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“You’d better be quiet.” Elliot whispered.
The lesser esith in his arms chirped plaintively. It ruffled its
feathers and the light which shone from them rippled like that of a
guttering candle. Esith’s weren’t Elliot’s favourite type of bird.
They were small, fairly stupid and not really very impressive.
Still, it was being a good bird and not trying to fly away. With
its wing splinted it wouldn’t get very far but the underbrush was
dense and if it fled it would quickly be stuck out of his reach. It
would survive a few days, perhaps, but its light would be gone for
good. He shivered. It was bad enough to be alone, but he knew
it would be worse in the
darkness.

“Are you sure you don’t know which way to
go?” he asked the bird, but if it gave an answer it wasn’t one he
could understand. The packed dirt, bordered by two small ditches,
must be the Keep road. As far as he knew it was the only proper
road through the woods, certainly any others were used so rarely
they would be overgrown. That meant he could be home by daybreak if
he chose the right direction, but he’d got so turned around in the
woods he had no idea which that was. If he chose wrong he would end
up in the village. “And that’s forbidden.” He told the esith
thoughtfully. The Lord would be furious if he dared show his face
there. The Lord was probably already furious with him for leaving
the Keep at all. That wasn’t allowed either, not without at least
one adult along with him and even then only when no one else would
be around. Elliot had never disobeyed the rule before. It wasn’t as
scary as Kanin had said it would be, but it was cold. The servants
hadn’t let him collect his cloak or any food before they’d thrown
him out. They’d all been too eager to please Kanin’s temper. If
he’d expected any different Elliot might have hated them, but no
one would stand up to the Lord’s son on his behalf. Besides, the
Lord’s anger would fall on them until Elliot found his way back and
that was punishment enough. Kanin’s orders wouldn’t matter a jot
when his father found out about it.

In the depths of the wood some beast howled
in victory. All of the night-time forest noises were unfamiliar to
him. He had heard owls calling to each other since evening and he
had wanted to call back, but they were a species he knew little
about. None of them would come near enough to the Keep for him to
learn their ways. There were rodents about too, insects and bats.
One of the serving maids swore there were unicorns grazing hidden
between the trees, but she was generally scoffed at. Everyone had
seen the Harpers flying their intricate courtships in the midwinter
evenings and they all knew Harpers and unicorns fought viciously
whenever they happened to meet. So if the horned horses ever came
to the Lord’s valley they only stayed the summer and left before
the Harpers flew back from the northern wastes.

The esith was still now, its little heart
beating more slowly against his fingers, and in the peace he heard
hoofbeats. They were growing louder, gradually drowning out the
natural forest noises. Getting closer.

Elliot laughed sharply. The Lord had sent
men to fetch him, overruling Kanin’s orders. Or perhaps Kanin had
rescinded them when Elliot hadn’t come home and his tantrum
cooled.

He struggled upright, brushing muck off his
pants with one hand and wishing the ground hadn’t been so wet. He
was used to looking dirty, it was a hazard of living on the Lord’s
sufferance, but right now he didn’t want to. It would have been
nice to face Kanin down actually looking like his equal, but the
only treasure he had was the esith held outstretched like a beacon.
The small creature’s glow was so faint it couldn’t be noticed by
day, or even in a well-lit room, but in the dark forest it marked
it and him out from the shadows. The guards would already have seen
him.

Peering into the distance he made
out seven riders approaching in double file but for one man at the
back holding the reins of two mules weighed down with bulky sacks.
They wore helmets and stiffened leather jerkins, but that didn’t
alarm him. The Keep guards wouldn’t leave the protection of the
bailey without armour and sword, so why would any other traveller?
Elliot had always assumed it to be the honour of the thing, for the
Lord kept the land safe for miles around. Everyone knew that. It
dawned on him, however, that these men might have come further than
that. They certainly weren’t guardsmen.

