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Previously in The Kaerling series ...

The mission of the 4 companions is simple; to rescue Derri and Lally from the kaerlings.

But, catching up with the kaerlings is anything but simple.

The kaerlings are ahead of the companions, and have taken a ship across the ocean towards far off Jargoiden.

The companions have no Tabacum remedy, which makes a sea journey for both Lored and Otta unbearable.

Taking a ship to the Isle of Kiros, Lored has set his heart on purchasing Tabacum from the Kirridian herb woman. There he discovers that Rue is imprisoned, accused by the Prince Consort of murder.

Lored has to prove the herb woman innocent of all charges in order to acquire the much-needed remedy before he and his companions can leave the island. This he does, with the result that the Prince Consort is executed for Treason.

Lored and Tari leave The Cathair in the dead of night, hoping to meet up with Otta and Erl at the crossroads where the Hanging Tree is located.
Year of the Unicorn Ascending

Kiros to Jargoiden
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Erl stood with his back to the bole of a beech tree, hearing the leaves above his head rustle and whisper. He could feel the weight of the pack resting on his right leg and sensed Otta leaning against the trunk of a red pine.

The darkness was not so heavy here at the tree line, and overhead, stars flickered in a black velvet sky. To his right a silver radiance grew with every minute as the moon rose. The grass beneath his booted feet was damp with dew and behind him he could hear the grunt of badger, bark of fox and shrill shrieks of dying rodents.

He felt excitement run through his body; he was going to see Tari! He felt his sister emanate disgust at his eagerness to see the treu-priestess again and kept his thoughts private. Erl still wasn't clear on what had been happening at the Cathair, as Otta had revealed very little. All he'd gleaned from her was that two nights before, Lored had successfully contacted Otta to let them know they would soon leave Kiros. But first Lored had to help free someone from prison.

Not more than two hours ago, Otta had woken Erl to tell him that Lored and Tari would meet them at the crossroads soon after midnight. Erl wasn't sure how he felt about Lored and Otta communicating without speech together. Mind to mind conversation was something that he and his twin shared; he didn’t want any other man entering Otta's mind. But, if someone was to be in contact with her in that fashion, he supposed Lored was trustworthy and decent.

A pair of barn owls screeched their way over the open space that encompassed the crossroads and Erl raised his head to see the bare tree to the north all bent and twisted in the moonlight. He shivered as he recalled the murder he and Otta had witnessed. Something within him still grieved for the unknown men clad in grey uniforms who had been killed and buried so callously.

Otta gave off another wave of impatience and he realised he was no longer thinking on a tight, private thought. He felt once more the rift between them; his attack on his sister the previous autumn had forever changed them. She did not trust him completely now. And, during his travels with Otta, Erl had realised how cold-blooded she was. Why had he never seen it before? Had she always been like that? Or had something changed when she'd started imitating the kaerlings the previous winter? Had the strange contact with cold-featured kaerling who pursued Otta through her thoughts during the summer months, changed something fundamental in her personality?

Erl had no answers and he watched the shadows sharpen and deepen as the moon rose higher. Otta stirred, tilting her head to one side.

Four horses approach.

Excitement shivered over his skin and he pushed himself away from the beech bole, reaching for his pack.

Wait until they're nearer ...

Erl held his breath as the pounding of hooves on the earthen track grew louder. The lead rider came into view, his dark robes leached of colour beneath the waxing moon. Two horses cantered beside him and behind them ran a pale mare upon which was seated a female form...

It is Lored and Tari, Otta announced silently.

Erl lifted his pack and ran forwards as the horses slowed to a trot and then a walk before halting directly across from Otta.

How could he see you? Erl asked, as his twin joined him.

I allowed him to find me. His sister emanated smugness and Erl fought down a wave of irritation at her attitude. Her face was concealed by the milk-coloured veil she wore to hide her kaerling-like features.

“Who waits in Aqua’s Shrine?” The low voice of the taku carried clearly in the still air.

“Kimorka waits in Aqua’s Shrine.” Otta sounded amused and Erl wondered if the taku felt as irritated with her as he did.

“Quickly now,” Lored ordered.

Otta seized the nearest horse's bridle and swung herself up into the saddle. After securing their packs, Erl hauled himself aboard the second riderless horse. Otta carried her longbow in her right hand and held the reins in her left.

“Hello, Erl!”

He turned to the shrouded form of the treu-priestesss and felt chills of delight on his skin at the sound of her voice. Her white fur hood hid her face and across her body hung a bulging leather scrip.

“Tari! It's good to see you! Are you well?”

