazing how grief removed any sense of embarrassment. Colma made his way dispiritedly in their direction, and the three of them clung together for a long time. 

Bear finished laying out another of the villagers inside the store. Then he came out and stood with them. Six of us, thought Mudge, with everything to look forward to, reduced to four. Jago and Luce hadn’t even lived yet! Tears filled his eyes. 

The last of the fallen were carried past, and Mudge realized shakily that Senovila was not among them. He said so to Bear, who put his finger to his lips in an odd way. Then he said quietly, “wait here until I get Ochren.”

When the older man returned, he motioned for Mudge to follow him. The young man shrugged, and trudged dispiritedly after him. They made their way toward the smithy. 

It seemed odd to Mudge that Senovila had been laid out in the smithy, and not with the others in the store. Still, he had suspected that the smith was from another land. Perhaps this was a foreign custom. Senovila himself was dark skinned. Though that could be explained by his work in the smithy, around the charcoal fire and the strange fluxes for working metal. 

His wife was another matter altogether. She was short, rather round, and almost excessively plain. She spoke the common tongue roughly, and talked to her husband in some Xaanian dialect Mudge couldn't understand. It was rare for inhabitants of the powerful but increasingly decadent empire to the north to make their way this far south.

Ochren led the way through the smithy, and into a room at the back. Senovila had been placed in a great armchair on one side of the room. A thick wad of bandages over his heart bulked large under his shirt.

His wife had cleaned him up nicely, though his skin was now pale and waxen. Mudge wondered if their customs would allow her to bury him with the rest of the villagers.

Arnima, for that was her name, looked absolutely haggard. More, it seemed to Mudge, than even grief could bestow on a person. He was moved out of his own pain for a moment to consider her loss. She and Senovila must have been a couple for many years.

As he turned back to look at Senovila, he saw the smith’s chest rise and fall in a ragged breath. Startled, he spun round to look more closely.

“Ochren, he’s alive,” he hissed.

“I know,” said Ochren evenly.

“But he was dead, I saw it myself,” said Mudge, unable to hide his disbelief.

“He was,” said Ochren. There was a long pause. 

“It’s Arnima’s doing,” added Ochren at last. 

“There’s much you don’t know about your time here, Mudge Wheeler, but it’s not up to me to tell you these things. Senovila will answer your questions – when he’s recovered from his ordeal.”

“Yes, when he has recovered,” said Mudge softly in wonder. Ochren patted him on the shoulder, and made his way back through the front of the smithy. He was going to make arrangements for the dead at the store. 

What sort of creature was Arnima, thought Mudge, if she could bring back the dead? The idea astounded him.

Then he remembered Luce casting a spirit veil, and he wondered how she had known about that. He stopped for a moment, as his heart contracted painfully at the thought she was dead. Then he forced himself to carry on with his line of reasoning.

People with a connection to the spirit world were rare. That there were two of them, Arnima and Andalucia, in the one valley didn’t make sense. His mind flicked to Ochren and Bear, who had managed to hold their own against the first swordsman. They were skilled fighters, far too skilled for the villagers they were supposed to be.

Then he understood. These people were all there to protect him. His father had planted these people in Shaker’s Hope years before he arrived in the village as his bodyguard. But somehow, word of his presence had got out, and those black-clad swordsmen had come for him. 

He remembered the amulet of amber and gold, and how it had flared into life when it was aimed at him. Now it made sense. They were assassins, trying to weaken the Monhoven line. They were trying to destroy the heirs to the throne, and he wondered if there had been other attacks.

But it meant he had caused the death of every villager that now lay on trestles at the back of Ochren’s store. And it also meant he had killed his closest friend, and the first girl he’d ever had real feelings for. 

Was that what it meant, he thought, to be of the Monhoven line? To bring death and destruction? Would those closest to him always have to live in fear? It made him feel sick to his stomach.

On a ridge at the head of the valley, two figures were using their farsight to observe him closely.

“Is that enough death for you,” snorted Sergeos sharply. He didn’t know why they hadn’t intervened during the attack on the village. He couldn’t believe that the Legatus had refused to protect his own son, and his frustration had finally overwhelmed his respect for his teacher. 

Sergeos’ farsight was stretched to its limit, following what was happening inside the smithy, but he was able to see most of it. Ultrich, he had no doubt, was seeing it all. In his mind that damned the Combat Prime even more.

When Ultrich spoke, his voice was steady. “He is still my son, Sergeos, but you forget that sometimes duty comes before kinship.” There was a long pause, while Sergeos struggled to bring his feelings under some sort of control.

“But why?” he exploded in time.

“Why?” said the Legatus slowly. “Which of a hundred threads of destiny do you want to examine? He is already a man, and he must now make his own choices. We cannot control events from behind the scenes for him. If we did, the rest of the world would know he was weak. And more importantly his heart would know he didn’t have it in him. He would never develop the confidence he is going to need, and need very soon.

“We saw him claim his power today, and it had to be called up by a matter of life and death. It would not have happened if we had stepped in.”

Ultrich’s voice softened. “How do we manipulate the spirit world, Sergeos?”

Sergeos looked across at him, a breeze rippling along the ridge and flapping his robes momentarily. What was the Combat Prime talking about?

“We harness the shards of power left over in hidden places from the creation of the world. We have to awaken them, tie them to our will, and then tell them exactly what we want them to do. It’s ritual, pattern and ceremony. All very elaborate, and all very slow. 