The Lord kept
fifty-two guardsmen and Elliot was familiar with all of them. The
Keep was small enough that he knew the face of every inhabitant.
Kanin claimed there were 168 people at his father’s beck and call
and the figure sounded about right to Elliot. These men had the
build and bearing of strangers.

It was too late
to shrink back into the woods. The riders must have spotted him and
it would look odd if he ran now. Maybe they would be nice and take
him back to the Keep, where he could take his beating and go to
bed.

The leading
pair of riders pulled their mounts to a halt in front of him and
looked down. Elliot had never seen horses so huge. Their shoulders
were taller than he was. He had to look so far up to see the man’s
face it hurt his neck and he stepped back across the ditch to get a
better view. The man laughed. It was a kind laugh, louder than it
should have seemed in the quiet, in the same way the horses hooves
stamped like temple gongs. It reminded Elliot of the way Master
Jemal teased the cook and they’d been married longer than he’d been
alive. The esith squeaked unhappily as his body tensed and it got
squeezed. No one (except sometimes Kanin) was kind to Elliot unless
something really bad was coming next.

“Lost your
tongue, lad?” the man said. The troops carried torches enough to
drown Elliot’s bird light but all the effect they had was to hide
the stranger’s face in the shadows of his cheek-guards. “There’s
nothing to be scared of here. We’re the King’s Home Army, and we’d
all be hanged if we let harm come to such as you.”

The King.
Elliot could feel his eyes going wide and his mouth dropping open.
Only the knowledge that he would hurt the esith kept his hands from
shaking. The officer laughed again. “Well, I see that hasn’t helped
any. I suppose his majesty doesn’t get much respect around
here.”

“No sir.”
Elliot stammered. The Lord hadn’t said anything about the King’s
men coming. Not that Elliot was privy to the Lord’s secrets, but
there was normally several days of rapid cleaning when the tax men
were due. He had spent the last week long visit locked in the
Lord’s workroom with only a foot-wide purple toad and a dying
kestrel for company. Kanin had claimed to have spent it in the
dungeon, but he might have been exaggerating. From all the panic
he’d assumed the army was something terrifying. He waited for the
men to do something scary, but they didn’t seem to want to.

“So much for
universally beloved, eh?” a second man guffawed. “What’re you doing
on your own out here child?”

“I got lost.”
Elliot admitted. He’d only left the Keep’s encircling meadow to
avoid the stones Kanin had been tossing at him from the
battlements, but for such a large clearing it was surprisingly
difficult to find again.

“I sort of
figured that much.” the officer remarked. “Climb up and we’ll see
what we can do. Do you belong to the village or an outlying
farm?”

“Farm.” Elliot
said. The word seemed to say itself and he wondered afterwards, as
he bounced behind the officer’s saddle, why he hadn’t told the
truth. Until recently he had never lied at all, and even now it was
only about the birds that kept seeking him out. Lying seemed rather
more trouble than it was worth, but he hadn’t had a moment’s
hesitation about it.

He was
surprised how fast a trot was. His only experience of riding was
being walked around the bailey on the cart horse before the guard
had been firmly told to stop it. Considering how far from the Keep
he was allowed to travel horses weren’t really needed. Elliot was
glad of it now. The taste of vomit was tainting his tongue as the
movement unsettled his stomach, but he didn’t want to draw
attention to himself by complaining.

He was
concentrating so hard on not being sick they were in the village
before he realised the trees were gone. The main street was wide,
lined with cobbled pavements which ran past single storey log huts.
By the torchlight Elliot saw that every window was tightly
shuttered and the doors firmly closed. Shortly they passed an
intersecting road and he could just make out another street on
either side of the one they travelled, separated by large,
herb-scented gardens. Kanin had said that three streets meant there
were enough serfs living here to call it a town, but he only wanted
to make his father seem more important. Elliot had read towns were
even larger and more crowded. He hoped he never had to see one.
There were too many eyes here to watch him as it was.