“A little tired, but other than that, yes, I am well.”

He wanted to reach out and touch her arm. He wanted to see her face, to gaze on the curve of her cheek and lips, to watch her untameable curls cascade down her neck and to see her dark brown eyes... 

A wave of scathing derision issued from his twin as Lored spoke again.

“There'll be time for reunions later, when we're safe. Now, we must ride. Follow me and only call out if you are attacked.”

Erl felt colour flood his cheeks. He just wanted to see and speak with Tari once again. He understood Lored's urgency to be away, but why did Otta have to be so horrible? He said nothing as Lored turned his dark stallion to the northern path, closely followed by Otta. Erl gestured for Tari to ride ahead of him and brought up the rear.

The moon lit their way on the winding track that cut through woodland and hill, heading ever northwards. Erl felt alert and awake, despite only having had several hours sleep that night.

At last, they were leaving the Isle of Kiros! He assumed Lored would find them a ship north and wondered how long it would be until they caught up with the kaerlings once more. He and Otta were pursuing them in order to retrieve Derri, a young boy they'd rescued nearly a year before, but had since been re-acquired by his kaerling family. Tari was seeking to rescue Lally, her friend and an acolyte of the goddess Aqua, who had been abducted from Aura Vere several months before. Not for the first time, Erl wondered why Lored stayed with them, as he had no one to rescue.

Slowly the moon moved overhead and the shadows shifted from right to left. The road wound down to marshy meads and then climbed to the tops of stony hills. As the moon sank in the western ocean, a grey gloaming hung over the land above the low lying mist. The companions rested their horses, allowing them to drink from a clear brook that fell beside the road.

“Port Ina is just over the brow of that hill.” As they stretched their legs, Lored pointed to a vague outline in the billowing mist. “Erl, you and Tari should take your horses to Captain Magee in Fort Ina which is just before the Port. When you've done that, you'll need to visit Harbour Master Riley and tell him I sent you to inquire for a ship heading to Jargoiden.”

“Yes, of course.” Erl was more than willing to spend time with Tari. “But where will you and Otta be?”

“Otta cannot embark from Port Ina, for to do so, she would have to unveil and reveal her face.”

Tari had pushed her fur hood back in order to drink from the brook, and in the pale dim light, Erl noticed her shiver, looking slightly sick. He frowned, feeling he was missing something. “Where will Otta be? And how will she board the ship we take?”

Lored smiled wearily and Erl wondered when the taku had last slept. “You will tell her.”

Erl stared at him, not understanding what the man meant. The dark brown eyes of the taku stared back and Erl realised Lored knew the twins’ secret. Shock and horror flooded his belly and he broke out in a cold sweat. Was the taku-kevir going to take them to task? “Did you tell him?” Erl turned to his sister.

Otta’s arched eyebrows rose in shock but unlike her brother she was not fearful. “No!” She turned to the taku. “Have you read my thoughts?”

“Of course not!” The taku sounded offended. “Whenever you two communicate silently, there is an aura of energy that surrounds you. It's very slight and only a powerful taku would pick up on it.” He paused, as if he was about to say something else.

He means kaerlings could detect us, she told her twin shortly. “How do I get aboard the ship you choose?”

“Come with me, and I'll show you.”
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Lored and Otta rode with their backs to the newly risen sun, their shadows long and vague on the wet grass. The air was chill, with overtones of moist earth and decaying foliage on the breeze. The path they followed wound between turf-covered barrows, interspersed with hazel thickets. Wide, almost circular yellow leaves lay on the dew encrusted grass, the slender branches and twigs nearly bare, even though it was still only the first month of autumn.

Lored led the way, his black stallion still fiery despite the long night's journey. He was aware of Otta following him, unspoken questions shimmering about her like the lifting mist that drifted upwards from the land around them.

It was a long time since Lored had ridden this way. Twenty years had elapsed since his two season visit to Kiros as a young taku, but he had never forgotten the isolated cottage on the north coast.

Rue had taken him to visit the young fisherman and his wife as she was treating them for a particularly nasty infection. The herb woman had thought they had picked up the illness from the carcase of a deep sea fish washed ashore after a violent storm.

Lored gazed around, noticing how close the northern downs were ahead of them. There should be a path turning right very shortly; he didn't think the cottage would be untenanted. Rue had told him that whoever lived there was in charge of the warning beacon at the cliff edge. Pirates were a constant threat to the inhabitants of Kiros and watchers gave advance warning to Port Ina of enemy ships.

