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Prologue:

The Founding of the
Five Lands

 


 


When Naigren an-Goutha
drew up his Legions before the gates of Ky, he was not unexpected.
He had already conquered the other four lands that shared that same
vast continent with his own, and it was known that he planned to
forge all five of them into a single nation according to his maxim
?One People, One Law?. Besides, three entire Legions, each of eight
thousand men including their Cavalry Divisions, plus the
Auxiliaries with their wagons, pack horses and supply trains, could
hardly have crossed the northern plains of Emboran to enter the
southern fringes of Kyreth without being noticed. It was a
deliberate, and provocative show of strength that Naigren never
intended to use in any other way.

Rathlaine, Lord of
Kyreth, felt neither surprised nor particularly fearful, for Ky was
an ancient city even then; its stone walls were five long paces
thick, and its gates were high and strong.

Although Naigren’s
forces outnumbered his own by at least five to one, there was only
the one great entry gate, which could be powerfully defended, and
Rathlaine knew that he possessed something the Emboreans did not
have, for the Kyrethi were the undisputed masters of the
longbow.

Those archers, with
their huge war bows having a hundred-and-eighty-pound draw weight,
could put an arrow of nine handspans length through the eye of an
enemy at two hundred paces. It was said that they could even chose
which eye. At one hundred paces they would go straight through a
shield and into the body of the man holding it. At fifty paces they
would pierce armour. He had three thousands of them inside the
walls of Ky, each one of whom could loose five aimed arrows a
minute. The arrow storm from such an assembly would darken the
sky.

Kyrethi trackers and
scouts, the best in all the lands, had been following the progress
of Naigren’s army for weeks. They had counted the men, horses and
wagons. Rathlaine suspected that Naigren’s army did not have
sufficient supplies for such a large number of men and beasts
because his wagons were too few. The Kyrethi had already stripped
the surrounding country bare of fodder and food, harvesting or
burning every possible source within ten days’ ride.

Rathlaine’s scouts had
seen that Naigren had brought with him only one small throwing
engine, which would be incapable of out-ranging his archers: he
felt safe within his walls, because they could not be approached
closely enough to be breached, nor his gates to be battered, by
that thrower. He reasoned that, without enough supplies, Naigren
would not be able to successfully lay siege to Ky. So, he had
withdrawn all his available fighting men behind the walls of the
city, thinking that the safest place, and the easiest to
defend.

But Naigren was a
charismatic and experienced commander – a natural leader of men and
a master strategist. He had carefully planned his entire campaign
of conquest before he ever left his Emborean capital, Numensis. He
knew full well how formidable the walls and gates of Ky were, and
how accomplished those legendary archers. He knew that if he threw
his legions at those obstacles, he would lose huge numbers of his
men and, quite possibly, for no gain.

Among the wagons in
his supply train were three containing the parts of a much larger
throwing engine designed and constructed by the engineers and
carpenters of Aescara, one of the already conquered and assimilated
lands. A fourth wagon contained a number of small wooden barrels.
Those four covered wagons were constantly tended and guarded by
fifty huge, black-skinned Dhubian warriors, chosen for their
fighting skill and loyalty, and because Dhubians were known to be
close-mouthed. Even they did not know what the barrels were for, or
what they contained.

Naigren recognised
Rathlaine as a proud, just, and honourable man who ruled his lands
wisely and well; a model, in fact, of the very type of man he
wanted to see ruling all the five lands. He had no intention of
making an enemy of either the Lord of Kyreth or his people, and he
did not want to destroy that fine, ancient city nor any more of its
feared and skilled bowmen than he could help. He wanted them to
join his empire, because he had need of them.

On the first morning
following the arrival of his legions, after the encampments and
horse-lines had been set up, he had ridden up to the gates of Ky
accompanied only by two of his commanders and a herald bearing a
flag of parley.

He found Rathlaine
waiting for him, standing on the fighting platform that had been
built on top of those massive entry gates. He noticed that the
platform was manned by at least a hundred archers and that, at
intervals, there were braziers and cauldrons of boiling pitch and
oil ready to be poured down upon any who survived the arrow-storm
and attempted to assault the gates. He smiled then, because he had
expected that Rathlaine would arrange his defences in that way.
Without the fires, the cauldrons and the stacked barrels on the
platform his plan would probably have worked anyway, but with them
it would be much easier.

The gates were built
from immensely thick stanchions of the hardest and most durable
wood, each one cut from a single, tall tree. Great horizontal iron
strips held them together with bolts as thick as a child’s wrist.
But it had been a warm, dry summer, as Naigren’s sky-watchers had
predicted.