There were two
inns facing each other across the green. At least Elliot assumed
they were both inns. They were the only buildings whose doors were
marked by swinging lanterns and they had twice as many windows as
the other huts. The one nearest him had only one floor and was
built of wood and thatch. The soldiers glanced at it as they passed
but showed no signs of stopping. The second lit building was
grander, though not as grand as the silent sandstone temple they
rode by to reach it. Elliot reckoned the innkeeper must be one of
the richest villagers to have such a home. It had, in its way, the
grandeur of the Lord’s table. A place Elliot was far too lowly to
approach uninvited.

“Mind
yourself.” The officer warned as he carefully dismounted. Elliot
obediently clung to his perch but the man never came near to
knocking him. “Okay, hold out your arms.” He found himself being
gently lifted to the ground and steadied his feet and stomach. Now
he was supporting himself he felt much better. The esith he had
pushed under his tunic chirped in agreement. “Is your friend
alright?” the officer asked politely, keeping an arm around
Elliot’s shoulder as if afraid he was going to bolt. He wasn’t so
imposing without the horse adding to his height, inches shorter
than the Lord but bigger across the shoulders.

“He’s fine.”
Elliot said. “He broke his wing yesterday but I mended it.”

“So I see. It’s
a fine piece of work.”

“Thank
you.”

“He’s a lesser
esith, isn’t he? I heard the woods around here were full of
magical…” The inn door opened a crack and a large faced man peered
out. He smiled at the sight and flung the door fully open. “Army
folk, I say. We weren’t expecting you till tomorrow. You’re lucky
I’m still up.”

“You’re always
up, Timas.” one of the men laughed. “I don’t know why your lady
wife puts up with you.”

“Well, she’s
always been the accepting kind.” The innkeeper shrugged with a
smile. He sounded quite content with the matter as well. “And what
have we here?” He knelt down to take a better look at Elliot. “Not
one of yours, I expect.”

“This isn’t the
kind of mission where you bring your family.” The officer agreed.
“No, we found him in the forest. We were trying to make the village
before midnight. Surprise everyone, we thought. Anyway, here’s this
kid, lost and standing by the roadside waiting for help to arrive.
I couldn’t just leave him there.”

“Obviously not.
Alone? His mother would kill you when she found out. Not that I can
tell you who she might be. Come in, all of you.”

Elliot noticed
that while he’d been staring at the innkeeper and the way his
double chin wobbled as he talked, the soldiers had been tethering
and unsaddling their horses. Now he was swept into the inn, wrapped
in a blanket and pushed into a chair by the small fire so fast he
nearly sat on the esith. When the bird squawked in protest he
pulled it out and settled it on the warm hearthstone. He heard the
officer say “doesn’t talk much” and someone else reply “Probably
the cold.” They were talking about him then. Soon enough they’d
figure out he had no mother to be angry if they hurt him.

“Here you go,
lad.” Timas handed him a beaker of milk before sitting in the
nearest chair. The officer lurked, beer mug in hand, at the far
edge of the fireplace. His sword hilt shone as bright as the
polished copper pots decorating the walls. He had taken off his
helmet to reveal close cropped dark hair and a young man’s face
wearing heavy stubble. “It’s not polite to stare, boy.” Timas said
gently. “Though I daresay the lieutenant deserves the
attention.”

Elliot nodded
because he thought it was expected of him. “Nice room.” he
ventured.

“I like it.”
Timas agreed. “We’ve spent years getting this place just as we
want, my wife and I. Good custom helps of course.” He winked at the
officer, who grinned in return. “So, what’s your father’s
name?”

“Pardon me?”
Elliot blinked, trying to remember exactly what it was the man had
been called before he became taboo. He wasn’t sure his mother had
ever told him.

“Your father,
or whoever owns your farm. That way I know where to send you come
sunup.”

“Oh. I can find
my way from here. It’s right next to the road.”

“Hmm. You don’t
speak like a farmer’s boy, and neither do you dress like one now I
come to think of it. Still, what else could you be living round
here, eh?”

“How about the
Keep?” said the lieutenant, not bothering to look their way.