There! Between the hazel thickets the track diverged, heading north. The taku glanced over his shoulder to meet Otta's cool gaze above the embroidered veil across the lower part of her face. His heart jumped involuntarily and a pulse of apprehension thudded through his body. Keeping his expression neutral, Lored tilted his head, indicating they were taking the path north and not continuing to the Shrine of Fathach up in the hills. The woman's gaze didn't shift from his face, she simply nodded once and pulled on the right rein, turning her gelding's head to the new path.

Lored turned back to the grassy sward, wondering if Otta missed the beautiful white mares that she and Erl had ridden for half a year. Erl had been so upset when they'd had to sell the horses in order to pay for their passage to Kiros, that the young man hadn’t even been able to accompany the creatures to the auction yard. Otta, instead, had led the two mares through the streets of Port Hollis and simply handed them over without losing that neutral expression on her pointed face. Lored wondered if the woman felt anything except sudden rage and frustration.

He kept his ruminations private, not even attempting to reach out and touch the edges of Otta's thoughts. He'd been fortunate that she hadn't attacked him or injured his mind during the two times he'd made contact with her in the Zoratti way. There was now no need to speak with the woman in such a fashion. He had made sure that he hadn't pried into her inner thoughts, even though that might have been interesting and useful. Otta refused to speak to him about the twins’ ancestry, but Lored felt that to know who her parents were, would help him understand her wild talent and immense power. But, if she wasn't going to give him the information voluntarily, his sense of honour did not allow him to force it from her.

The land rose gradually towards steep cliffs that provided the Isle of Kiros with its natural defences. The hazel thickets thinned out and disappeared, replaced by twisted gorse and thorn bushes, whose spiky arms reached south and west, away from the prevailing winds. The breeze smelt of salt and seaweed and the sky overhead was pale and bare of cloud.

The path curved west and then north again, avoiding a rock formation where gulls clamoured and wheeled. And there before them stood a stone cottage with a roof of slate and a small garden. Beyond the dwelling rose a stout round structure made of stone with a large tarpaulin over the top; the beacon. Lored eased his steed into a walk aware of Otta's mare slowing her pace. Far below them, yet still unseen, the ocean shushed against the rocky shores of Kiros.

“What is this?” Otta spoke for the first time since they’d left Erl and Tari.

Lored paused before replying, bringing the stallion to a neat halt beside the garden wall. He noticed with relief that the chimney had smoke issuing from it. “This is a watcher's cottage.”

Otta's mare snorted as her rider dismounted and tied the reins to a ring in the wall. “And why are we here?”

Lored dismounted, threading his own reins through another ring before tying them off securely. “You cannot leave Port Ina with us.”

Otta stared at him steadily. Her kaerling-like features would get her arrested and executed, should the Kirridian soldiers see her face. The Queen had recently passed a law that meant everyone embarking and disembarking at either of the Kirridian ports had to uncover their face before the guards. No kaerling was allowed on the Isle of Kiros and any kaerling found would be put to death.

Although Captain Regan at the Cathair was Lored's ally and had helped the taku and Tari leave the castle unnoticed, Lored didn't think that Regan's assistance would stretch to helping him get Otta on board a ship north. If someone looked like a kaerling, they were a kaerling, according to the Kirridians. And, even though Otta looked and acted like one, Kimorka had told Lored that Otta had not been brought up as a kaerling. He had to take Kimorka's words and the twins' insistence that Otta was not one of the violent race from the Northlands, at face value.

He needed Otta's power to help him protect Tari. If he had his own way, he would not let Tari travel north with them, but his sister was determined to find her friend and fellow-acolyte, Lally, who had been abducted. And, as the twins were seeking to rescue Derri, a kaerling child who had been reclaimed by his violent family, it was better they all travelled together. Even though Tari would be in danger, should the kaerlings capture her. Lored didn't understand all the Zoratti beliefs and traditions about the role his sister would play in the coming years, but he believed Kimorka's words enough to know that Tari had to be protected.

He realised Otta was still staring at him and shrugged off his inner thoughts. “The people here will shelter you for the day and I will ask them to row you out to the ship we take, once evening has fallen.”

She simply stared at him, her pale blue eyes burning with disapproval. “And Erl will tell me which ship I am to meet and what time you will be sailing?”

He felt cold sweat soak his skin. Why did she have to be so antagonistic all the time? He swallowed hard. “That's the idea. You need to keep your face veiled.”

The young woman checked the pale cloth was secure, her light blue eyes hostile. The black scarf she wore around her head concealed her ears. Lored suddenly recalled Kimorka's theory that Erl was
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