Seeing Naigren and his
three companions draw up their horses more than a hundred handspans
below him, Rathlaine called out, ‘Why do you bring your army to my
gates, Naigren? These lands are Kyrethi, the home of my forefathers
for ages past. We are not your enemies, and I have done you no
wrong.’

Naigren looked up and
smiled. ‘I have not come to conquer your lands, or to destroy your
city, Rathlaine. I do not come to depose you, but to ask you to
join me. I want Kyreth to become part of an empire; an empire
strong enough to end the petty wars and quarrels that have held all
our nations back for so long, so that we can prosper through trade
and mutual progress. An empire strong enough to drive the Vargs out
of our lands forever, and keep the peace afterwards. Give me what I
ask for and I will send my army back to Emboran. Then we will sit
down and talk about the future together.’

‘The Vargs do not
trouble us, Naigren,’ Rathlaine replied. ‘They are frightened of my
archers. And I have never taken part in those wars and quarrels you
speak of. These lands belong to my sons and to my people. Kyreth is
not mine to give you. Go away from my gates, Lord of Emboran, and
take your legions with you while you still have them.’

There was an
assuredness in Rathlaine’s voice that told Naigren his subterfuge
had worked. He was aware that, in any circumstances other than
those he had planned, the Lord of Kyreth would have been entirely
correct: that he likely would not even have got his legionaries up
to the walls – never mind over them.

He rode back to his
lines and ordered the great throwing engine to be assembled. Under
cover of night, the engine would be hauled up before the gates of
Ky by those fifty muscular Dhubians, to be placed just out of range
of all but the few best and strongest among the Kyrethi bowmen.
When dawn broke next morning, Naigren would order it to be used. If
his calculations had been correct, his dream of empire, of unity,
of enduring peace and security, would be realised; for the last of
the independent lands would fall.

As the sun rose across
that open space where the rolling, northern grasslands of Emboran
meet the edge of the Great Forest of Kyreth the defenders on the
walls saw the throwing engine positioned and ready, pointing at the
gates. They could not see the Aescaran engineers who would work it,
or the stacked barrels behind it, because the thick shield of
overlapping leather sheets that stood in front of it denied the
archers a target. A few arrows might reach the shield, but
penetrating it would strip them of the force required to kill.

The Kyrethi could not
sally out from their great gates to attack the engine, because ten
thousand legionaries standing in battle formation behind their
tall, body-covering matkas, their asphars scabbarded at their left
sides and their short, stabbing infant spears at the ready, were
waiting for the Kyrethi to do just that. On each flank of the
assembled infantry were a thousand heavy horse armed with the great
spear and two thousand light horse with their wicked, curved khirs,
just in case the defenders decided to climb over their own walls to
attack the Emborean position from its sides. A further thousand
heavy horse sat patiently behind the infantry formation. If it
became necessary, the infantry would part ranks at the double,
allowing the heavy cavalry to charge through them towards the
gates.

The Aescarans knew
their business. The first barrel hit the gates about half-way up
and burst. The specially refined Aescaran blackstone-oil it
contained spilled down the wooden gates, mostly onto the ground,
but some of it soaked into the dry wood; and still the defenders
did not see their peril. Some of them even jeered.

The Aescaran crew
knocked in the wedges under the engine’s heavy frame a little
further. When the second barrel hit the gates just underneath the
fighting platform Rathlaine suddenly realised what the Emboreans
were planning to do. He shouted to his archers to get off the
platform and his fire-tenders to extinguish the braziers. In the
hurry and confusion, one of the braziers was knocked over. It fell
through a murder hole in the platform’s floor, the red-hot coals
setting fire to the oil on the ground outside the gates. Flames
leapt up the wood as the third barrel hit the fighting platform
square on. By then, it was too late for the defenders to do
anything to thwart Naigren’s plan. With a whoomph! that started
birds out of the trees in the surrounding forest, bright orange
flames roared up into the sky.

Again, and again the
barrels smashed into the gates while the flames raged and grew,
setting fire to the cauldrons of oil and pitch as the fighting
platform crashed to the ground. The heat grew in intensity until
the great iron bolts became white hot. The defenders could do
nothing to stop it. They knew that to throw water on the oil would
be folly, because it would simply spread the blaze until the
buildings nearest the gates caught fire too.