“Oh no. There’s
no children at the Keep. Lord Feldane sends his women down to us
before their time and we keep the little ones in the school over
the way until they’re ready to look out for themselves. The parents
come and visit on Sundays and truly they get better care there than
a lot of the village children do, courtesy of his lordship. But he
doesn’t like children, our Feldane. Not at all.”

“At court he
claims to have a son of his own.”

“So rumour has
it, but no one from the village has ever laid eyes on the boy, or
any official Lady since Marla died. The Keep folk will know, but
good luck getting any of them to tell.”

“His name’s
Kanin.” Elliot murmured. Kanin had been to the village. He’d
described it perfectly and boasted for days. He’d said they’d
treated him like a prince, and surely Timas would have remembered
that. The men didn’t seem to hear him.

“I suppose the
riddle will wait a few hours.” Timas smiled at him. “Garett and his
men are filling all the beds tonight, so I’m afraid you’re left
with the floor.”

“I don’t
mind.”

“No. You must
be used to it. Probably don’t have a bed at home either.” Actually
Elliot shared a large, good quality four poster with Kanin, but he
decided it was better not to mention that. He wanted to sleep, not
to be stuck with more explanations.

Timas let him
keep the blanket he was wrapped in and showed him where the bucket
was in case he needed it. Then he reduced the fire to embers and he
and Lieutenant Garett climbed the steep staircase to what Elliot
assumed were the upstairs bedrooms. On his own in the large, table
filled room he lay down.

“Psst.”
Elliot’s eyes flew open and he sat up. There was light in the room,
filtering through the cracks in the door and shutters. It was a
murky light, still outshone by the sleeping esith, so it couldn’t
be far past dawn. He lay back down again. However strange his
surroundings it was too early to be getting up.

“Elliot?” The
voice was louder now. Elliot sighed and rolled over. The fire had
rekindled itself and grown a face. A long oval face topped with a
spiky mass of hair and looking rather tired and worried. “Where
have you been?” Kanin demanded.

“Sleeping, what
does it look like?” Elliot yawned. “Are you supposed to be doing
this?”

“No, but Father
got into such a rage when you didn’t come back he forgot to take
away my flints.”

“Are you in the
work room?”

“Bedroom.
You?”

“I’m in the
village.” Kanin’s eyes widened expressively and Elliot grinned. “I
was brought here by an army patrol. Guess what, no one’s ever heard
of you.”

“Father doesn’t
like bragging.”

“Yes he does.
Anyway, it was you who said you’d been here.”

“I have.”
Kanin’s mouth worked a little, then he said, “I sneaked out one
time last summer. It wasn’t that impressive.”

“You said the
Lord let you.”

“I lied.” His
face looked away for a moment at something on his side of the fire.
“The servants are beginning to move around. You’d better come back
really quickly.”

“You’re the one
who threw me out.”

“I didn’t mean
for you to run off! You know I’d have let you back in after an hour
or so.”

“You were
throwing rocks!”

“That’s what
big brothers are for!” Kanin winced at his own volume and checked
his door again. “Just come home Elliot.”

“What about the
King’s Army?”

“All the more
reason to hurry. I don’t think Father knows they’re here but he
won’t like it. But it won’t be our problem once you’re home
safe.”

Elliot sighed.
All the running he’d done yesterday had caught up with his legs and
he had a blister on one heel. “All right, I’m coming.”

“Thank you,
thank you. Father was ready to kill me.” Elliot doubted that. The
Lord was very careful not to hurt Kanin more than he could recover
from before the next ceremony. And now Elliot had magic of his own
he would have that protection too. Kanin had been so angry about
that yesterday, but it looked like his jealousy had cooled.

“You’ll have to
stay here.” He told the esith. “I’m sure Timas will take good care
of you.” The bird chirped its agreement and he left it with a clear
conscience.