“Did you see the boy perform any ritual? Do you detect any spirit totems on him, any power he used that was bound to something he carries?”

Sergeos thought about it, and shook his head.

“He connects straight to the source, Sergeos. He thinks and it is done.”

“What is this ‘source’, Alfas? There is nothing in the Mysteries of the Priatic Order about this.” The Combat Prime leaned heavily on his staff, as if all this wearied him.

“Nonetheless, it exists, old friend. Outside our world perhaps, but it exists. The original power that created the world.”

His voice dropped to a whisper. “And just possibly, it might be our ally in the terrible battles to come.”

“What battles?” Sergeos forced himself to say, a feeling of unease coming over him. 

Ultrich dropped his head onto his chest, and his voice, whether he intended it or not, sounded hollow, something echoing in a graveyard.

“A dark power will rise in Xaan, Sergeos. At first the people will embrace it, thinking it will restore the former glories of their empire. By the time they realize they are nothing but slaves, it will be too late.

“The power that will rise in Xaan is allied to an ancient evil. One from the forsaken realms, a sorceress from the dawn of time. If she is not stopped, her soulless legions will eventually find their way into this world.”

Ultrich paused for a moment.

“If my son doesn’t grow into the power within him, there will be no other who can match her.”

Sergeos was speechless. He was barely able to take in this sudden revelation. Eventually he dropped his head in surrender. If the Legatus said it was so, then it was so.

It seemed that Ultrich too felt he had said enough. He gathered his energies, ready to transport the two of them back to the Golden Palace. As he concentrated on the task a rockfall cascaded down a slope on the opposite side of the valley. When it settled into place, the two men were gone.

In Shaker’s Hope the following day, Senovila was much improved. Mudge could hardly believe the change in him.

“Ah, the old girl knows what she’s doing,” said Senovila from his armchair. His voice was filled with affection. Arnima beamed with pride, and looked for a moment like a young girl again. There was no doubting the deep bond between the unlikely couple.

Senovila rose, a little unsteadily, from his chair. With Arnima fussing about him, he made his way to the front of the building. When she had him settled comfortably in a chair in his beloved smithy, Arnima left him with Mudge.

“Just wanted to see everything was all right out here,” said Senovila, looking round with a practised eye at his tools. Nothing, apparently, was out of place. “And there are some things Arnima doesn’t need to hear just yet. Women worry unnecessarily sometimes.”

Mudge nodded, though he wasn’t sure what that meant. Senovila had taken a chair along the back wall, and it allowed him to see the foundry and the main entrance at the same time. Mudge sat on a bench next to him, finding a spot amongst a tangle of metal implements that needed various amounts of repair.

“Those men, they were assassins, weren’t they?” blurted out Mudge at last. “They were looking for me.” His voice caught. “All those people died because of me.”

Senovila was silent for a long time.

“There are no easy decisions in leadership,” he said at last. “Which choice would you have taken. The risk that a few might die now, or the greater certainty that thousands will die later?”

“What do you mean?” said Mudge. “How could thousands die?” 

There had been peace in the League since his father had united the kingdoms, and that was before Mudge was born. He had no concept of death on such a scale. Senovila looked away. Mudge could see he didn’t like being the bearer of bad news.

“War is coming, my young friend,” he said at last. “This little skirmish was the start of it. Others of the Monhoven family, all those in line for the throne, will have come under attack as well. Or soon will be.”

Mudge started. He hadn’t thought much about the rest of his family, his aunts and uncles and cousins. Holy gods, were they alright? How would he find out?”

“Take it easy, Mudge,” said Senovila kindly. “The Legatus keeps me up with the news, and I’ll let you know how your family are.”

Mudge was aware that his father could do that. A spirit hawk covered vast distances instantaneously, and spoke in his father’s voice. Still, it meant Senovila was a lot closer to the Legatus than he had first thought. He was more than just a soldier sent to guard Mudge’s life in Shaker’s Hope.

“You’re the Legatus’ man,” said Mudge quietly. Senovila nodded. When he said nothing more, Senovila sighed.

“You want to hear the whole story, I see. Well, I guess you deserve that.” 

He made himself comfortable in his chair.

“I was a commander in the royal guard at Xianak,” he began. “The High Council of Xaan sent a company of our best soldiers to kill your father. I was their leader.”

Senovila sighed again. “It was a long time ago, and I was young. Do you understand?”

Mudge rather doubtfully nodded.

“Your father was travelling along the border of our country on his way to the Independent Kingdoms on a diplomatic mission. 

“He was at the start of his adult life, well before he became Legatus. But the High Council of Xaan was alarmed at the way he was uniting the southern kingdoms behind him.

“I didn’t know it at the time, but he was already Combat Prime of the Priatic Order. Though my company outnumbered his bodyguard two to one, he was just too powerful. In the end all of my troops had been killed or captured, but he and I fought on. He wouldn’t let any of his bodyguard intervene. It was just man on man. 

“There was one moment,” . . . here Senovila rolled his eyes in disbelief . . . “when I swear my sword went right through him like he was a wraith. Or maybe he tricked my mind into believing that. But he couldn’t best me. Then he asked me how I’d got the spirit cloak I was wearing. 

“I had no idea what he was talking about. I just thought I was fast, very fast, but eventually I could see that something was slowing his attacks.  

“Then I began to understand
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