Five hours after the
first barrel was thrown, the blackened and smouldering remains of
the great gates of Ky collapsed. Rathlaine realised that what
Naigren had done to his gates he could do to the entire city if he
so chose, and there was nothing the Kyrethi Lord could do to
prevent it. He rode out through the wreck of the gates accompanied
by his two sons; dismounted, and cast his great war-bow down at
Naigren’s feet. The Emborean picked up the bow and gave it back to
him. ‘I don’t want your bow, your city, or your lands, Rathlaine. I
want your hand in friendship, as an equal. Will you give it?’

Thus, the Kyrethi
nation bowed their heads – as the Aescarans to the west, the Jumari
to the east, and the inhabitants of Dhub-Harak in the south had
done before them – to the greatest Emborean who ever lived.

Later, when Naigren
returned in triumph to Numensis, his commanders, councillors and
advisers had implored him to declare himself king of that great,
inclusive nation that would become the Five Lands of Archea.

But Naigren
refused.

‘The time of kings is
over,’ he said. ‘From this day forward, we are going to do things
differently.’

His first act was to
invite four of the most powerful and respected members of Archean
society to join him in forming a ruling body called the Council of
Five. The membership of that council would be himself for Emboran,
Rathlaine for Kyreth, and one from Dhub-Haraq. Because Aescara was
by far the most populous of the lands, he divided it into two -
North and South: each of those two lands supplying one member to
the new Council. The first proclamation issued by that council was
as follows:

 


“It is a self-evident
truth that every man and woman born is a unique and special
individual with much to learn and much to give. Therefore, the
principles of sexual equality and freedom of personal choice and
expression, shall be the inalienable foundation of Archean
Law.”
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The
City In The Lake

 



Chapter 1:
Numensis

 


 


The first attempt on
my life occurred when I was just three years old. A man with a wild
look on his face and an axe in his hand ran towards me yelling a
word I didn't understand. There was a crack of blade on bone as one
of our household guard speared him through the back of his head. I
remember the echoing shouts, the spurting blood, the point of the
spear protruding from his open mouth; the wide, staring eyes that
were lifeless even before his body crumpled to the ground. And my
mother snatching me up into her arms.

The place was the
mural hallway, just inside the door that leads to the training yard
and the stables. The word was 'Abomination'.
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‘Ow! Don’t kick me so
hard, Illyn!’

‘You whoaed. I didn’t
tell you to whoa.’

‘Sit still you cheeky
little bugger, or I’ll chuck you over the side.’

‘No, you won’t. Mother
wouldn’t like it if I got all broke into little bits, and then
you’d be in lots of trouble.’

My elder brother,
Berec, and I had stopped by the parapet of the High Guard Tower, a
favourite place. Looking out from the crenelated battlements, we
could see the whole of the fortress city of Numensis around us on
its rocky island as though it were a scale model of the real thing,
or we were eagles soaring on the morning air. We could see the full
extent of the massive outer wall, with its buttresses and bastions,
that ran around the entire perimeter of our island.

Within those walls lay
a city of narrow, winding ways; shops, inns and taverns, a
marketplace, the workshops of craftsmen, artisans and smiths. We
could see a windmill and grain stores; stairways, terraces, small
public gardens planted with bright flowers; and tall houses of
three or four stories, all crammed together in a seeming confusion
of shapes, designs and levels, their slated roofs running and
fusing together like grey ice over a tumble of rocks.

‘When I’m Lord I’ll
spend all day chucking you off towers if I want. On Firsdays I’ll
chair the Provincial Council. On Secondays I’ll receive
petitioners. On Thirdays I’ll take Morgas hunting, and on Fordays
I’ll throw you off towers. Maybe sometimes I’ll use a
catapult.’

I didn’t offer any
argument to that, because when I was very young, I hadn’t yet
discovered either the extent, or the limitations, of a Lord’s
power. Besides, I would have found it very difficult to believe
that Berec, who I loved and admired, would ever do me harm.

There must have been
one of the household guard on the tower with us that day, because
there was always at least one on duty there, although I don’t
remember now who it was. Whoever it may have been was probably
smiling at our childish banter, content in the knowledge that Berec
was merely joshing me in the threatening way that elder brothers
do. Berec might well have been smiling too, but sitting on his
shoulders it was difficult for me to tell. Among the many things I
wasn’t aware of at that age was the fact that, even though as
eldest child my brother was hereditary heir to the title and status
of Lord of Numensis and Emboran by ancient right, the guard would
have killed him to save my life.