Clouds had
rolled in on a strong wind in the hours he’d slept and now they hid
the sky. It was bitterly cold but he had nothing to warm himself
with but activity so he started walking very fast. As soon as he
turned the corner onto the main road he saw the Keep miles ahead.
The square tower stood atop its own man-made hill and was
surrounded by a bailey enclosed by a tall, thick stone wall
pockmarked with slim windows. In the morning light it looked dead
and empty but Elliot quickened his step even more.

He was nearing
the edge of the houses when he heard a voice behind him. Without a
further thought he broke into a run, shooting past the school with
its spacious lawn and cluster of dormitories and into a wide
meadow. Above the approaching trees he could see the Keep, still
dead ahead as he ploughed into the underbrush. Only then did he
slow down.

By the time he
reached the Keep the sun had cleared the horizon and was busy
climbing what little of the sky it covered so early in the year. He
had burst the blister on his heel and was hobbling painfully,
slowing even more as he tried to take his weight off the spot.
Someone must have seen him coming because Master Jeral was waiting
by the East Gate, watching impassively as he struggled down the
slope into the dry moat and back up again to the curtain wall.

“You’re as
fickle as your mother, aren’t you?” Jeral was wrapped in a coat so
heavy and full only his boots and balding head were visible. “I
hope you’re learned the folly of running away.”

“Yes Master
Jeral.” Elliot expected worse was to come and indeed, as he was
marched to the Keep proper, it did. Jeral hated Elliot. He was an
embarrassment to the Lord, living proof of the late Lady’s
infidelity. All the servants held the same view, but it was a
consolation that they all admitted the Lady had been no frivolous
wench. That was why the Lord kept his wife’s bastard as close as
his own son. Even after death her power protected him.

The Lord was in
his workroom, as he usually was. In the time of Kanin’s grandfather
it had served as a dressing cubicle for the priest, but that had
ended when the Lord had built the new temple in the bailey. Now the
old sanctum was a library and schoolroom, blessed with the largest
windows and best light in the whole tower. The cubicle had been
sealed behind a hinged bookcase and no one went in uninvited. The
last chambermaid to do so had been found dead the next morning. An
accident, everyone said.

When the tax
inspectors or other curious guests came Elliot often found himself
in the workroom. It was slightly larger than the great hall now and
lit by huge windows on all four walls. The glass was thick and
coloured so deeply it was almost impossible to see out and when
Elliot strained his eyes all he saw was fog no matter how fine the
day outside. A balcony ringed the room at the level the ceiling
should have been and above it hundreds of bookcases stretched up to
the dark oak vaulting supporting the shadowy roof.

He stood by the
door as Jeral discretely abandoned him and waited for the Lord to
notice him. A large copper pot had been set over the central
fire-pit and the foul smelling stuff inside was obviously bubbling
happily. The Lord continued to stir the liquid as it belched
blue-grey smoke. To Elliot’s left a pair of sharp toothed reptiles
had backed deeper into their enclosure. Teeth or no, he liked them
better than the huge purple toad which had inhabited the cage on
his last visit.

“So, returned
have you?” The Lord had looked up from his experiment. “And where
have we been all night?”

“In the
village, sir.” Elliot admitted. “I met a troop of the King’s Army
in the woods and they took me there.”

“Soldiers?” The
Lord frowned, stepping away from the fire towards Elliot. The
flames stood still as if frozen as soon as he crossed the
complicated circular design drawn on the smooth stone floor in
golden sand. “Are you certain?”

“Yes sir.
They’re led by a Lieutenant Garett and are staying in the village.
They were expected.”

“Not by me. Do
you know why they are here?”

“No sir.”

The Lord’s eyes
were piercing, but he seemed satisfied that was the truth. “Kanin
tells me that, despite your common appearance, you have developed
some magic of your own.” He stroked his hand through Elliot’s hair
thoughtfully. “I’ve never sensed it in you before, but yes, there
it is. Not as bright a spark as Kanin’s, but it could prove useful
nonetheless. We will discuss this when I have dealt with these
soldiers.”