The Citadel, standing
on the highest point of the island, was a four-storey, rambling
warren of passageways, stairs, corridors and hallways leading to
two hundred and thirty-eight separate rooms; a complex that had
been extended, altered, and refurbished over the course of many
centuries. It was the residence of the Lord, his family and
household as it had always been, but many of those rooms were empty
in my lifetime.

Long years ago, the
Emborean legionaries had been moved into a separate barracks in
another part of the city, and later still into the new barracks,
stables and paddocks that sprawled around the Legion Tower on the
mainland at the end of the causeway. There were disused
dormitories, armouries, mess rooms, and resonant, vaulted
storerooms where we played endless games of hide-and-seek or
catch-me; sometimes just the two of us, sometimes joined by the
children of the household guard. Deep in the rock beneath the
Citadel there were underground tunnels, dusty catacombs and sombre
tomb-chambers which we would explore with candle-lanterns, scaring
the wits out of each other.

Berec was only three
years older than I was, but he was taller, far stronger and more
heavily built, like our birth-father Lord Beren who, with his
crimson Emborean hair, sturdy arms, great muscular chest and legs,
over-topped by a finger or two even the tallest of our household
guard. But my father’s appearance belied his nature for he was, to
me anyway, a kind, thoughtful, somewhat indulgent man possessed of
a quick smile and a hearty laugh, and something of a scholar
besides.

Compared to my father
and brother I was narrow-hipped and slender, taking more after my
willowy, graceful mother, the Lady Aelia, with her delicate
celestial nose, high cheekbones, very blue eyes and hair the colour
of rich butter served at a feast.

From the eyrie-like
High Guard Tower we could see the snow-capped peaks of the Crescent
Mountains that fed the lake in which our fortress city lay, and the
shimmering ribbon of the mighty Embor as it snaked away south-west
among the hills of southern Emboran, to the distant Gulf of
Aescara. It was an open land, dotted with coppices and thickets,
rocky outcrops and wide, grass-filled valleys where herds of wild
horses, deer, wild pigs and our domesticated cattle roamed free. In
the opposite direction were fields of wheat, oats and barley,
dotted with villages and hamlets where the Great Trading Road ran
all the way up to the ancient city of Ky, in Kyreth, far across the
vast, undulating grasslands of the northern Emborean plains.

We Emboreans were
horse-born, sharing the saddle with our parents and older siblings
before we could walk. We never held with idols and super-beings in
the sky like some of the Aescarans still did. If we ever came close
to worshipping anything it was common sense – and horses.

There used to be a
saying: “What an Aescaran will say in two long, flowery sentences,
an Emborean will tell you with the back of his hand.” That wasn’t
quite so true in my lifetime, because the centuries of
interbreeding that followed Naigren’s conquests had gentled the
Emborean character. But ours was still the richest and most
powerful of the Five lands, even if Aescara was the most populous,
for it was Emboran that mainly supplied Archea with beef, hides and
grain, and the four Archean Legions with their Cavalry divisions.
That, together with being a major trading centre, made Numensis a
wealthy city, and an-Goutha the most influential of the noble
houses.
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Sometimes, when we
were spared from our studies in the schoolroom with Master Verne,
Berec and I would take our ponies from the Citadel stables to trot
out through the city gates, always accompanied by at least two
members of the light cavalry and a groom. We would pass beneath the
Watch Tower that formed part of the city walls, and along the
causeway to the Legion Tower, where the duty officer would salute
and wave us through.

Then we would race
each other along the banks of the lake; Berec on his superb piebald
stallion, Morgas, with his white mane and tail streaming out, and
me with Kea, my sleek, spirited, chestnut mare; balancing in the
stirrups with our backsides up and heads down, galloping flat out
often as far as the lower foothills of the mountains. I usually won
those races because I was light on Kea’s back and she could run as
fleet as a hawk can dive.

From the foothills,
while we rested our ponies, allowing them to graze and our guards
to catch up, we would look back towards the city in the lake, the
tallest of its roofs and towers showing above its massive,
yellow-brown outer walls, and with the great Citadel rising
majestically over all; unassailable, unconquerable, immutable. Or
so we thought then.

But the place my
brother liked to take me most often was down to the training yard
where the Squires received their instruction in the arts of war. In
the old days, a Squire would have been the body servant to a
knight: a shield bearer who would assist the knight to don his
armour before battle, cleaning and sharpening his weapons; but like
so many other things, all that had changed during Naigren’s time.
The rank and status of Knight no longer existed, but the training
methods, and the title and status of Squire still remained, because
these boys were all the sons of noble houses who would become
junior officers in the legions of the Five Lands of Archea.