“Yes, sir.”
Elliot bowed and let himself out. He was not surprised to be
escorted straight to his bedchamber and locked in. When Kanin was
thrown in a half hour later they knew to settle in for a while.

Three days
later Kanin was bored and irritable. He was crouched in the
arrow-slit window watching the guards make another routine patrol
of the meadow. “Surely if the soldiers were anywhere close the
sentries would see them?”

“I would have
thought so.” Elliot agreed, putting the finishing touches to the
perch he was making for the kestrel who’d flown in the day before
after some kind of tussle. She was currently resting on the bed
covers swathed in twice as many bandages as she really needed but
happy to be pampered. “I’ve never seen your father so worried.”

“Neither have
I. Of course, it’s not the season for visitors.” He hopped down and
threw himself onto the bed. They didn’t own any chairs. Even the
stools hadn’t been replaced after Kanin had burned the old ones a
few summers back. Neither were there any hangings or drapes and the
fireplace had been swept bare. The bed and two clothes chests made
up the whole of the furnishings. No one wanted to take any
chances.

“No. Speaking
of seasons, you need your hair chopped again.” Kanin sighed and ran
his hands through his pale blue crop. At the temples and through
his eyebrows his spring colouring of leafy green was growing in
strand by strand. It made Elliot glad of his own drab brown. At
least he didn’t have to shave it off every three months to keep it
from clashing with itself.

“I’m bored.”
Kanin stated.

“You’re always
bored.” Elliot pointed out. “It’s only been three days.”

“With nothing
to do.”

“We have the
bird.”

“You have the
bird. I can’t get it to talk to me, remember?”

“I don’t see
why not. It’s simple enough really.”

Kanin held his
hand out and lit a tiny flame atop his thumbnail. “Can you copy
that?”

Elliot scowled.
“Okay, so maybe it’s not that simple. Maybe you’ll just never be
able to do it.”

“Dad’ll learn.”
Kanin blew out the flame and leaned back thoughtfully. “You’ll be
as popular as I am now you have things to teach him.” He didn’t
sound as if he liked the idea. Elliot wasn’t exactly thrilled
either.

Kanin stamped
around the room for the rest of the day, counting out its longest
stretch of eight big paces. Every now and then he matched his
stride to the speed of Elliot’s carving and when it was done he
dutifully helped place the perch in the appointed corner and lift
the kestrel up onto it. Then he went back to pacing until the sun
went down and supper was brought up. Ramise, their maid, stayed and
talked with them as they ate so they did so slowly. As soon as the
last bite was gone, as she always did, Ramise let herself out and
locked the door again.

“I hate this.”
Kanin complained into the darkness. “Why can’t Father just tell the
king we exist and let us out?”

“I don’t know.
Maybe he’s embarrassed mother had an affair, but that doesn’t
explain what’s wrong with you. Did you hear something?”

“A crash.”
Kanin shrugged. “Probably a sentry dropping his spear.”

Elliot listened
for long minutes, but no other sound drifted up to him. “I must
just be jittery.” He confessed.

“We’ve done
nothing all day. No wonder you aren’t tired.” Elliot was busy
agreeing when someone called the alarm.

They sat up.
Around Kanin’s left hand a blue-green nimbus formed, giving his
face a ghostly pale shimmer that was still better than darkness.
Elliot caught his eye and together they listened to the Keep coming
alive. The sounds were not as distant as Elliot would have wished
had he not been so curious. The stairwell just to the right of
their door led to the Lord’s bedchamber above and was busy with the
sound of chain-mail as guards came to report and receive orders.
Somewhere in the Bailey a woman screamed and a shout of “Fire” went
up.

“I have to
help.” Kanin said instantly, sliding off the bed and rummaging for
his boots. The panicked bellowing of cows and horses echoed on the
cold air but Elliot, even when he craned his neck as far as it
went, couldn’t see so much as smoke. Kanin had reached the door and
was battering futilely at the lock begging anyone passing to let
him out. But the passageway was silent. Everyone had run outside
and left them. By then Kanin was shining as bright as a true
Harper, but he leaned against the door in defeat. “Help me!”