The training yard,
about a hundred paces square, lay within the Citadel precincts
against its outer eastern wall. Just inside the archway leading
from the Citadel to the training yard were the quarters of
Sword-Master Karnec, that grizzled old veteran of many conflicts
who was charged with turning the sons of Lords into skilled
fighting men. We still needed such men because, even though we
largely had peace in Archea, you cannot keep the peace unless you
are strong enough to hold it; and besides, nine hundred years after
Naigren’s legions first drove the barbarian Vargs out of Aescara,
we were still at war with them.

On the right of the
training yard were the Squires’ barracks where those boys and young
men lived while undergoing their training. On the left side of the
yard was the armoury where the practice swords and shields were
kept, and which led via a short passageway to the door of the
Squires’ bath-house.

A large section of the
yard was cordoned off by a waist-high wooden barrier rail. The
outer Citadel wall formed one side of that section of the yard, and
the barrier itself the other three; but in such a way that you
could walk from the barracks to the armoury without crossing it.
The sand-floored area thus formed within the barrier was the
fighting ground – Karnec’s hallowed soil – where combat with the
maeglar, asphar, bastard sword and small shield was taught, and the
stars help any boy who displeased Karnec, or broke any of his iron
rules, on that ground.

Berec loved to stand
and watch the boys and young men at their exercises and training
bouts, longing to be big enough and old enough to join them. Which
boys would be selected for training, and when, was at the sole
discretion of the Sword-Master, whose judgement could not be
overruled by anyone, not even by a Premier Lord. My brother, being
quite physically advanced for his age, felt sure that he would get
in at the earlier end of the acceptable age range, which would
normally be around thirteen. As for me, I never really expected to
qualify at all. Having more of an academic turn of mind, I wasn’t
that much interested in swordplay then. It was not that the idea of
combat frightened me, or that I had no stomach for a fight. It was
more that I felt myself unsuitable, unworthy; that if I tried to do
it I would fail.

The sight of boys
armed with maeglars learning their basic thrusts, slices, cuts and
wards, and older ones sparring with the asphar and small shield;
the shouts and grunts, the cries of triumph or pain, the crack of
sword on sword or shield – and the bellowing voice of Sword-Master
Karnec – impressed me, I suppose; but not to the same extent that
it excited Berec’s eagerness and enthusiasm.

On the way from our
apartments on the top floor of the Citadel to the training yard, we
would use the servants’ stair that led down to the mural hallway at
the rear of the building close to the kitchens, food and wine
storerooms. The very same place where that early attempt on my life
had been made.

The first thing you
saw, facing you at the bottom of that stairway, was a painted mural
depicting Naigren with his legions at the gates of Ky. During his
own lifetime, Naigren would never allow statues, busts or portraits
of himself to be made; there was only this one painting in
existence that featured him. I sometimes used to stop and study it.
There were lots of tiny details in it. You could look at it for
hours, and then discover something you hadn’t previously
noticed.

The figure of my
ancestor sat astride his horse with his sword and shield. The
surface of the shield was polished like a mirror, and around his
neck on a thong, rather like a pendant, was a tiny key. I liked to
think that despite my physical shortcomings, my ancestor and I were
a little bit alike in that we shared the same rare hair colour,
like burnished copper, although you had to look very closely at the
mural to see that.

I used to wonder about
what sort of a man he had been, and seeing that I would never be
Lord of Numensis and Emboran as he once was, what kind of a man I
would become. Later in life, I would have cause to wonder if the
speared man had studied it too.
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There was a fireplace
in the sparsely furnished, white-painted schoolroom where Berec and
I were taught. In the winter, Master Verne would neglect to set a
fire in it if Berec and I had displeased him. I remember one
occasion when we were shivering, because we had been asked to
produce two sheets of paper on the design and workings of the
weight-driven Aescaran clocks that were in increasingly common use.
We weren’t being punished because Master Verne didn’t get the two
essays he was expecting, but because I’d done what I often did. It
had taken me until quite late the previous night to write both of
them, but I was only nine years old then, and not a terribly
skilled forger.

I’m ambidextrous, but
I usually write with my left hand, so I’d written Berec’s essay
with my right. I’d changed the order of the discourse, and used
different wording, but the diagrams were the same. I did it for the
usual reason – so that my brother could sneak off to meet one of
the many girlfriends that he thought our parents didn’t know
about.

Verne set the papers
down in front of Berec with that ‘head down, eyebrows up’ look he
used to give us. ‘You, Berec, are going to sit there and copy this
essay out again. It might not be your own work, but it is going to
be in your own handwriting at least! And it will be neat and
legible, or you’ll do it again and again until I’m satisfied.’

Then he turned to me.
‘And you, Illyanovic, you ought to know better. How is your brother
to learn anything if you constantly do his work for him?’

I could have told him
that my brother was learning, even if the subject matter had more
to do with cock work than clockwork, but it wouldn’t have been a
wise thing to say. In that way, just as Berec had often carried me
on his shoulders when I was small, so I returned the favour by
carrying him.
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Life in the Citadel
went on for Berec and me in much the same way for another year
until, when I was ten years old and Berec had just turned thirteen,
he was sent away to serve his Squireship at Lord Nimien an-Karst’s
Citadel at Montis on the high scarp near the western border between
Aescara and Emboran. Montis was the centre for breeding and
training horses for the heavy cavalry, of which our birth-father
had once been a member, and for which Berec had always expressed a
preference. Like father, he certainly had the stature for it.

I used to think that
another reason our parents chose Lord Nimien was because that
particular nobleman didn’t have any daughters, and Berec had been
bedding girls since he was eleven. For myself, that was a subject I
hadn’t really thought much about. But then, as I have said, I was
younger than him, and at the time I thought that was why. It would
be several years before I would discover that my parents always had
more than one good reason for everything they ever did, and that
there was a third reason for Berec being sent to Montis that would
be more important and far-reaching than any of the others.

From the day Berec
left, and for the next three years, I was tutored by Master Verne
on my own, so my education went forward by leaps and bounds. My
instruction began to involve more practical things. My parents
allowed me to be taken into the city to visit the premises of
various smiths, craftsmen and artisans to see how things were done,
and that I might learn what the lives of the commoners were
like.

Descended as we were
from a militaristic, largely feudal, society with rich traditions
of honourable conduct and duty, it was important for the children
of nobles to learn that with power and wealth comes responsibility;
that we were not the rulers of Emboran, but the guardians of its
freedom and balance: the overseers and organisers whose primary
task was to ensure that the laws handed down to us by Naigren
an-Goutha were kept so that all of our citizens, whatever their
station or condition, might achieve useful and satisfactory lives
free from the curses of poverty and misrule. For in that duty lay
both the honour of the noble houses, and the justification for
their continued existence.

On a few occasions I
was taken further: several times to arable and livestock farms, the
stud farm and other enterprises that our family owned or had shares
in. There was a visit to a slate quarry, a paper-maker and the
fisheries at Kronke’s Quay on the upper reaches of the Embor. I
always found those visits extremely interesting and enjoyable, not
least because they gave me additional time with Kea, but also
because I would frequently be accompanied by my birth-father along
with his usual six-man light cavalry escort, giving me the
opportunity to imagine myself as one of them.

Instead of teaching me
in the schoolroom, Master Verne would sometimes give me a book to
read and then, a few days later, we would discuss what I had
learned from it. For a long time afterwards, it seemed to me that
it was at least partly due to that way of doing things that I
entered into the next phase of my life – the one that would change
everything for me forever – and all because I made a practice of
taking those books, whenever possible, to sit and read them in my
mother’s garden.

 



Chapter 2:
The Lady’s Garden

 


 


My mother’s private
garden was set on a high terrace overlooking the courtyard on the
south side of the Citadel, from where a grown man standing on the
ground could look over the garden wall to the games field.

It was only accessible
through an ancient, arched door from the solar in the Lady’s
apartments. It had been planted with white and purple lilac trees,
flowering cherry and magnolia; an ordered space, yet without being
too formal. There was carefully clipped grass underfoot with
meandering stepping-stone pathways crossing it, leading to little
nooks and bowers formed by rhododendron, honeysuckle, clematis and
lavender: a secluded area that custom dictated only the Lady, her
personal visitors, and attendants could use.

The main attraction
for me was that, apart from being a pleasant place to sit whenever
the sun was warm enough, it provided me with a spot where I would
not be disturbed. I would take my books, sometimes two or three of
them, place them on a sunny bench and sit down to read.
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There came a
particular spring day, just after my thirteenth birthday, that I
remember so well for two reasons. The first reason was because I
was in a high state of excitement. I had just received the news
that I would soon be seeing my brother again. His coming-of-age
feast was almost due: that all-important sixteenth birthday when he
would cease to be a minor, entering instead into the five-year-long
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