“I don’t know
how.” Elliot admitted.

“Then why does
Father always lock you in the workroom where it’s even harder to
get out?”

“I don’t know.
Maybe he thinks you’d damage it when you got angry. You probably
can’t put the fire out anyway. It must be bad to cause such a
fuss.”

“I could have
tried. I’d have a better chance than anyone else.”

“I know but…
Someone’s coming.” He hurried over and put his ear to the door. It
had been the merest feeling, a muffled sound almost hidden by the
outside commotion but he was sure it meant… yes, people. “I hear
breathing. Several men.”

“Good. They can
let us out.” Kanin drew his arm back to batter on the wood again
but Elliot caught it.

“Why would our
guards be sneaking?” His brother frowned, lowering his arm slowly.
“You’d better put the light out.”

Kanin’s face
screwed with concentration, but it had no effect. He was too
frightened to block the instinct. “Maybe I can hide under the
blankets?” he suggested.

“It’ll have to
do. Hurry.” Elliot couldn’t explain how he knew the men were still
there. At any normal pace they would have passed by already and the
silence behind the door was total. Still, he could feel them
lurking like shadows and that scared him just as much as their
actual presence did.

He had just
helped Kanin bury himself so completely under the bed covers that
the room was once again as dark as night should be when the
dreaded, and surprisingly polite, knock came. When no one answered
the lock was tried. It rattled much more feebly than it always had
before.

“Open up or
we’ll break the door in.”

“Who’s that?”
Kanin hissed.

“Lt Garett.”
Elliot whispered back. “What shall we do?”

“I don’t know.
Wait for Father to kill them?”

“I quite liked
them.”

“I quite like
you, but that doesn’t mean I’ll stand up to Father on your
behalf.”

“Thanks.”
Instead of the battering ram Elliot had imagined there was a
scratching sound and a series of clicks. “Lock pick?”

“Every
assassin’s best friend.” Kanin agreed.

The door swung
open and Elliot put on what he hoped was a smile as he peered into
the shadows. Someone lit a torch and he was still blinking when
they threw it in to lie fizzling on the floor. “So you are
Feldane’s son.” Garett said softly. “I suspected as much when you
were gone before breakfast. Come back to warn your father, did
you?”

“He’s not my
father.” Elliot stammered.

“It’s a bit
late to be playing the innocent, lad. Luckily for you you’re too
young to be arrested, or I’d be angry enough to give you a taste of
your father’s medicine. What are you hiding?”

One of the men
had edged into the room and was cautiously prodding the blankets
with his sword tip. Elliot imagined the strength of will required
for Kanin not to move, even though the blankets were starting to
steam as his glow warmed them. “Nothing.” He said, grimacing as he
heard the frightened quiver in his voice. “Just my blankets.”

“Forgive us if
we don’t believe you.” The soldier prepared to make a deeper probe
and a vision of Kanin, blood-soaked and lifeless flashed so
strongly in Elliot’s mind he tasted bile. The man’s sword clattered
to the floor, the sound drowned by the kestrel’s angry shrieks as
her sharp talon’s dug into his face. He fell back, flailing
uselessly at the bird. His comrades in the doorway seemed frozen in
shock and Elliot took the chance. Grabbing Kanin’s hand he pulled
his brother, blankets and all, to his feet and dragged him towards
the door. Within two paces Kanin found his balance and they ducked
around Garett one after the other. The trailing edge of the blanket
flew over the torch and caught alight. Kanin dropped it the instant
the flame took hold and left it, a burning barrier to guard their
backs as they fled.

Kanin’s longer
legs soon overtook Elliot as they turned the corner and shot
through the Lord’s open doorway. In his chamber they paused but the
room was empty and the soldiers were coming to their senses behind
them. There was only one other way down from the upper storey – a
tight
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